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The Puritan era in American history is marked by a complex intertwining of
religious conviction, societal norms, and a rigorous legal framework. This
framework, composed of laws that governed moral conduct, illustrates the
Puritan commitment to a theocratic society. In this article, we will explore
the common laws that characterized the Puritan community, delve into the
characteristics of Puritan society, and provide insights into how these
elements are represented in various literary works, including their relevance
to resources like CommonLit.

Understanding Puritan Laws

Puritan laws were deeply rooted in the belief that society should reflect the
will of God. The legal system was based on a strict interpretation of the
Bible, which shaped the moral and ethical guidelines for the community. Below
are some key aspects of Puritan laws that defined the social order of the
time:

1. Religious Observance

- Sabbath Laws: The Puritans strictly observed the Sabbath, prohibiting work
and requiring attendance at church services. Violations could result in fines
or public reprimand.

- Blasphemy and Heresy: Speaking against God or the tenets of the faith was
punishable by severe penalties, including imprisonment or worse.

2. Moral Conduct

- Adultery and Fornication: Engaging in extramarital relations was considered
a grave sin. Offenders faced public humiliation, fines, or even physical
punishment.

- Drunkenness: The Puritans viewed excessive drinking as a moral failing.
Laws were enacted to regulate consumption, and offenders could face fines or
public shaming.



3. Family Structure and Gender Roles

- Authority of the Father: The patriarchal structure was fundamental in
Puritan society. Laws reinforced the authority of husbands and fathers over
their families.

- Women’'s Roles: Women were expected to adhere to domestic roles, and any
deviation from these expectations could lead to legal repercussions or social
ostracization.

4. Education and Literacy

- Mandatory Education: The Puritans believed that everyone should be able to
read the Bible. Laws were put in place to establish schools, ensuring that
children were educated in religious texts.

Character Traits of Puritan Society

The Puritan community was shaped not only by its laws but also by the
character traits of its members. Understanding these traits provides insight
into the motivations behind their legal framework and societal norms.

1. Piety and Devotion

Members of Puritan society were expected to display unwavering devotion to
God. This piety was reflected in their daily lives, where religious
observance was paramount.

2. Strict Morality

- Moral Absolutism: Puritans held firm beliefs about right and wrong, leading
to a society that was often intolerant of deviations from their moral code.

- Community Accountability: The community was responsible for upholding moral
standards, with individuals often policing one another's behavior.

3. Work Ethic

The Puritans valued hard work and viewed it as a virtue. This work ethic
contributed to their economic success and was seen as a sign of one’s faith.



4. Simplicity and Humility

- Materialism: Puritans were generally opposed to excessive materialism and
believed in leading simple lives focused on spiritual rather than worldly
rewards.

- Pride and Vanity: Any display of pride or vanity was frowned upon, with
laws and social expectations reinforcing humility.

CommonLit and Puritan Literature

CommonLit is an educational platform that provides a wealth of resources for
teachers and students, including texts related to the Puritan era.
Understanding how Puritan laws and character traits manifest in literature is
crucial for interpreting these works.

1. Themes in Puritan Literature

CommonLit often includes texts that explore themes central to Puritan
society:

- Sin and Redemption: Many works focus on the conflict between sin and the
quest for redemption, reflecting the Puritan belief in inherent human
sinfulness.

- Community vs. Individual: The tension between individual desires and
community expectations is a prevalent theme, often highlighting the
consequences of deviating from social norms.

2. Key Literary Works

Several literary works are emblematic of Puritan beliefs and practices, and
CommonLit features texts that encapsulate these themes:

- "The Crucible" by Arthur Miller: While technically a modern play, it
reflects the hysteria and moral absolutism of the Puritan era during the
Salem witch trials.

- "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" by Jonathan Edwards: This sermon
exemplifies Puritan theology and the fear of divine judgment.

- "The Scarlet Letter" by Nathaniel Hawthorne: This novel critiques Puritan
society's harsh moral codes and explores themes of sin, guilt, and
redemption.



Using CommonLit for Understanding Puritanism

CommonLit provides educators and students with tools to analyze texts
effectively. Here's how to navigate CommonLit resources regarding Puritan
laws and character traits:

1. Analyzing Characterization

When studying Puritan literature on CommonLit, pay attention to how authors
develop characters that embody or challenge Puritan ideals. Consider
questions like:

- What traits are attributed to characters that align with Puritan values?
- How do characters' actions reflect the laws of their society?

2. Exploring Themes

- Identify recurring themes in the texts, such as the struggle for individual
freedom against societal constraints.
- Discuss how these themes resonate with current societal issues.

3. Engaging with Questions

CommonLit often provides guided questions that encourage critical thinking.
Use these questions to foster discussions about the implications of Puritan
laws and the consequences of individual actions.

Conclusion

The Puritan laws and character traits created a unique societal framework
that influenced religious, moral, and social conduct in early America.
Through a stringent legal system and a strong moral compass, the Puritans
sought to create a community that reflected their beliefs. Resources such as
CommonLit allow students and educators to engage with these concepts
meaningfully, enhancing our understanding of this pivotal period in American
history. By analyzing Puritan literature, we gain insight into the
complexities of human behavior, societal expectations, and the enduring
impact of these early ideals on contemporary society.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are Puritan laws, and how did they influence
daily life in Puritan communities?

Puritan laws, often derived from their strict interpretation of the Bible,
dictated moral behavior, social conduct, and religious practices. They
influenced daily life by enforcing community standards, such as prohibitions
against drunkenness, idolatry, and Sabbath-breaking, which were meant to
maintain a 'pure' society.

How did Puritan beliefs shape the character and
values of individuals in their society?

Puritan beliefs emphasized hard work, piety, and a deep sense of community.
This shaped individuals to prioritize moral integrity, self-discipline, and
commitment to the common good, often leading to a strong sense of
responsibility towards both family and the community.

In what ways did Puritan laws create social
hierarchies within their communities?

Puritan laws often reflected and reinforced existing social hierarchies, as
those with higher social status could exert more influence over community
decisions. Wealthy landowners and church leaders typically held more power,
thus affecting how laws were enforced and who was subject to harsher
penalties.

What role did the concept of 'visible saints' play
in Puritan society and its laws?

The concept of 'visible saints' referred to the belief that true believers
would display signs of grace and moral living. This idea influenced Puritan
laws by emphasizing the need for public piety, leading to regulations that
aimed to distinguish between the 'saints' and those seen as sinful or
unworthy.

How did Puritan laws address issues like witchcraft
and dissent in their communities?

Puritan laws were particularly harsh on witchcraft and dissent, viewing both
as threats to the moral fabric of society. Laws were enacted to prosecute
those accused of witchcraft, often leading to trials and severe punishments,
while dissenters faced exile or imprisonment to maintain religious
uniformity.



What impact did Puritan laws have on women and their
roles in society?

Puritan laws significantly impacted women by enforcing strict gender roles
and limiting their rights. Women were expected to be submissive, focusing on
household duties and child-rearing, while laws often restricted their
participation in public life and decision-making, reflecting the patriarchal
values of the time.
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