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A Fever in Salem: Revisiting and Revising the
Evidence from Salem

The hysteria that surrounded the events of
1692 has had a lasting impact on the study of
witchcraft in America. Historians have been fasci-
nated with the witchcraze that erupted in a fury
that lasted for almost a full year and that led to
the deaths of about two dozen individuals, direct-
ly or indirectly, and to accusations against well
over one hundred individuals. The case of Salem
has been so thoroughly explored by historians
that one would think that new examinations
could merely add nuances to the previously ex-
plored descriptions and explanations.[1] Yet Lau-
rie Winn Carlson manages to construct a new and
plausible hypothesis for the behavior, not of the
accused, but of the accusers, in colonial America's
most celebrated witchcraft episode.

In A Fever in Salem: A New Interpretation of
the New England Witch Trials, Winn Carlson fol-

lows in the footsteps of others who have attempt-
ed to provide scientific explanations for the be-
haviors of the victims and accusers in the Salem
witch trials and presents a medical explanation
for the strange behaviors exhibited by many of
Salem's inhabitants in 1692.[2] Winn Carlson's hy-
pothesis is that many of the accusers in the Salem
witchcraft epidemic were afflicted with encephali-
tis lethargica.

In presenting her case the author focuses on
the symptoms of the victims in the Salem witch
trials and then attempts to draw parallels be-
tween the residents of Salem and those suffering
from encephalitis lethargica during an epidemic
that occurred between 1916 and 1930. This com-
parison is the method via which Winn Carlson
seeks retroactively to diagnose the residents of
Salem as suffering from encephalitis lethargica.
Focusing not on the witches but rather on their
supposed victims, Winn Carlson thus provides a
reasonable biological explanation for behaviors



that, at the time, could only be blamed on witch-
craft.

The text is concisely arranged into eight chap-
ters. Chapter 1 serves as a brief introduction to
the witchcraze in seventeenth-century New Eng-
land. chapters 2 and 5 present the evidence that
supports the central hypothesis. Chapter 3 pro-
vides additional background information on relat-
ed topics; it is devoted, in part, to re-telling the bi-
ographical details of the lives of Samuel Parris
and Cotton Mather, two notable religious figures
in Salem at the time of the witch trials. Parris was
the minister for Salem Village's church, and the
first cases of bewitchment occurred in his home.
Mather was a minister in Boston who wrote ex-
tensively about witchcraft episodes. Chapter 3
also details the history of a number of disease epi-
demics in history (e.g., yellow fever, plague, small
pox, and malaria) and presents some evidence
concerning witchcraft accusations in neighboring
Connecticut. Chapter 4, entitled "Mental Illness
and the Persecution of Witches," is primarily a
history of mental illness with some linkage to
witchcraft. Chapter 6 is devoted to extrapolating
her hypothesis beyond Salem and to a critical
analysis of the landmark studies by historians
John Demos and Carol Karlsen, among others.

Winn Carlson suggests the problem with
much of the existing scholarship is that it sub-
scribes to the "scapegoat theory of witchcraft,”
which fails to "examine the accusers or the 'afflict-
ed." (p. 114) Although Winn Carlson makes some
valid and thought-provoking points in her cri-
tiques, her assessment is somewhat akin to throw-
ing the baby out with the bath water in that she
does not seem to recognize any value in the analy-
ses of other scholars. Many of the explanations
that she discredits are not necessarily at odds
with her own hypothesis, particularly given that
she focuses on the "afflicted" whereas others have
focused on the accused. Chapter 7 outlines alter-
native outcomes to witchcraft accusations in the
years after Salem, and chapter 8 suggests that
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much more medical research on encephalitis
lethargica needs to be done before the disease is
fully understood.

The core of the text, however, is contained in
chapters 2 and 5. In these chapters, Winn Carlson
provides an admirable selection of evidence from
the Salem trials and from the worldwide outbreak
of encephalitis lethargica that occurred from 1916
to 1930 to support her hypothesis. The evidence
suggests that the symptoms experienced by the
victims in Salem (hallucinations, convulsions, hy-
peractivity, uncontrollable bodily movements,
and partial paralysis) were similar to those associ-
ated with encephalitis lethargica. The text is rich
in documentary evidence, although one would
have liked to have seen her draw more clearly the
parallels between the two events. The text is
structured so that the Salem evidence is presented
first, without overburdening the reader with a
tremendous amount of analysis or commentary,
primarily in chapter 2.

The various symptoms identified in cases of
encephalitis lethargica in the twentieth century
are similarly presented in chapter 5. Near the end
of the text, a table directly compares the symp-
toms experienced in Salem with those experi-
enced by victims of the twentieth century out-
break of encephalitis lethargica (p. 124). This is
the most convincing presentation of the evidence
in that readers are likely to accept that residents
of Salem were indeed suffering from encephalitis
lethargica when comparing the symptoms side by
side. Until this point, readers must draw for them-
selves most of the parallels between those afflict-
ed in Salem and those afflicted in the twentieth
century.

Although contributing a fine explanatory hy-
pothesis, the text suffers from some serious factu-
al errors. It is disturbing to find yet another regur-
gitation of the undocumented notions of Margaret
Murray in which the author suggests that "the ide-
ology of witchcraft had evolved from beginnings
as an ancient fertility cult" (p. 4). In a 1921 book,



The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, Murray hy-
pothesized that witches were members of a secret
and ancient fertility cult. Murray's ideas, although
highly speculative and without documentary
foundation, were perpetuated in the late 1920s
when she was commissioned to write the entry
for witchcraft for the Encyclopedia Britannica. Al-
though Murray's ideas were rejected immediately
by the academic community, the encyclopedia
reprinted her interpretations for the next forty
years. Her views were further disseminated by
the publication of a second book, The God of the
Witches, and by the acceptance of Gerald Gard-
ner, the founder of the modern Wiccan move-
ment.[3]

Winn Carlson similarly endorses another dis-
credited notion--namely that midwives were like-
ly to be accused of witchcraft--by identifying Eliz-
abeth Morse as a midwife (p. 18) and by suggest-
ing that midwives were tried as witches (p. 46).
The notion of the persecuted female healer was
championed by Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre
English in their 1973 publication, Witches, Mid-
wives, and Nurses: A History of Women Healers.
Historians, most notably David Harley, have
painstakingly examined the evidence and have
found that midwives, because of their status in
their communities, were not likely to be accused
as witches.[4] There are other factual errors
sprinkled throughout the text, which may com-
promise its usefulness in undergraduate courses.

The study of witchcraft has generated thou-
sands of books and articles. Amidst the chaos of
the oftentimes-conflicting theories and analyses,
Robin Briggs, who has recently examined the ac-
cusations of witchcraft in the Lorraine region, in-
sists that there is a "need for multi-causal ap-
proaches, which avoid giving artificial promi-
nence to any single theme."[5] Briggs's assertion
makes a great deal of sense and had Winn Carlson
adhered to it, she would not have found it neces-
sary to expand her hypothesis so that it might ex-
plain all of the historical incidents of witchcraft
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worldwide. Her attempts to explain the spread of
encephalitis lethargica, and thus incidents of
witchcraft, via bird migratory routes (pp. 134-138)
is only slightly more convincing than her attempts
to apply her hypothesis to other historical events.
She suggests, for example, that aspects of the en-
cephalitis lethargica could have been responsible
for the instigating the Great Awakening in the
1740s (p. 70) and that thousands hospitalized after
World War I suffered not from shell shock but
from "encephalitis lethargica, in its post-en-
cephalitic form, in the form of catatonia" (p. 97).

Such broad brushstrokes are unnecessary;
her central hypothesis is certainly logical and fits
well with the known evidence surrounding the
events at Salem and could be interwoven with the
societal, economic, and religious explanations
previously suggested to provide the multi-causal
approach that Briggs suggests is necessary. In-
deed, Winn Carlson's medical foundation is far
more convincing than many of the psychological
explanations that have been previously offered.
Her hypothesis does explain the strange behav-
iors of the afflicted in Salem without suggesting
that they were either mentally deranged or that
they were simply pretending. As Briggs suggests,
the witchcraft phenomenon in history is complex,
and attempts to understand it are strengthened by
a wide range of complementary explanations. In
adding another piece to the puzzle, Winn Carl-
son's encephalitis lethargica hypothesis adds clari-
ty to the overall picture.
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