
cotton mathers history of new england
witchcraft
Cotton Mather's History of New England Witchcraft is a significant historical
document that provides insight into the context and events surrounding the infamous
witch trials of the late 17th century in colonial America. Mather, a prominent New
England minister, was a key figure during this tumultuous period. His writings offer a
deep dive into the religious, social, and psychological factors that fueled the witch hunts,
as well as the impact of these events on the communities involved. This article explores
Cotton Mather's contributions, the historical backdrop of witchcraft in New England, and
the implications of his work.

Background of Cotton Mather

Cotton Mather was born on February 12, 1663, in Boston, Massachusetts, into a family
with strong Puritan roots. His father, Increase Mather, was a noted minister and president
of Harvard College. Raised in a devout Puritan environment, Cotton Mather was educated
at Harvard, graduating at the age of 15. He became a minister himself and served at the
Second Church in Boston for over 40 years.

Mather was a prolific writer, authoring numerous books and pamphlets on various topics,
including theology, history, and science. However, his most enduring legacy is tied to his
writings on witchcraft, particularly his involvement in the Salem witch trials.

The Context of Witchcraft in New England

The belief in witchcraft has deep historical roots, influenced by religious, cultural, and
social factors. The Puritan settlers in New England held a worldview that viewed the
presence of evil as a constant threat. This perspective was fueled by:

Religious Beliefs: The Puritans believed in a literal interpretation of the Bible,
which included the existence of witchcraft as a real and present danger. They viewed
witches as individuals who had made pacts with the devil.

Social Tensions: The late 17th century was marked by political instability, economic
hardship, and conflicts with Native Americans. These factors contributed to a sense
of anxiety and fear within communities, making them more susceptible to the idea of
witchcraft.

Legal Framework: The legal system in colonial New England allowed for the
prosecution of witchcraft, often based on spectral evidence—testimony that the spirit
or specter of the accused was seen committing witchcraft.



These elements created a fertile ground for witch hunts, culminating in the Salem witch
trials of 1692, which would profoundly impact Mather and his writings.

Mather's Involvement in the Salem Witch Trials

During the Salem witch trials, a series of hearings and prosecutions took place in Salem,
Massachusetts, leading to the execution of twenty individuals and the imprisonment of
many others. Cotton Mather’s role was primarily as a theologian and a commentator on
the events rather than a direct participant in the trials.

Writings and Influence

Mather wrote extensively about the trials and the broader implications of witchcraft. His
most notable work, "Wonders of the Invisible World," published in 1693, was a defense of
the Salem witch trials and an exposition of the dangers of witchcraft. In this work, Mather
argued:

The Reality of Witchcraft: Mather asserted that witches were real and that their1.
influence was dangerous to society.

The Importance of the Trials: He believed that the trials were necessary to protect2.
the community from evil.

Critique of Skepticism: Mather criticized those who doubted the validity of the trials3.
and the existence of witchcraft, viewing skepticism as a threat to the Puritan moral
order.

Despite his intentions to defend the trials, Mather's writings have been scrutinized for
their role in perpetuating the hysteria. Critics argue that he failed to advocate for due
process and the rights of the accused, contributing to the tragic outcomes of the trials.

The Aftermath of the Trials and Mather's Legacy

The Salem witch trials eventually ended, leading to a backlash against the methods used
to prosecute alleged witches. By 1693, the Massachusetts General Court declared a day of
fasting and soul-searching for the tragedy, and the use of spectral evidence was
discredited.



Mather's Changing Reputation

In the aftermath, Cotton Mather’s reputation became complicated. While he remained a
respected minister and intellectual, his association with the trials cast a long shadow over
his legacy. In later years, he expressed regret for his role in the trials, acknowledging the
potential for injustice in the witch hunts.

Mather's writings on witchcraft, while reflective of the beliefs of his time, also serve as a
cautionary tale about the dangers of mass hysteria and the consequences of fear-driven
actions. His work contributed to the evolving discourse on witchcraft, shifting perceptions
towards a more skeptical view of witch trials.

Contributions to the Understanding of Witchcraft

Cotton Mather's impact extends beyond the Salem witch trials. His writings contributed to
the broader understanding of witchcraft in colonial America and influenced subsequent
literature on the subject.

Literary and Historical Significance

Mather's work is significant for several reasons:

Historical Documentation: His accounts provide a primary source for
understanding the events of the Salem witch trials and the societal attitudes towards
witchcraft during his time.

Theological Insights: Mather's theological arguments reflect the Puritan mindset,
offering insights into the religious fervor that characterized the period.

Influence on Future Discourse: His writings have been referenced by historians,
theologians, and literary scholars, shaping the narrative surrounding witchcraft in
American history.

Conclusion

Cotton Mather's history of New England witchcraft is a complex and multifaceted subject
that exemplifies the intersection of religion, fear, and societal dynamics in colonial
America. Through his writings, Mather not only defended the witch trials but also became
a pivotal figure in the discourse on witchcraft and its consequences.

The legacy of his works serves as a reminder of the perils of hysteria and the importance



of reason and justice in the face of fear. As we continue to study Cotton Mather and the
events he chronicled, we gain valuable insights into the human condition, societal fears,
and the historical context of witchcraft in New England. His contributions, while
controversial, remain an essential part of American history and the ongoing exploration of
how societies navigate the complexities of belief, justice, and morality.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Cotton Mather and what role did he play in the
Salem witch trials?
Cotton Mather was a New England Puritan minister, prolific author, and pamphleteer. He
played a significant role in the Salem witch trials by supporting the court's proceedings
and advocating for the prosecution of alleged witches, which was influenced by his belief
in the supernatural.

What is the title of Cotton Mather's notable work
regarding witchcraft?
Cotton Mather's notable work on witchcraft is titled 'Wonders of the Invisible World,'
published in 1693. In this book, he defends the Salem witch trials and argues against the
criticism of the trials while promoting the idea of witchcraft as a real and dangerous
phenomenon.

How did Cotton Mather's religious beliefs influence his
views on witchcraft?
Cotton Mather's Puritan beliefs emphasized a strict moral code and a belief in the
existence of the Devil and witchcraft. He viewed witchcraft as a direct threat to the
community and a manifestation of sin, which led him to take a proactive stance in the
witch trials.

What were the long-term effects of Cotton Mather's
writings on American views of witchcraft?
Cotton Mather's writings contributed to the demonization of witchcraft in America,
reinforcing fears and superstitions surrounding it. His influence persisted, shaping public
perception and legal approaches to witchcraft for years, even beyond the Salem trials.

Did Cotton Mather ever express doubts about the witch
trials?
Yes, later in his life, Cotton Mather expressed some doubts about the witch trials and the
methods used to obtain confessions, advocating for a more cautious approach. However,
his earlier writings largely supported the trials and the use of spectral evidence.



What impact did Cotton Mather have on the
Enlightenment and rational thought?
Cotton Mather's work is often seen as a counterpoint to Enlightenment rationalism. While
he engaged in scientific inquiry, particularly in medicine, his strong belief in the
supernatural and witchcraft illustrated the tension between emerging rational thought and
traditional religious beliefs of the time.
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