commonlit puritan laws and character
answer key

The world of literature often delves into historical contexts to illuminate
human behavior and societal structures. For students and educators exploring
the foundational texts of American literature, understanding the specific
societal and legal frameworks of historical periods is paramount. This is
particularly true when examining Puritan society, a period characterized by
strict religious adherence and a rigid legal system. For those working with
CommonLit texts that touch upon Puritan laws and their impact on characters,
an answer key or comprehensive guide can be an invaluable resource. This
article will serve as a detailed exploration of the typical themes, concepts,
and potential answers related to Puritan laws and character development
within CommonLit's educational materials. We will navigate the intricacies of
Puritan legal statutes, their influence on individual lives, and how these
elements are often presented in educational assignments, providing a deep
dive into how to approach questions about character motivations and legal
consequences.
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Understanding Puritan Society and its Laws



Puritan society, flourishing in colonial America primarily during the 17th
century, was deeply rooted in a Calvinist interpretation of Christianity.
This religious framework permeated every aspect of life, from governance to
personal conduct. The Puritans believed in predestination, the idea that God
had already determined who would be saved and who would be damned. This
belief fostered a desire among them to live a life of extreme piety and
adherence to God's word as they understood it, often interpreted through the
lens of strict biblical law. Their legal system was not a separation of
church and state as understood today; rather, it was a system where religious
doctrine directly informed civil statutes.

The goal of Puritan law was to create a holy commonwealth, a community that
reflected God's will on Earth. This meant that offenses were often viewed not
just as crimes against the state, but as sins against God. Consequently, the
penalties were often severe and designed to be both retributive and
deterrent. The emphasis was on maintaining order, purity, and a collective
sense of righteousness. Individual freedoms, as we understand them today,
were significantly curtailed in favor of community well-being and perceived
divine approval. Understanding this foundational principle is crucial when
analyzing how characters in CommonLit texts navigate or rebel against these
societal norms.

Key Puritan Laws and their Impact on Characters
in CommonLit

CommonLit often features texts that explore the lived experiences within
Puritan society, where specific laws directly shaped character actions and
fates. Several key legal and social statutes were central to maintaining the
Puritan order. One of the most prominent was the strict observance of the
Sabbath. Laws mandated that no work, recreation, or even unnecessary travel
was permitted on the Lord's Day. Characters who violated this could face
fines, public reprimand, or even more severe punishments.

Another significant area of Puritan law concerned moral conduct. Laws against
blasphemy, adultery, fornication, and idleness were rigorously enforced.
These were not merely suggestions but codified statutes with tangible
consequences. For instance, any expression of doubt or disrespect towards
religious authority or doctrine could be construed as blasphemy, leading to
severe penalties. Similarly, any deviation from expected marital fidelity or
premarital chastity would result in public shaming, fines, or banishment. The
legal framework also extended to dress codes and social interactions, with
laws dictating modest attire and discouraging frivolous entertainment, all
aimed at cultivating a sober and God-fearing populace.

The enforcement of these laws often created internal conflict for characters.
Many individuals, while outwardly conforming, harbored desires or beliefs
that clashed with these stringent regulations. This tension between societal



pressure and personal inclination is a recurring theme in literature set in
this period. The impact on characters could range from subtle psychological
distress to overt acts of defiance, leading to ostracization, imprisonment,
or even execution.

The Blue Laws and Sabbath Observance

The term "Blue Laws" is often used to describe the strict religious and
sumptuary laws characteristic of Puritan communities. Central to these were
regulations concerning Sabbath observance. These laws dictated a complete
cessation of secular activities from sunset Saturday to sunset Sunday. Any
engagement in work, secular reading, or frivolous conversation was
prohibited. Characters in CommonLit texts might be portrayed as struggling
with the monotony of the Sabbath, perhaps caught in a situation where they
must work out of necessity or are tempted by forbidden pleasures, testing
their adherence to these strictures.

Moral Purity Laws

Puritan society placed an immense value on moral purity, viewing any
transgression as a stain on the entire community. Laws against sexual
misconduct were particularly severe. Adultery and fornication carried heavy
penalties, often involving public humiliation, fines, and sometimes corporal
punishment. For characters, this could mean the ruin of their reputation,
social excommunication, or the disruption of family life. These laws also
influenced social interactions, dictating who could associate with whom and
discouraging any behavior that might be perceived as immodest or suggestive.
The pressure to maintain an unblemished reputation in the eyes of the
community and God was immense.

Sumptuary Laws and Dress Codes

While not always strictly enforced as other moral laws, sumptuary laws aimed
to regulate outward appearances, dictating what individuals could wear. The
intention was to prevent vanity, ostentation, and the display of wealth that
could lead to envy or social division. Characters might be depicted as
chafing under these restrictions, perhaps desiring finer clothing or more
expressive attire that was deemed sinful. The enforcement of these laws often
served as a visible symbol of the Puritans' desire for a disciplined and
humble society, where outward appearance reflected inner piety.

Analyzing Character Responses to Puritan Laws

When engaging with CommonLit texts about Puritan society, understanding how
characters react to these rigid laws is key to unlocking deeper literary



analysis. Characters can exhibit a spectrum of responses, from unwavering
conformity to outright rebellion. Many characters might struggle internally,
wrestling with their conscience and the desire to adhere to societal
expectations while simultaneously grappling with personal desires, doubts, or
a different moral compass.

Some characters may be depicted as staunchly devoted, seeing the laws as
divine mandates and acting as enforcers or zealous adherents. Others might be
portrayed as outward conformists, outwardly obeying the laws to avoid
punishment but harboring secret dissent or guilt. This internal conflict is
often a rich source of dramatic tension. Then there are characters who
actively resist, either through subtle subversion or open defiance, often
leading to significant consequences that shape their narrative arc. The
analysis of these responses often involves exploring the characters'
motivations, their understanding of the laws, and the pressures they face
from both the community and their own beliefs.

Conformity and Outward Adherence

Many characters in Puritan narratives are presented as outwardly conforming
to the strict laws. This conformity might stem from genuine faith, a desire
for social acceptance, or simply the fear of severe punishment. These
characters often serve as anchors for the community's values, reinforcing the
societal norms. However, their internal lives might be more complex, with
unspoken anxieties or suppressed desires. Analyzing their dialogue, actions,
and any inner monologues is crucial to understanding the nuances of their
conformity. Do they believe in the laws, or are they merely going through the
motions?

Internal Conflict and Psychological Strain

The immense pressure to conform to Puritan laws often led to significant
psychological strain for characters. Those who harbored beliefs or desires
that deviated from the norm, or who found the laws overly harsh, could
experience intense internal conflict. This could manifest as guilt, anxiety,
doubt, or even a sense of alienation from their community. CommonLit texts
might explore this through internal monologues, symbolic imagery, or the
character's interactions with others. Understanding this psychological
dimension is vital for appreciating the human cost of such a rigid social
structure.

Rebellion and Subversion

Characters who openly defy Puritan laws, or who subtly subvert them, often
drive the narrative forward. This rebellion can take many forms, from
questioning religious authority to engaging in forbidden activities. The
consequences of such actions are usually severe, leading to trials, public



humiliation, banishment, or even execution. However, these rebellious
characters can also serve as catalysts for change or as symbols of individual
freedom. Analyzing their motivations—whether they are driven by personal
conviction, a desire for justice, or simply a yearning for personal
liberty—is essential to understanding their role in the story.

CommonLit Assignments: Expected Questions and
Answer Approaches

When you encounter CommonLit assignments focusing on Puritan laws and
characters, anticipate questions that probe your understanding of the
interplay between societal rules and individual lives. These questions are
designed to assess your analytical skills, your ability to interpret textual
evidence, and your comprehension of historical context. A common question
type might ask you to identify specific Puritan laws mentioned or implied in
the text and explain how they affect a particular character's decisions or
actions.

Another frequent approach is to ask about a character's motivations for
conforming to or rebelling against these laws. Your answer should always be
grounded in textual evidence. Look for direct quotes, descriptions of
actions, or internal thoughts that support your claims. It is also important
to demonstrate an understanding of the broader societal context of
Puritanism, linking character behavior to the prevalent religious and legal
framework. For example, explaining that a character's fear of being accused
of witchcraft stems from the actual laws and societal beliefs of the time
adds significant depth to your analysis.

Identifying and Explaining Specific Laws

Assignments will often require you to pinpoint specific Puritan laws within
the text. This might involve identifying passages that discuss Sabbath
observance, moral conduct, or dress codes. Once identified, your task is to
explain the essence of that law and its direct relevance to the character's
situation. For instance, if a character is punished for working on Sunday,
you would need to explain the Puritan Sabbath laws and how the character’s
action directly violated them, leading to the depicted consequence.

Character Motivation and Decision-Making

A core element of literary analysis is understanding why characters act the
way they do. In the context of Puritan laws, you'll likely be asked to
explore the motivations behind a character's choices. Are they driven by
faith, fear, love, or a desire for personal freedom? Your answer should
connect these motivations to the pressures exerted by the legal and social



environment. For example, a character might choose to confess to a minor
transgression out of genuine remorse, or perhaps to avoid a harsher
accusation, demonstrating an understanding of the legal consequences and
societal expectations.

Using Textual Evidence for Support

The most crucial aspect of any literary analysis, especially for CommonLit,
is the effective use of textual evidence. When answering questions about
Puritan laws and characters, ensure you support your points with direct
quotes or specific paraphrased details from the text. Explain how the
evidence you provide supports your interpretation. Simply stating that a
character rebelled is not as strong as quoting a line where they openly defy
a rule and then explaining the significance of that defiance in the context
of Puritan law.

The Role of Religion in Puritan Law and
Character

Religion was not merely a guiding principle for Puritan society; it was the
bedrock upon which its legal and social structures were built. Puritan laws
were derived directly from their interpretation of the Bible, which they
believed to be the ultimate authority. This meant that religious observance,
theological understanding, and moral rectitude, as defined by their faith,
were enshrined in law. The clergy often held significant influence in legal
matters, and the community’s spiritual well-being was a primary concern of
the government.

For characters, this meant that their faith-or lack thereof-was inextricably
linked to their legal standing and social identity. A character's piety was
often publicly scrutinized, and deviations from expected religious practice
could lead to legal repercussions. Conversely, demonstrating fervent
religious belief and adherence to church doctrine could elevate a character’s
status. Many internal conflicts experienced by characters stemmed from their
personal theological beliefs clashing with the established religious dogma of
the community, or their struggle to reconcile their faith with the harsh
realities of the laws imposed in its name.

Biblical Authority and Legal Codification

Puritan leaders saw themselves as tasked with establishing a "city upon a
hill," a model Christian society. To achieve this, they meticulously
translated their understanding of biblical commands into civil law. This
resulted in a legal system where offenses like blasphemy, Sabbath-breaking,
or adultery were not only sins but also crimes punishable by the state.



Characters often operated within a framework where their actions were
constantly being measured against divine law, making personal faith and
outward religious conformity paramount for social and legal survival.

Clerical Influence and Community Governance

The role of ministers and elders in Puritan society was profound. They often
served as moral guides, interpreters of scripture, and, in many cases, held
considerable sway in the judicial process. Decisions made in courts were
frequently influenced by theological considerations, and ministers could be
called upon to provide counsel or testimony. For characters, this meant that
their interactions with religious authorities could have significant legal
and social ramifications. Disagreements with a minister, or perceived
disrespect, could easily escalate into accusations of heresy or
insubordination.

Personal Faith vs. Societal Expectations

A significant source of drama in Puritan narratives arises from the conflict
between a character's personal faith or moral compass and the rigid
expectations of the community. Some characters might genuinely embrace the
Puritan faith, finding solace and purpose in its strictures. Others might
struggle to reconcile their own evolving beliefs or natural inclinations with
the severe doctrines. This internal struggle, often exacerbated by the threat
of legal punishment, forms the core of many character arcs, exploring themes
of conscience, doubt, and the search for spiritual truth within a restrictive
environment.

Consequences of Breaking Puritan Laws:
Character Arcs

The stringent nature of Puritan laws meant that transgressions, whether minor
or major, carried significant consequences that profoundly shaped character
arcs. The punishments were designed not only to deter future offenses but
also to publicly shame and reclaim the sinner, if possible. For characters,
breaking these laws could lead to a cascade of negative events, fundamentally
altering their lives and their place within the community.

Punishments ranged from fines and public humiliation (such as being placed in
the stocks or pillory) to more severe penalties like whipping, branding,
banishment, or even execution for the most egregious offenses like heresy or
repeated adultery. These consequences often resulted in social ostracization,
loss of property, and the complete disruption of family and community ties. A
character's journey through these consequences—how they endure them, learn
from them, or are broken by them—constitutes a significant portion of their



narrative development. The arc often involves a transformation, whether it’s
a deepening of faith, an embrace of defiance, or a descent into despair.

Public Humiliation and Social Stigma

One of the most common punishments was public humiliation. Being made to
stand in the stocks, wear a scarlet letter, or confess sins before the
congregation served to brand the individual publicly. This created a lasting
social stigma, making it difficult for the character to regain trust or
respect within the community. Characters enduring such punishments might
become withdrawn, resentful, or conversely, find a new inner strength through
their suffering.

Imprisonment and Banishment

For more serious offenses, imprisonment was a possibility, though less common
than in modern systems. More significantly, banishment from the community was
a severe consequence, essentially cutting the individual off from their
support network and religious fellowship. Characters who were banished often
faced extreme hardship and isolation, forcing them to confront their actions
and their beliefs in complete solitude, or to seek refuge in less regulated
settlements.

Capital Punishment and Extreme Consequences

While rare, capital punishment was reserved for the most serious crimes, such
as blasphemy, treason, or witchcraft accusations. The threat of execution
loomed over the Puritan community, and characters accused of such crimes
faced the ultimate consequence. These dire situations often brought into
sharp relief the rigidities of Puritan justice and the devastating impact it
could have on individuals and families. The portrayal of such trials and
their aftermath could deeply impact a reader's understanding of the period's
severity.

Themes of Conformity and Rebellion in Puritan
Narratives

The tension between conformity and rebellion is a pervasive theme in literary
works set in Puritan societies, and often explored in CommonLit texts.
Puritanism itself, while emphasizing adherence to religious doctrine, also
fostered a culture of introspection and, for some, a spirit of questioning.
Characters are often caught between the need to fit in and maintain social
standing, and the internal or external pressures that lead them to deviate
from the established norms.



Conformity in this context often means outward adherence to religious
practices, moral codes, and social customs. Rebellion can manifest in many
ways, from quiet dissent and internal questioning to overt acts of defiance
against laws, religious authorities, or societal expectations. These themes
are often explored through character relationships, plot developments
involving accusations and trials, and the internal struggles characters face
as they navigate their beliefs within a restrictive environment.

The Pressure to Conform

Puritan society exerted immense pressure on its members to conform. This
pressure came from religious doctrine, the expectation of communal purity,
and the severe penalties for deviating. Characters often felt compelled to
suppress their true feelings, doubts, or desires to maintain their place in
the community. This constant effort to conform could lead to hypocrisy,
internal conflict, and a stifling of individual expression, which authors
often highlight to critique the societal structure.

Acts of Defiance and Resistance

Despite the pressure, characters often found ways to rebel, whether actively
or passively. This could involve questioning sermons, engaging in forbidden
relationships, seeking out non-Puritan ideas, or simply expressing a
different worldview. These acts of defiance, even if small, often reveal a
character's underlying values and their struggle for autonomy. Such rebellion
is typically met with harsh consequences, but it also serves to illuminate
the human spirit's resilience and desire for freedom.

The Morality of Adherence

The narratives often prompt readers to question the morality of strict
adherence versus the morality of individual conscience. Is it more moral to
uphold unjust laws out of obedience, or to break them based on personal
conviction? Characters who rebel often force the community, and the reader,
to confront the fairness and humanity of the Puritan legal and social system.
This exploration of moral ambiguity is a hallmark of sophisticated literary
analysis.

How to Utilize a CommonLit Puritan Laws and
Character Answer Key Effectively

An answer key for CommonLit materials related to Puritan laws and characters
is a valuable tool, but it must be used judiciously to enhance, not replace,
your own learning and critical thinking. The primary purpose of an answer key



is to verify your understanding and to provide insights into how to approach
complex questions. When you are stuck on a particular question, consulting
the answer key can help you identify the key concepts or textual evidence you
may have overlooked.

However, it is crucial to first attempt the assignment independently. Engage
with the text, formulate your own answers based on your reading, and then use
the answer key as a point of comparison. Analyze the provided answers: what
specific evidence do they cite? What reasoning do they employ? How do they
connect the laws to character development? By deconstructing the answer key,
you can improve your own analytical skills, learn to identify relevant
textual evidence more effectively, and better understand the expectations of
your instructors.

Independent Attempt First

Before referencing any answer key, it is essential to thoroughly read the
assigned text and attempt to answer all questions yourself. This process of
wrestling with the material solidifies your understanding and helps you
identify areas where you need further clarification. Your initial efforts are
crucial for developing your own analytical voice and comprehension skills.

Comparing Your Answers

Once you have completed your independent attempt, compare your answers with
those provided in the key. Note any discrepancies. For questions where your
answers differ, carefully examine the key's explanation. What did you miss?
What evidence did you overlook? This comparative process is where much of the
learning occurs.

Learning from the Key's Reasoning

An effective answer key doesn't just provide answers; it explains the
reasoning behind them. Pay close attention to how the key cites textual
evidence, how it interprets character motivations, and how it connects those
elements to the historical context of Puritan laws. Understanding this
analytical process will equip you to tackle future assignments more
effectively.

Conclusion: Mastering Puritan Laws and
Character Analysis

Successfully navigating CommonLit assignments involving Puritan laws and
character analysis requires a deep understanding of the historical context,



the specific legal framework, and the profound impact these had on
individuals. By meticulously examining the strictures of Puritan society,
from Sabbath observance to moral conduct laws, and by analyzing how
characters either conformed, conflicted, or rebelled against them, students
can gain invaluable insights into both literary analysis and historical
interpretation. The interplay between religious fervor, legal enforcement,
and human experience offers a rich landscape for study. Remembering to always
anchor your analysis in solid textual evidence and to use answer keys as
tools for deeper learning, rather than shortcuts, will solidify your mastery
of this crucial aspect of American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key Puritan laws often discussed in
CommonLit texts?

CommonLit texts focusing on Puritan laws frequently address regulations
concerning religious observance (like mandatory church attendance), social
conduct (prohibitions against idleness, excessive drinking, and gambling),
and moral behavior (strictures against adultery, blasphemy, and witchcraft).

How do Puritan laws influence character development
in CommonLit readings?

Puritan laws significantly shape character development by creating internal
conflict. Characters often grapple with adhering to strict societal
expectations, personal desires, and the fear of divine punishment. This
tension can lead to characters who are outwardly pious but inwardly
conflicted, or those who rebel against the restrictive laws.

What is a common theme related to Puritan laws and
character in CommonLit?

A prevalent theme is the tension between conformity and individuality.
Characters are often forced to choose between fitting into the rigid social
structure dictated by Puritan laws or expressing their own beliefs and
desires, which can lead to ostracism or punishment.

How do characters typically react to the enforcement
of Puritan laws in CommonLit?

Characters' reactions vary. Some diligently follow the laws, fearing
punishment and seeking divine favor. Others may subtly or overtly resist,
leading to conflict with authorities or internal turmoil. Still others might
be caught in the web of suspicion and accusation, as seen in witchcraft
trials.



What role does religion play in Puritan laws and
character portrayal on CommonLit?

Religion is central. Puritan laws are divinely ordained, and adherence 1is
seen as a sign of salvation. Characters' actions and motivations are often
interpreted through a religious lens, with their faith and piety being
constantly tested against the backdrop of strict religious law.

In what ways might a 'character answer key' for
CommonLit's Puritan texts be structured?

A character answer key would likely focus on identifying characters'
adherence to or defiance of Puritan laws, their internal struggles with these
laws, the consequences they face for their actions, and how their experiences
reflect broader societal values and conflicts within the Puritan community.

What are common motivations for characters who break
Puritan laws in CommonlLit?

Motivations can include genuine personal desires (love, ambition, curiosity),
a questioning of the laws' fairness or logic, pressure from external
circumstances, or even a belief that they are acting according to a higher
moral or spiritual calling that supersedes human law.

How does the concept of 'sin' relate to Puritan laws
and characters in CommonLit?

Puritan laws are designed to prevent sin, which is viewed as an offense
against God. Characters are constantly vigilant against perceived sinful
thoughts or actions, and transgression of laws is often seen as proof of sin,
leading to social and spiritual consequences.

What is a typical lesson learned by characters (or
the reader) from the enforcement of Puritan laws in
CommonLit?

A common lesson is about the dangers of rigid dogma, the suppression of
individual liberty, and the human tendency towards hypocrisy. Readers might
also learn about the importance of compassion, critical thinking, and the
complexities of living within restrictive societal structures.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Puritan laws and character, with
descriptions:



1. The Scarlet Letter_

This classic novel by Nathaniel Hawthorne explores the consequences of sin
and societal judgment within a Puritan community. It follows the story of
Hester Prynne, who is forced to wear a scarlet "A" as a public mark of her
adultery. The book delves into themes of guilt, shame, and the hypocrisy that
can exist even in seemingly righteous societies, offering a critical
perspective on Puritan morality.

2. The Crucible

Arthur Miller's powerful play is a metaphorical examination of the Salem
Witch Trials, which were deeply rooted in Puritan beliefs and legal
practices. It portrays the hysteria and paranoia that gripped the
Massachusetts Bay Colony, leading to unjust accusations and executions. The
play highlights how fear and a rigid adherence to dogma can lead to the
persecution of the innocent.

3. A Brief History of the Pilgrims: The Origins of the Plymouth Colony
This non-fiction work provides a historical overview of the early English
Separatists who fled to America to establish Plymouth Colony. It details
their religious motivations, their journey on the Mayflower, and the initial
challenges they faced in creating a new society based on their strict
religious principles. The book sheds light on the foundational legal and
social structures that influenced subsequent Puritan settlements.

4. The Faithful Shepherdess

While a pastoral romance by John Fletcher, this play was influential in its
time and reflects some of the moral anxieties and theatrical trends that
Puritanism reacted against. Its focus on idealized rural life and romantic
entanglements stands in contrast to the austere worldview of many Puritans.
Understanding such works helps contextualize the restrictions and
pronouncements made by Puritan authorities on entertainment.

5. The Antinomian Controversy, 1636-1638: A Documentary History

This collection of primary source documents offers direct insight into a
significant theological and political dispute within the Massachusetts Bay
Colony. It centers on Anne Hutchinson, whose teachings challenged the
established Puritan orthodoxy and legal framework. The documents reveal the
intensity of religious debates and how differences in belief could have
serious legal repercussions for individuals.

6. Mather's America: Jonathan Edwards and the Other Great Awakening

This book examines the religious fervor and intellectual currents that shaped
colonial America, with a focus on prominent Puritan ministers like Jonathan
Edwards. It explores the development of Puritan theology and its influence on
colonial law and social order. The text provides context for understanding
the moral codes and disciplinary practices enforced by Puritan communities.

7. The History of the Puritans, Volume 1

This comprehensive historical account by Daniel Neal details the religious
and political history of the Puritans in England and their migration to
America. It covers the laws and doctrines that defined their movement, their



struggles against the Church of England, and the establishment of their
distinct colonies. The book is an essential resource for understanding the
legal and theological underpinnings of Puritan society.

8. A Journal of the Plague Year

Daniel Defoe's vivid account, though set during a later plague in London,
reflects the societal anxieties and the tendency to interpret natural
disasters through a religious lens, much like the Puritans did. It explores
how communities responded to widespread illness and death, often attributing
it to divine judgment. This can offer parallels to how Puritan laws and
character were shaped by a belief in God's active involvement in human
affairs.

9. The New England Soul: Thinking and Feeling in the Seventeenth Century
This scholarly work delves into the intellectual and emotional landscape of
early New England, heavily influenced by Puritanism. It examines how Puritan
laws and beliefs shaped the daily lives, moral compasses, and spiritual
experiences of individuals. The book provides nuanced insights into the
motivations behind Puritan legal strictures and the kind of character they
aimed to cultivate.
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