
Salem Witch Trials 
 

 
 

MUMUNC - XVII 

 
 

 



Background: 

The Salem witch trials emerged from a complex background of religious, social, 

and political tension in late 17th-century colonial Massachusetts. Salem was a Puritan 

community that believed strongly in the constant presence of God and the Devil, and 

many people viewed misfortune as a sign of spiritual failure or evil influence. At the 

same time, the colony faced severe stressors, including outbreaks of disease, fear of 

attacks from neighboring Native American tribes, and economic rivalry between Salem 

Village and the more prosperous Salem Town. These pressures created an atmosphere 

of anxiety and mistrust. When a group of young girls began showing strange behavior 

in 1692, the community looked for supernatural explanations rather than medical or 

psychological ones, setting the stage for widespread accusations. 

Social divisions also played a major role in the development of the trials. Many 

of the accused were marginalized individuals, such as women who did not conform to 

Puritan gender expectations, the poor, or those involved in local disputes. 

Longstanding family feuds and property conflicts often influenced who was targeted, 

showing that the trials were not just about religion but also about power and control. 

The legal system at the time allowed questionable forms of evidence, such as dreams 

and visions, which made it easy for accusations to escalate without proof. These 

underlying conditions explain how the Salem witch trials were able to grow so rapidly 
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and why so many innocent people were caught up in the hysteria. Understanding this 

background highlights how fear and division can lead to devastating consequences.  

Two Cities: 
 

A major factor behind the Salem witch trials was the long-standing conflict 

between Salem Village and Salem Town. Salem Town was wealthier, more commercial, 

and focused on trade, while Salem Village was rural, poorer, and centered on farming. 

Villagers often felt that the town controlled too much political and economic power, 

especially through taxes and church decisions, even though the village received little 

benefit. This resentment led Salem Village to push for more independence, including 

having its own church and minister, which caused arguments among residents. These 

disagreements split the community into opposing sides, creating tension and distrust. 

When accusations of witchcraft began, these existing conflicts made the 

situation worse. Many of the accused came from families involved in disputes with 

their neighbors or who supported independence from Salem Town. Accusations were 

sometimes used as a way to settle grudges or gain power, rather than address real 

evidence of witchcraft. Because the community was already divided, people were more 

likely to believe rumors and turn against one another. This shows how the rivalry 

between Salem Village and Salem Town helped create the conditions that led to the 

witch trials spiraling out of control. 
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Crisis:​

​ The courtroom in Salem was thick with tension as sixteen-year-old Dallie Ay 

stood accused of witchcraft. She came from Salem Village, the daughter of a struggling 

farmer, and stood alone before the judges as neighbors crowded the room, watching in 

fearful silence. Several villagers claimed her spirit had appeared to them in dreams 

and visions, and each accusation seemed to add weight to the fear already gripping the 

community. The judges listened carefully, but their faces showed uncertainty rather 

than confidence. Outside the courthouse, rumors spread quickly, mixing religious fear 

with personal grudges and long-standing disputes. As accusations increased and no 

clear truth emerged, colonial leaders decided to form a special committee made up of 

members from both Salem Village and Salem Town, hoping that a united effort might 

explain what was truly happening. 

 

Committee Goals: 

The goal of this committee is to investigate the Salem witch trials fairly and 

responsibly, setting aside fear, rumors, and personal grudges. Members should work to 

uncover the truth behind the accusations, question unreliable evidence such as dreams 

and visions, and protect innocent people from unjust punishment. By encouraging 

cooperation between Salem Village and Salem Town, the committee aims to reduce 

division and restore trust within the community. Ultimately, the committee seeks to 

4 



prevent further hysteria and ensure that justice is guided by reason, faith, and 

compassion rather than panic. 

 

Characters: 

Bridget Bishop (SV) 

Bridget Bishop was a strong-willed and independent woman in Salem Village 

who owned a tavern and was known for wearing bright, unusual clothing. Unlike most 

Puritan women, she enjoyed socializing and did not conform to strict expectations of 

modesty and obedience. Her outspoken personality and multiple past marriages made 

her a target of gossip and suspicion. Many villagers already viewed her as immoral, 

making it easy to believe she was involved in witchcraft. Bridget believed she was being 

punished for being different and for refusing to live quietly. She firmly denied all 

accusations and felt that society feared women who did not fit traditional roles. 

 

Rebecca Nurse (SV):  

Rebbeca Nurse is one of the most respected women in Salem village, whose 

heart was filled with kindness and morality. As a devoted church member and loyal 

mother/grandmother of a large family in the village, her life is marked by steady faith 

and service to her community. Because of her strong reputation, the accusations of 

witchcraft shocked many villagers and created a division between friends and families. 
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Many believed her pure heart and goodness proved the accusations as false, but others 

argued that the devil can disguise himself even in a godly person. Rebecca is struggling 

to grasp that her community turned its back on her, and believes that the trials are 

being driven by fear, not truth.  

 

Sarah Good (SV) 

Sarah Good was a poor, homeless woman who survived by begging from house 

to house in Salem Village. She had lost financial stability earlier in life and often relied 

on charity that was not always given kindly. When refused, she sometimes muttered 

angrily, which many villagers interpreted as curses. Her poverty, unkempt appearance, 

and social isolation made her widely disliked and easy to suspect. Long before formal 

accusations, she was already viewed as strange and troublesome. When fear of 

witchcraft spread, many believed someone on the margins of society must be 

responsible. Sarah insisted she was innocent and felt she was being punished simply 

for being poor and unwanted. 

 

Elizabeth Howe (SV) 

Elizabeth Howe was a farmer’s wife in Salem Village who had a history of 

tension with several neighbors. Over the years, illnesses, livestock problems, and 

misfortunes in nearby households were sometimes blamed on her through rumors and 
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suspicion. Though there was no proof of wrongdoing, these lingering disputes created 

an atmosphere of mistrust. When the witchcraft panic began, these past conflicts 

resurfaced and were reinterpreted as evidence of supernatural harm. Elizabeth denied 

all accusations and believed she was the victim of personal grudges rather than 

genuine fear of witchcraft.  

 

Martha Corey (SV) 

Martha Corey was a proud and outspoken woman in Salem Village. She has a 

reputation for critical thinking and not backing down when she has questions. Her 

intelligence and nature caused Martha to openly express doubt about witchcraft 

claims, arguing that not every strange event was the work of the devil. Martha 

maintains her innocence throughout the village, but vocalizes her skepticism of those 

who strongly believe that Salem is under a spiritual attack.  

 

Mary Eastey (SV) 

Mary Eastey is the sister of Rebecca Nurse and also held the same reputation for 

faith, kindness, and a gentle nature. She lived in Salem Village her whole life, and 

devoted her life to her family and the church. Fear deepened within the community 

following her accusation, creating the rumor that witchcraft might affect entire 

families. Her close relation to Rebbeca Nurse made her an easy target, but Mary 
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trusted God and remained calm, hoping for the truth to prevail. She had a lingering 

fear that once a suspicion began, innocence alone wasn’t powerful enough to save 

someone. 

 

George Bouroughs (ST) 

George Burroughs was a former minister who had once served Salem Village 

but left after conflicts over leadership and pay. These disagreements created lasting 

resentment among villagers. After moving away, rumors grew about his unusual 

strength and survival in harsh conditions. When the trials began, old grudges 

resurfaced, and he was accused of leading witches. Because he had lived outside the 

community, many saw him as suspicious. George believed he was being punished for 

past conflicts, not real wrongdoing, and maintained his innocence throughout the 

trials. 

 

John Proctor (SV) 

John Proctor was a hardworking farmer in Salem Village who valued honesty 

and independence. He was known for speaking his mind and criticizing hypocrisy, 

including the growing hysteria surrounding the trials. Proctor believed that personal 

grudges and false claims were being disguised as religious justice. Because he 

questioned the court’s authority and challenged the accusers, he quickly became 
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viewed as a threat. John struggled with guilt over past mistakes but refused to let lies 

destroy innocent lives. He stood firmly against the trials, even when it placed him and 

his family in danger. 

 

Giles Corey (SV) 

Giles Corey was an elderly but stubborn farmer in Salem Village, known for his 

blunt personality and outspoken nature. Though not well-educated, he strongly 

believed in fairness and justice. When his wife Martha was accused, Giles became 

determined to expose the lies behind the trials. He openly criticized the court and 

refused to cooperate with unfair questioning. His defiance angered authorities, who 

saw him as disruptive. Giles believed that remaining silent was better than allowing 

false evidence to harm others, even if it cost him his life 

 

Martha Carrier (SV) 

Martha Carrier was a confident and assertive woman in Salem Village who was 

often involved in arguments with neighbors. She did not hesitate to defend herself or 

her family, which caused some to view her as aggressive. After her family suffered 

from illness and misfortune, rumors spread that she was responsible. Her strong 

personality made her seem threatening to a society that valued quiet obedience. 
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Martha believed that she was targeted because she refused to submit to fear. She 

continued to proclaim her innocence despite intense pressure. 

 

Alice Parker (ST) 

Alice Parker lived in Salem Town and came from a modest family. She was quiet 

and kept to herself, rarely involving herself in village disputes. However, her limited 

social connections made her vulnerable to rumors. When accusations began spreading 

from the Village to the Town, Alice was named as a suspect without clear evidence. She 

was confused and frightened by the sudden attention. Alice believed she was being 

accused simply because no one was willing to defend her. 

 

Mary Parker (ST) 

Mary Parker was related to Alice Parker and shared a similar background of 

modest living in Salem Town. She had little influence in the community and depended 

on neighbors for support. When Alice was accused, suspicion quickly spread to Mary 

as well. Many believed witchcraft must run in families, increasing fear and mistrust. 

Mary felt helpless as her name was dragged into the trials. She maintained her 

innocence but feared that truth no longer mattered. 
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Betty Parris (ST) 

Betty Parris was the young daughter of Reverend Samuel Parris and lived in 

Salem Town. She was one of the first girls to display strange behavior, including fits 

and screaming. Surrounded by intense religious expectations, Betty struggled under 

pressure from adults to explain her condition. Her actions unintentionally triggered 

widespread panic. Though frightened and confused, she was encouraged to blame 

others rather than admit uncertainty. Betty became a symbol of the community’s fear. 

 

Abigail Williams (ST) 

Abigail Williams was a teenage girl living in Salem Town and the niece of 

Reverend Parris. She was bold, manipulative, and highly aware of her influence over 

others. After being involved in secret activities that could have led to punishment, 

Abigail used accusations as a way to protect herself. As people began believing her 

claims, she gained power she had never had before. Abigail feared losing control more 

than she feared lying. She continued accusing others to maintain her position and 

authority. 

 

Ann Putnam Jr. (ST) 

Ann Putnam Jr. was a young girl from a wealthy and influential Salem Town 

family. Her parents strongly believed in witchcraft and encouraged her accusations. 
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Having experienced the loss of several siblings, Ann grew up surrounded by grief and 

fear. She came to believe that supernatural forces were responsible for her family’s 

suffering. Supported by her parents, she became one of the most active accusers. Ann 

believed she was serving God, even as her words destroyed lives. 

 

Mercy Lewis (ST) 

Mercy Lewis was a servant living in Salem Town who had experienced violence 

and loss from past Native American conflicts. These traumatic experiences left her 

fearful and emotionally unstable. She became close to Abigail Williams and followed 

her lead in making accusations. Mercy enjoyed the sense of protection and importance 

the trials gave her. Though sometimes unsure of herself, she continued participating 

to avoid becoming a target. Fear controlled many of her choices. 

 

William Stoughton (SV) 

William Stoughton was a powerful judge from Salem Village who strongly 

believed in the reality of witchcraft. He supported the use of spectral evidence and 

trusted the accusers without hesitation. To him, questioning the court meant 

questioning God’s authority. He valued order and obedience above individual justice. 

Stoughton believed harsh punishment was necessary to cleanse the community. His 

rigid thinking helped the trials continue unchecked. 
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Jonathan Corwin (ST) 

Jonathan Corwin was a wealthy merchant and magistrate from Salem Town. He 

was concerned with maintaining social stability and protecting his status. While he 

claimed to seek justice, he often sided with powerful figures. Corwin relied heavily on 

testimony and visions rather than physical evidence. He feared that admitting mistakes 

would weaken authority. As a result, he allowed unfair trials to continue. 

 

John Hathorne (ST) 

John Hathorne was a leading judge from Salem Town known for his aggressive 

questioning of the accused. He believed that strong pressure would reveal the truth. 

Hathorne often assumed guilt before hearing full testimony. His harsh interrogations 

intimidated many into false confessions. He viewed doubt as weakness and believed 

strict control was necessary. His methods intensified the hysteria. 

 

Samuel Sewall (ST) 

Samuel Sewall was a judge from Salem Town who initially supported the trials 

but later grew uncomfortable with their fairness. He noticed contradictions in 

testimonies and began questioning the court’s actions. Unlike other judges, he felt 

moral responsibility for innocent deaths. Sewall struggled between loyalty to authority 
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and personal conscience. Over time, guilt weighed heavily on him. He eventually 

regretted his role in the trials. 

 

Governor William Phips (ST) 

Governor William Phips was the political leader of Massachusetts, based in 

Salem Town. At first, he supported the trials to maintain order and public confidence. 

However, as executions increased and criticism grew, he began to doubt their 

legitimacy. Phips feared that the colony’s reputation was being damaged. He ultimately 

decided to limit the court’s power. His intervention helped bring the trials to an end. 

 

Reverand Samuel Parris (ST) 

Reverend Samuel Parris was the strict minister of Salem Town and Betty’s 

father. He believed deeply in spiritual warfare between God and the Devil. Parris 

encouraged investigations into witchcraft to protect his authority and reputation. 

Critics saw him as selfish and divisive. He feared losing his position if the girls were 

proven wrong. His influence played a major role in spreading panic. 

 

Cotton Mather (SV) 

Cotton Mather was a highly educated minister from Salem Village who believed 

strongly in the presence of supernatural forces. He supported the trials in their early 
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stages and defended the use of spiritual evidence. Mather believed he was protecting 

society from evil. However, he also feared losing influence if he opposed the court. His 

writings helped justify the trials. Though intelligent, he failed to recognize the harm 

being done. 

 

Increase Mather (SV) 

Increase Mather was Cotton Mather’s father and a respected religious leader in 

Salem Village. Unlike his son, he grew more cautious about the trials over time. He 

warned against relying too heavily on visions and dreams. Increased faith should be 

guided by reason and fairness. Though he did not openly stop the trials, he encouraged 

moderation. His doubts reflected growing concern among leaders. 
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