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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain how Reformation-era fear and religious upheaval - religious division, plague, war, and a shared fear of the Devil - created the conditions for the European witch hunts.
2. Describe how witch-hunting manuals (such as the Malleus Maleficarum), gender, and social scapegoating shaped who was accused and why.
3. Explain how a flawed legal process - accusation, interrogation, and confession commonly extracted under torture - turned ordinary fear into legal persecution, and why such confessions are unreliable.
4. Analyze a primary source - an adapted excerpt of a 1566 English witch-trial pamphlet - reading it critically as courtroom testimony, and explain how fear became legal persecution.

SECTION 1
What Were the European Witch Hunts?
A Fear-Driven Campaign
A witch hunt is a campaign to find, accuse, and punish people believed to be witches, driven by fear rather than by any real evidence of a crime.
A witch hunt is driven by fear rather than by real evidence; in Europe, roughly 1450-1750, tens of thousands were accused, tried, and executed, though there were no real witches.
 
SECTION 2
An Age of Fear and Upheaval
A World of Anxiety
The witch hunts grew out of an age of religious upheaval and anxiety - the Reformation had split Christianity, and religious conflict left people fearful and uncertain.
At the same time, plague, crop failures, and hard winters brought suffering people could not explain; when misfortune struck, frightened communities looked for someone to blame.
 
SECTION 3
How Reformation Fear Fueled the Panic
Religious Fear on Every Side
The Reformation was the 1500s split of Western Christianity into Catholic and Protestant churches, which deepened religious fear and conflict across Europe.
Catholics and Protestants each feared the Devil was working against them, and BOTH Catholic and Protestant regions hunted witches - this was not one side's crime.
 
SECTION 4
Witch-Hunting Manuals and the Idea of Witchcraft
How the Idea of Witchcraft Spread
A 1487 witch-hunting manual, the Malleus Maleficarum ('Hammer of Witches'), spread ideas about how to identify and prosecute witches, and the printing press carried it across Europe.
The witches' Sabbath was an imagined secret gathering where witches were falsely accused of meeting the Devil - a fantasy that made witchcraft sound like an organized conspiracy.
A familiar was a small animal, such as a cat or toad, that accusers claimed was a demon serving a witch, so that an ordinary pet could be twisted into supposed evidence of guilt.
 
SECTION 5
Who Was Accused?
The Vulnerable and the Blamed
The large majority of the accused were women, often older, poor, widowed, or living on the edges of their communities.
A scapegoat is a person or group unfairly blamed for a community's misfortunes; those with few defenders were the easiest to accuse and the least able to fight back.
 
SECTION 6
How Accusations Began
From Bad Luck to a Legal Case
An accusation often began with ordinary misfortune - a sick child, dead livestock, or a failed harvest - that a frightened neighbor blamed on someone they already feared or disliked.
rumor spread quickly, old quarrels became 'proof' of witchcraft, and one accused person, under pressure, was often made to name others - so a single case could grow into a wave.
 
SECTION 7
The Legal Process of a Witch Trial
A System Stacked Against the Accused
An inquisitorial trial was a legal process in which the same officials both investigated the case and judged it, so the accused faced people already convinced of their guilt.
The accused usually had no lawyer and could not effectively challenge the accusations; this is how ordinary fear became legal persecution - rumor entered a courtroom and came out a verdict.
 
SECTION 8
Confession and the Problem of Torture
Why Coerced Confessions Prove Nothing
A confession was treated as the strongest possible proof of guilt in a witch trial - a statement in which the accused admitted the crime.
In many parts of Europe, confessions were extracted under torture - the infliction of pain to force a confession or accusation - which produced unreliable statements that fed still more accusations.
Because a person in fear or pain will confess to anything, these confessions are unreliable - they are evidence of fear and coercion, not of any real witchcraft.
 
SECTION 9
The Scale of the Hunts
A Sober Sense of Scale
Historians estimate that roughly 40,000 to 60,000 people were executed as witches across Europe over the whole period of the hunts, which peaked between about 1560 and 1630.
Exact totals are uncertain because early-modern records are incomplete and historians' estimates differ - but we can be confident the hunts killed tens of thousands of innocent people.
 
SECTION 10
Why the Witch Hunts Ended
Doubt, Evidence, and Reform
By the late 1600s, growing skepticism - doubt about accepted claims - led more educated people, including some judges, to question whether witch accusations were real.
Courts began to demand higher standards of evidence: vague rumor and confessions extracted under pressure were no longer accepted as proof, and many governments restricted torture.
 
SECTION 11
How Do We Know? A Trial Pamphlet
Reading a Courtroom Record
Our primary source is a printed pamphlet describing a real 1566 witch trial at Chelmsford in England - one of the earliest detailed English accounts of a witch trial.
It records the questions the court asked, the testimony of witnesses, and the confession of the accused; we read it in a public-domain 1864 reprint, and we read it critically.
 
SECTION 12
Understanding the Witch Hunts as History
How We Study a Hard Event
We study the witch hunts as history: we explain how fear and a flawed legal process led to persecution, and we remember there were no real witches - the accused were innocent.
We respect the victims: the accused were real people - mostly women, often poor - wronged by their communities, and understanding the causes helps us guard against panic and scapegoating.
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