Witch hunts and information literacy #1

Heinrich Kramer was a best-selling writer in 15th-Century Europe.
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In 1486, he wrote Malleus Maleficarum or The Hammer of Witches,
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an encyclopedic handbook on witch hunting.
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It describes the evil acts of witches allied with the devil and conspiring against
the Christian world,
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and how to effectively identify and punish them.
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This book was so popular that it reached its eighth edition by 1500,
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perhaps because it appealed to various feelings,
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such as indignation against the conspiracies
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and a morbid interest in orgies and sexual acts with demons.
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It sparked the storm of witch hunts across Europe
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and served to justify the execution of an estimated 40,000 to 60,000 innocent
people.
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Meanwhile, On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres by Nicolaus
Copernicus in 1543 was an all-time worst seller.
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This historic book brought about the paradigm shift
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from the geocentric system to the heliocentric system,
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paving the way for the Scientific Revolution.
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However, its initial print run of 400 failed to sell out,
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and it took until 1566 for the second impression to be published.
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Both were the products of the printing press,
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yet the technology never guaranteed that the truth would prevail.
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Witch hunts were the biggest flaw in the history of information literacy.
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How do Homo sapiens fall into a harmful delusion collectively?
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Witch hunts and information literacy #2

Blaise Pascal said,
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“Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.”
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In a small German town of Nordlingen in April 1590,
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Rebekka Lemp, a mother of six children, was accused of being a witch by other alleged witches

and put in jail.
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After five sessions of torture, she wrote to her husband,
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“The judges are trying to force a confession from me.
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My dear, send me some drug with which I can die;
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otherwise I would confess.
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If not today, please send it tomorrow.”
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She wished for her own death
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because she feared that, under torture, she might make a false confession, betray her innocent

neighbors, and denounce them as witches.
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Here are some typical interrogations in witch trials.
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“How many years have you been a witch?”
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“Which demons and humans attended the witches’ gathering?”
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“What kind of sexual acts did you commit with the devil?”
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In response to such absurd questions,
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what answer is there other than “I have no knowledge of that”?

(L ERA] UADORIEDOL LI BB E725 50 ?

However, when the accused person refused to confess,
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it was seen as evidence that she or he was a stubborn witch.
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Moreover, even if their innocence had been proven,
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they were rarely set free
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as a release would have implied that the arrest and torture had been conducted rashly,
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thus damaging the judges’ reputation.
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On September 9th, after 5 months of imprisonment and torture,
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Rebekka was burned at the stake.
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Not only Rebekka but another 32 witches were also executed in this town that year.
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The judges rejoiced in the belief
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that with each witch burned, the Christian world was further purified.
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Witch hunts and information literacy #3

With the spread of the witchcraft conspiracy theory at the end of the 15th century,
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people began denouncing one another on flimsy evidence.
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However, there were numerous other motives that drove witch hunts.
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The most typical cause was the desire to look for scapegoats to blame for misfortunes.
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A failed harvest by a storm was attributed to witchcraft.
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When a man became sexually impotent,
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it was blamed on a curse by his ex-lover.
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Financial motives were also behind the scenes in many cases.
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Witch trials did not end with the execution of the accused;
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they were almost always accompanied by the confiscation of their property.
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In fact, witch trials cost a lot
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for maintaining jails, paying the inquisitors, covering the costs of tortures, and buying firewood R OHEE, BT ~OWM. EMREOBM. b dFHeHoEAICES T

and oil.

All of these costs had to be covered by the witch's estate,
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so the authorities thoroughly examined the properties of the accused
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as soon as they were arrested.
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It was not uncommon for priests to fight over the decaying corpse of a heretic,
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as the right to confiscate property was linked to the body.
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In fact, witch trials notably declined during 1630 and 1631,

DEBR. 16304E2 16314 IC T T, BEAEHIZE L (A L

when the Holy Roman Empire temporarily banned the confiscation of property,
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indicating that it was a major incentive behind witch hunting.
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However, they were not just driven by grudges or money.
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They sincerely believed in witchcraft,
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genuinely afraid of witches flying through the night sky,
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and firmly convinced that burning witches was good for the community.
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They might not have been aware of their scapegoating impulse and financial motives,
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but unbeknownst to them,
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these causes certainly drove them to witch hunts.

L C b OERAHIIHELI ) I ) LT TN DTH S

©2026 Ripple Education | www.ripple-realprogram.

com



Witch hunts and information literacy #4 1/2

Around the 10th Century, leaders of the Christian community denied the existence of
witches and sorcery.
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In fact, the Bible doesn’t focus on witches, and one can barely find relevant references
in its pages.
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Nevertheless, why did people in early modern Europe collectively fall into the
witchcraft conspiracy?
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It was because numerous factors had piled up and become intertwined during this
period.
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The weight of “evidence against witches” accumulated brick by brick,
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and by the late 15th century, the roof gave way under the strain.
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Among those factors, this passage will discuss three primary causes.
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The first cause was the accumulation of folklore.
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Since ancient times, GRS
people across cultures held superstitions about those capable of flying through the night DB o THRER R, EMORECKE DI, BIORHEL I &l C 35 BT 5 %KE,
sky on a broom and causing crop failure, livestock death, and sexual impotence. AR BATHEE LTV

Based on these stereotypes, THALERTLAZATICh LD

similar folklore was repeated and accumulated across regions. B ORGEREMTIELON, EHEIN TV o7

iﬁ( s say that you are stared at by an old woman in your village, and your cattle become F A HOERCIRE NS DL . Bt ORGSR o7 b+ 5

Then, you will be told stories like, T2l N2 DA 3ELESLS

“A similar thing happened five years ago,” [BAERTIC DAL C & p3d 5 7z |

“The same thing occurred in the next village last month,” [EH. B CTHF L C &A% & 72

and “It must be witchcraft.” ZLT [&oERDMLER] &

The story today will also be reproduced in the community for a long period of time. SHOHKREDS 72, ROEZOEFHRCIEY #MENE7Z5 5

The more such stories are repeated and accumulated, O LMY RIh, ERfIhiEansizl

the harder it is to dismiss them as pure fiction. ZNEMR-ZEVFIE LGB 2L 3L 23

Given that everyone has talked about witchcraft for centuries, ftACIc b b7z o THED BEMIC OV TE STV B L WIS DI

how can they all entirely be lies? ZOFTRCBIETHE LI LBHYXBEEALIH?
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Witch hunts and information literacy #4 2/2

The second factor was the misinterpretation and cherry-picking of past respected
theologians.
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The “Hammer of Witches” and other books frequently quote Augustine from the 4th
Century and Thomas Aquinas from the 13th Century.
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However, these notable writers were actually skeptical of sorcery and witches.
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From their vast body of writings,
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passages that could be read as affirmation of witches and demons were selectively and
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conveniently extracted. ‘D THD
People were aware of their fame, ANZ 3B S DHFEZ Z > Tz
but very few had actually read their books. KERICH o OEEER AT IZIZEAE WD T2

Such people were vulnerable to false claims
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like “Saint Augustine recognized the existence of the devil.”
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Thirdly, there was a strong social anxiety and a sense of crisis in this era.

H3IC, C ORHRIC IR AR & A S - 72

People were more sensitive to heretics than ever before ANZFREEE ISR LTHA2THWIZEBIERIC o Tw
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Drop by drop, a glass was gradually filled with motives for believing in the witch
conspiracy
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until, by the end of the 15th Century, the tipping point was reached and the glass finally :
overflowed.
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Witch hunts and information literacy #5 1/2

Amid the grim history of witch hunts,
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what gives us hope is that there were always some people who dared to speak out
against this cruelty.
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For example, a German theologian Friedrich Spee issued a scathing protest against
witch hunts at the very peak of the persecutions.
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He wrote, “Who drives the witch hunts?
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It is the theologians and high-ranking priests
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who enjoy contemplation in comfort,
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oblivious to the dirty prisons, heavy chains, instruments of torture, or the cries of
suffering human beings.
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It is also judges who regard witch hunting as a source of income.”

DEAs L. BELITD 20 2R E B LW BHETH S

Despite such claims, he still believed in witchcraft.
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However, he was indignant at the injustice in witch trials
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as he watched so many innocent people suffering under torture, being forced to confess,
and burned at the stake. :
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Another example is a Dutch priest Cornelius Loos,
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who made a bold declaration in 1592 denying the existence of witches.
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He wrote,
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“A witch flying through the sky is nothing more than a delusion and fiction.
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There is no such thing as making a deal or having sex with the devil.

ML SKI L VAT B LA B Y A,

They are merely forced to confess these actions under torture.”
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At this time, denying witches was seen as denying the Bible,
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which further highlights his courage and intellect to make such remarks.
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He was arrested and confined by the authorities, and forced to retract his statement.

We know his opinion only because it survives as one of the records of retracted
statements.
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People of that time were so fanatical about the conspiracy that his voice went unheard.

DI A& ISR B E D ICBME LTV 220, O REA T o 72 DTH B

©2026 Ripple Education | www.ripple-realprogram.com



Witch hunts and information literacy #5 2/2

Notable luminaries of Renaissance history, such as Martin Luther and Jean
Calvin, either supported or remained silent about the witch hunts,
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while the courageous voices against the brutality raised by those who risked
their lives were overlooked and buried under the majority’s delusion.
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On one hand,
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there were filthy grins of the judges who cheerfully tortured and executed
innocent neighbors,
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and on the other hand,
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there were desperate eyes of those who protested against this tragedy.
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Both are scenes from the same human society.
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How foolish, shameful and ugly—and yet how intelligent, brave and beautlful—é R ELY R Al b EACE L < THC . e A b AT GG L WEER B 5

Homo sapiens can be.

Most importantly, we should not laugh at the witch hunts as ignorance of the
past.
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Every one of us harbors a seed of falling into a harmful delusion
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and has to make the effort to keep it from sprouting.
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What can we do to prevent a modern-day witch hunt from taking place?
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