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on witchcraft cotton mather was a pivotal figure in early American colonial history,
particularly noted for his writings and influence during the Salem witch trials. As a Puritan
minister and prolific author, Cotton Mather's views on witchcraft and the supernatural
shaped much of the societal and judicial approach to suspected witchcraft in late 17th-
century Massachusetts. His works reveal both the religious fervor and the fears of the
time, reflecting the complex interplay between theology, law, and community dynamics.
This article delves into Cotton Mather’s background, his involvement with witchcraft
accusations, and the lasting impact of his writings on American cultural and religious
thought. Exploring his role provides essential context for understanding the Salem witch
trials and the broader phenomenon of witch hunts in colonial America. The following
sections will examine Cotton Mather’s biography, his significant works related to
witchcraft, and the legacy of his influence.

Cotton Mather: Biography and Historical Context

The Role of Cotton Mather in the Salem Witch Trials

Key Works on Witchcraft by Cotton Mather

Impact and Legacy of Cotton Mather’s Witchcraft Writings

Cotton Mather: Biography and Historical Context
Cotton Mather was born in 1663 in Boston, Massachusetts, into a prominent Puritan
family. His father, Increase Mather, was a well-known minister, which positioned Cotton
within a lineage of influential religious leaders. The Puritan community during this period
was deeply invested in maintaining religious purity and combating perceived threats from
both within and outside their society.

Mather’s education and upbringing prepared him for a life dedicated to ministry,
scholarship, and public service. He attended Harvard College, graduating at the young
age of 15, and later became a minister at Boston’s Second Church. His theological views
were strongly influenced by Calvinism and the prevailing Puritan orthodoxy, which
emphasized the reality of the supernatural and the ongoing battle between good and evil.

Puritan Beliefs and Witchcraft
The Puritans believed that witchcraft was a genuine threat orchestrated by the devil to
undermine their religious community. This belief system laid the foundation for the witch
hunts and trials that would later transpire. Cotton Mather’s religious framework viewed
witches as agents of Satan, and his writings reflect this conviction deeply.



Historical Context of 17th-Century New England
Seventeenth-century New England was marked by tensions including religious strife,
political uncertainty, and fears of Native American attacks. These anxieties contributed to
the readiness to believe in witchcraft and the supernatural. Cotton Mather’s work must be
understood within this volatile context, where religion and fear intersected to create a
climate ripe for witch trials.

The Role of Cotton Mather in the Salem Witch
Trials
Cotton Mather played a complex role in the Salem witch trials of 1692, a series of
hearings and prosecutions that resulted in the execution of twenty individuals accused of
witchcraft. Although not a primary judicial figure, Mather’s influence as a minister and
writer was significant in shaping public opinion and the legal proceedings.

He supported the trials in their early stages and provided theological justification for the
prosecution of witches. However, his stance was cautious; he also urged moderation and
questioned some of the more extreme evidentiary practices, such as the use of spectral
evidence.

Mather’s Involvement in Legal Proceedings
While Cotton Mather did not serve as a judge, he corresponded with magistrates and
provided advice based on his interpretations of scripture and law. His endorsement of the
legitimacy of witchcraft accusations lent weight to the trials, influencing how evidence
was perceived and how suspects were treated.

Controversy Over Spectral Evidence
Spectral evidence involved testimonies claiming that the accused’s spirit appeared to the
victim in a vision or dream. Cotton Mather initially accepted this form of evidence but
later expressed reservations. His nuanced position reflects the tension between religious
belief and emerging legal standards.

Key Works on Witchcraft by Cotton Mather
Cotton Mather was a prolific writer, and several of his works directly address the topic of
witchcraft. His most notable publication in this area is Wonders of the Invisible World,
which sought to justify the Salem witch trials and defend the Puritan response to
witchcraft.



Wonders of the Invisible World
Published in 1693, Wonders of the Invisible World is both a historical account and a
theological defense of the witch trials. Mather presented cases of witchcraft as evidence of
the ongoing war between God and Satan, framing the trials as necessary for the protection
of the community. The work combines sensational storytelling with religious
argumentation.

Other Relevant Publications
Besides Wonders of the Invisible World, Mather authored several sermons and treatises
discussing the devil’s work and the dangers of witchcraft. His writings often emphasized
the importance of vigilance against evil and encouraged the faithful to remain steadfast in
combating sin and heresy.

Memorable Providences Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions (1689)

Sermons on the nature of evil and demonic influence

Exhortations to moral purity and spiritual discipline

Impact and Legacy of Cotton Mather’s Witchcraft
Writings
The influence of Cotton Mather’s writings on witchcraft extended well beyond his lifetime.
His works contributed to shaping the Puritan worldview and the legal and cultural
handling of witchcraft accusations in colonial America. While controversial, his
contributions remain a critical part of early American religious and social history.

Cultural and Religious Influence
Mather’s theological perspectives reinforced the Puritan emphasis on spiritual warfare
and moral vigilance. His writings became a reference point for subsequent generations
grappling with issues of heresy, superstition, and the supernatural. This influence can be
seen in the persistence of witchcraft fears in American folklore and literature.

Historical Reassessment
Modern historians have critically reassessed Cotton Mather’s role, acknowledging both his
intellectual contributions and the problematic aspects of his support for witch trials. His
legacy is complex, embodying the tensions between faith, fear, and justice in colonial
society.



Provided theological justification for witch trials

Influenced legal practices regarding evidence and prosecution

Contributed to the cultural memory of witchcraft in America

Subject of debate in discussions on religious extremism and legal ethics

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Cotton Mather and what was his role in
witchcraft trials?
Cotton Mather was a New England Puritan minister, prolific author, and pamphleteer,
known for his involvement in the Salem witch trials where he supported the prosecution of
accused witches.

What were Cotton Mather's views on witchcraft?
Cotton Mather believed in the reality of witchcraft and the devil's influence, viewing
witchcraft as a serious threat to the Puritan community and advocating for its prosecution.

Did Cotton Mather write any influential works on
witchcraft?
Yes, Cotton Mather wrote 'Wonders of the Invisible World' in 1693, defending the Salem
witch trials and providing a theological explanation for witchcraft and possession.

How did Cotton Mather influence the Salem witch
trials?
Cotton Mather influenced the Salem witch trials by encouraging the use of spectral
evidence and endorsing the trials through his writings, which helped legitimize the
prosecution of accused witches.

Was Cotton Mather's stance on witchcraft universally
accepted?
No, Cotton Mather's stance was controversial; some contemporaries and later historians
criticized his support for the witch trials and use of questionable evidence.



How did Cotton Mather's religious beliefs shape his
approach to witchcraft?
As a Puritan minister, Cotton Mather's religious beliefs emphasized the battle between
God and Satan, leading him to view witchcraft as a manifestation of evil that needed to be
eradicated.

What impact did Cotton Mather's writings have on
witchcraft beliefs in colonial America?
Cotton Mather's writings reinforced and spread fear of witchcraft in colonial America,
influencing public opinion and legal proceedings related to witchcraft accusations.

How is Cotton Mather's legacy regarding witchcraft
viewed today?
Today, Cotton Mather's legacy is mixed; he is seen as a product of his time whose actions
contributed to tragic injustices during the witch trials, serving as a cautionary tale about
mass hysteria and judicial overreach.

Additional Resources
1. Wonders of the Invisible World by Cotton Mather
This is Cotton Mather’s most famous work, published in 1693, which defends the Salem
witch trials and presents various cases of witchcraft in New England. Mather aimed to
justify the trials by documenting supernatural events and alleged witch activities. The
book provides insight into Puritan beliefs and the early American colonial mindset
regarding witchcraft and the supernatural.

2. Salem Possessed: The Social Origins of Witchcraft by Paul Boyer and Stephen
Nissenbaum
This book explores the social and economic tensions that contributed to the Salem witch
trials. It provides context for Cotton Mather’s role and the broader Puritan society’s fears
of witchcraft. The authors analyze how community conflicts and anxieties fueled the
witchcraft accusations.

3. In the Devil’s Snare: The Salem Witchcraft Crisis of 1692 by Mary Beth Norton
Norton’s work places the Salem witch trials within the larger context of political and
military conflict, including King William’s War. The book examines how Cotton Mather’s
writings and sermons influenced the crisis. It offers a detailed narrative of the events
leading to and during the trials.

4. Witch-Hunting in Seventeenth-Century New England: A Documentary History,
1638-1693 by David D. Hall
This collection of primary documents includes Cotton Mather’s writings alongside court
records and personal accounts. It provides readers with firsthand perspectives on
witchcraft beliefs and trials in New England. The book is valuable for understanding the
historical context and Mather’s influence.



5. Faithful Wives and Mothers: Puritan Women and Witchcraft Accusations by Mary Beth
Norton
Norton investigates the gender dynamics involved in witchcraft accusations during the
Puritan era. The book discusses Cotton Mather’s views on women and witchcraft,
highlighting how societal roles impacted accusations. It sheds light on the intersection of
religion, gender, and social control.

6. The Devil in the Shape of a Woman: Witchcraft in Colonial New England by Carol F.
Karlsen
Karlsen’s study focuses on the gendered nature of witchcraft accusations and the role of
women in colonial society. The book examines Cotton Mather’s contributions to the
witchcraft discourse and how his beliefs reflected broader societal fears. It provides a
critical analysis of the cultural and religious factors at play.

7. Witchcraft and Hysteria in Elizabethan England: The Case of the Lancashire Witches by
Alison Rowlands
While centered on English witchcraft, this book offers important background on the beliefs
and legal practices that influenced American Puritan witch trials, including those
documented by Cotton Mather. It explores the hysteria surrounding witchcraft and the
societal mechanisms for controlling it.

8. Salem Witch Trials: A Reference Guide by K. David Goss
This comprehensive reference guide includes detailed entries on key figures like Cotton
Mather and significant events related to the Salem witch trials. It serves as a useful
resource for understanding the historical and cultural context of witchcraft in colonial
America. The guide also covers the aftermath and legacy of the trials.

9. Religion and the Decline of Magic by Keith Thomas
Though broader in scope, this seminal work explores the decline of magical beliefs in early
modern England and New England, providing context for the witchcraft beliefs held by
figures like Cotton Mather. Thomas analyzes how changing religious and scientific views
affected perceptions of witchcraft. The book helps explain the intellectual environment of
Mather’s time.
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