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1.0 OBJECTIVES 

This Unit intends to make you familiar with 17th Century America. This 
period in American history is known as the colonial period. 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The story of The Scarlet Letter is set in the colonial period. In fact, 
looking at certain events in the novel, it is possible to fix the precise timing 
of the story. The novel describes the events that are supposed to have taken 
place between the years 1642-1649. The setting is Salem, Massachusetts. 
Since the way of life in America of those days was very different from 
that of our times, it is necessary to acquaint ourselves with some of the 
details of colonial life. This unit, thus, introduces you to colonial America 
in general and to the way of life in the Massachusetts Bay colony in 
particular. 
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1.2.1 The Early Settlement 

The Spanish explorer, Columbus, as you know discovered America in 1492. 
Soon after that - that is from the sixteenth century onwards - many European 
nations like England, France and Netherlands undertook expeditions to this 
“New World” in search of gold and silver. The dominant considerations 
of these expeditions were commercial. In 1588 the Spanish Armada - 
the biggest naval fleet of Spain - was defeated by the English maritime 
adventurer - Francis Drake. From then on England emerged as the most 
powerful presence on the Atlantic and Pacific waters. 

Trade considerations made the European nations set up their own colonies. 
The first English colony was set up in Virginia in 1607. The name - Virginia 
- was given by Elizabeth I. In 1609, Virginia was separated from North 
Virginia. And to this separated part, Captain John Smith gave the name 
“New England” Massachusetts is one of the New England states. Some of 
the residents still call it the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, a hangover 
from the colonial period. Informally it is referred to as the Ray state after 
the Massachusetts Bay around which the earliest European communities 
were founded. First colonised by English religious dissenters - known as 
Dissenters or Separatists because they wanted to break away from the 
Church of England - Massachusetts is one of the oldest centres of permanent 
English settlement. 

1.2.2 The Pilgrims and Puritans 
The Europeans visited the coast of Massachusetts many times, before the 
Pilgrims - the Dissenters - landed there in the ship Mayflower in 1620. But 
none of these resulted in permanent settlements. The Dissenters came to the 
New World, persecuted back home by English Churchmen, and set up a 
colony in Plymouth in 1620, and elected William Bradford as their governor. 

During the 1620s many groups of English people founded small communities 
around the Massachusetts Bay, to the north of Plymouth and independent 
of the Pilgrims. The most important of these was the community of the 
Puritans in Salem, set up in 1626. In the next ten years, the Puritans came 
to the Massachusetts Bay in large numbers and with their arrival began the 
main settlement of Massachusetts. 

These Puritans, like the Dissenters, were also not happy with the English 
church. But unlike them, the Puritans wanted to change the English Church 
from within. They did not want to break away. Many of these Puritans were 
well-to-do landowners and merchants. In 1620 they invested largely in a 
company called Massachusetts Bay Company. In 1630, they decided to form 
a Puritan Commonwealth of Massachusetts Bay Colony and sent about 
1000 emigrants to Salem. These emigrants joined the Puritans at Salem and 
set up a new colony in Boston. The leaders of the emigrants persuaded 
the Company to transfer its charter and administration to America Thus 
the charter - book of rules and regulations - became the chief instrument 
of government in the colony. As earlier decided, John Winthrop - whose 
death is mentioned in The Scarlet Letter - was elected the Governor of the 
Colony. The charter contained some glimpses of democracy, but the colony, 
in its - early years, was a strict theocracy that is, government by religious 
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leaders. 

1.2.3 The Puritan Psychology 

Credit must be given to the early settlers for their grit and sense of purpose in 
building up their colonies against an unfriendly environment. To understand 
these qualities, it is necessary to know the Puritan psychology. 

John Smith, in his glowing report on America, described it almost as if it 
were the lost paradise. Suffering from economic and religious repression 
in England and dissatisfied with the Church of England, these early settlers 
believed themselves to have been chosen by God to re-establish Christianity 
in all its purity in the new world. John Winthrop, in his sermon on board the 
ship Arabella warned the fellow passengers that the eyes of the world were 
upon them and upon their venture of building a city of God upon a hill and 
that if they failed in that mission they would become the laughing - stock 
of history 

For the Puritan mind the Human is essentially a fallen creature. After the 
Fall, when Adam and Eve disobeyed the will of God by eating and forbidden 
fruit, the human was justly condemned. However, by some chance, God 
has selected some (the Elect) for salvation through Grace. Salvation is 
through faith and not through outward actions. The world is a structure 
of dramatic oppositions like good/evil, Mad/God, the Elect/the Fallen, 
Faith/Deeds. The fallen man’s vision is corrupted and therefore it cannot 
read the will of God in Nature. Every person is thus trapped in his/her own 
individual interpretation of the world, which, for him/her due to the fall, is 
an enigma or mystery. The earlier Church had solved the problem of the 
corruption of human vision by appealing to the infallibility of the Pope and 
the Church. But Puritans denied both and spoke of the general consensus 
of a community of the chosen ones (the Elect). The general opinion of the 
community of these “visible saints” was taken to be the expression of God’s 
will. The Puritans, therefore, exerted a powerful pressure on the members 
of the community towards consensus and conformity.

Once they arrived in America, the Puritans began to see themselves as the 
latter-day Jews, fleeing from a land of oppression to a land of liberation. Just 
as in the Old Testament, the Jews, God’s chosen people, fled from Egypt, 
where they were persecuted, to the promised land of Canaan, similarly the 
Puritans were the modern Jews running away from England to this new 
promised land of America. It was all a part of the divine design. Now that 
they were in their ‘Canaan’, it was up to them to build a city on a hill in 
God’s honour. This was the mission of their life. 

1.3 LIE IN THE COLONIES

1.3.1	 Family
In contrast to modern American families, during the colonial period the 
family tended to be a large and extended institution. Life centered around 
the family. In addition to the parents and several brothers and sisters, a 
colonial child was likely to share his/her home with at least one grandparent, 
unmarried uncle or aunt and perhaps a few orphaned cousins. After the 
marriage of the older brother, nephews and nieces would fill the house. The 
colonial family consisted of at least 12 members as one generation succeeded 
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another. Large or extended families served an important economic function. 
For in the days when there were no machines, many hands were required 
to make a household self-sufficient. The family led a highly close-knit life, 
as its members worked and played together. Such a family life is almost 
unknown now in America. 

1.3.2 Class-Structure 

Unlike the English Society, the colonial American Society did not have 
a titled aristocracy. It was vaguely divided into wealthy, middle or lower 
classes. The wealthy class consisted of rich planters, merchants and 
professional men. They constituted ten percent of the Society. The majority 
of them, about 60%, comprised the middle class that included fanners, 
shopkeepers and artisans. The lower class represented the black slaves 
and the white indentured labourers and apprentices. The notable feature of 
this social structure was its mobility. The fact of one’s birth did not stop 
anyone except the blacks, from moving into higher classes, provided she 
was prepared to work hard. 

1.3.3 Government 
The most important political development during the colonial period was 
the tradition of self-government. The basic principle throughout almost 
all the colonies was that local political decisions should be made by the 
wealthy property owners of a particular region. This means practically two 
thirds of the white males had a say in the decision-making. The delegates to 
the legislature were elected annually, but only the wealthy would contest the 
elections for they had the necessary leisure to look after the management of 
affairs in the colony.

1.3.4 Religion
As pointed out earlier, religion had a vital importance in the lives of the 
colonists. Since the majority of the early settlers were either Dissenters 
or Puritans, and since our novel deals with Puritanism, it is instructive to 
examine in detail the way these colonies were managed by the religious 
leaders. 

In Massachusetts Bay, only church members were eligible to become 
“freemen” that is, citizens with a right to vote. And to become a church 
member, an individual had to testify that he had experienced conversion 
and then his declaration had to be approved by the minister, the church 
officers and the congregation. This rigid procedure kept the effective power 
in the hands of only a pious minority. In the early days of the settlement, 
each New England community centred round its church with its minister 
as the chosen leader. (Look at the admiration and hero-worship of Arthur 
Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter). 

The church was normally located at the centre of the New England town. 
Some Puritans would like to call the church “meeting-hall’’ as the word 
church smelt of “Popery”. These Puritan meeting-halls were austere buildings 
both externally and internally. Church  attendance was compulsory and 
people had to listen to unending sermons sitting on rough wooden benches 
without backs. Prayers were equally long. And during all this procedure, 
total attention was demanded. Young boys and girls were forbidden from 
making eyes at each other. If somebody dozed off during sermons, a special 
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officer on duty - tithingman - would tickle the faces of ladies and girls with 
foxtails and give a rude punch or tap on the heads of the men and boys. As 
the preacher went on and on about the hell-fire, the people listening to him 
in the freezing cold, many have craved even for the warmth of the hell- fire. 

Even God rested on the seventh day. Hence Sunday was strictly observed as 
the Sabbath Day/Lord’s Day when all frivolous activities were forbidden. 
Games were not allowed. People were supposed to pass the day in attending 
various church services and in contemplation. Any light-hearted behaviour, 
raucous laughter, fast walking or driving were positively forbidden. Any 
violation of the Sabbath by madwoman/ child was reported to the church 
authorities by the tithingman. The offenders would be cautioned and after 
continued violations, the offender would be set in the stock and be taught to 
sit still. One couple was fined five shillings by a magistrate in Connecticut 
for exchanging smiles on Sabbath. 

The notion that Puritans had about themselves as God’s chosen people, 
governed even their day-to-day life. For example, fear of wasting God-
given time was an obsession with them. No time was to be lost in activities 
that did not directly or indirectly contribute towards this construction. “An 
hour’s idleness is a sin as well as an hour’s drunkenness”, wrote Hugh Peter 
in a tract called A Dying Father’s Last Legacy (1660) The Puritans were 
concerned about the way children wasted their time especially on holidays. 
In fact they were against all holidays and festivals, as they constituted a sad 
waste of time. Christmas passed without merriment or pomp in these Puritan 
colonies. Though drinks were not forbidden as a part of one’s regular diet, 
the Puritans objected to frivolity. Constant diligence in one’s vocation and 
sobriety were advocated. 

Secondly the Puritan divines exhorted total social cohesion. No deviation 
from the norms of social behaviour they had laid down was tolerated. 
Since the City of God was to be built against many odds like the hostile 
environment, wild Indians and religious heresies, the people must stay 
together bound by a common religious faith. What Benjamin Franklin said 
in another context really sums up the Puritan frame of mind in the early days 
of the settlement. “We must, indeed, all hang together or most assuredly we 
shall all hang separately” 

Under these circumstances, no individual deviation, no danger to the social 
cohesion was tolerated. The Puritans looked down upon solitary existence. 
Man must stay in society along with fellow human beings. Massachusetts 
in fact forbade solitary living: between 1669 and 1670, sixty people were 
hounded out for living alone. Solitary existence was a punishment to be 
given to sinners like Hester Prynne. 

It is ironic that the Puritans, who suffered great repression back in England 
at the hands of Archbishop Laud, were equally intolerant of other religious 
opinions and beliefs. Any moral individualism or departure from the 
accepted norms was severely dealt with. The controversy known as the 
Antinomian controversy in an excellent example of the Puritan repression 
of other beliefs. Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson were expelled from 
the colony for expressing opinions that went against the Puritan ideas of 
faith, grace and salvation. These rebels set up a new colony in Rhode Island, 
where “nobody would be persecuted for his religious beliefs’’. 
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In 1662, the Reverend Michael Wigglesworth wrote a long poem The Day 
of Doom, which painted vividly the punishments meted out to those who 
strayed from the path shown by the Puritan Elect. Maybe the hysteria this 
poem whipped up, combined with the supernatural interventions, a constant 
topic in the New England sermons, led to the Salem witchcraft scandal 
of 1692. The belief in the supernatural was not confined to New England 
alone, but it had its most dramatic manifestations there. Besides, the work 
of two most powerful preachers, father and son, Increase and Cotton Mather 
gave moral authority to the belief. This belief in the supernatural was deeply 
ingrained in public consciousness, especially after the publication of King 
James’ book Demonology (1597). No eccentric person, no crotchety old 
woman or ill-tempered man was safe after the outbreak in Massachusetts 
in 1692. By that time the whole area around Boston was seething with 
rumours of witchcraft. Salem was the nerve centre of supernaturalism and 
Cotton Mather offered all his help and the power of the church to stamp out 
this work of Satan. Accordingly, some two hundred people were accused of 
witchcraft. After twenty witches, both men and women, were hanged and 
one old Giles Corey was pressed to death by weights for refusing to plead, 
the hysteria came to a close. (Although the witchcraft + scandal belongs to a 
period later than the one covered by The Scarlet Letter, you will find how 
Hawthorne slightly alters the history by characterizing Mistress Hibbins as 
an emissary of the devil). After these infamous witchcraft trials of 1692, 
the authority of the Puritans got considerably weakened, till it was finally 
overthrown in the Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s.

Though the stern and grim regimen of the Puritans is foreign to the 
permissiveness of modern times, it has left a deep imprint on the American 
character. For example, the notion that idleness is a sin is deep-seated in 
the American mind and their persistent application to duty and fear of 
wasting God’s precious time helps explain the material success of America. 
Secondly, the Puritans believed that they were the elect of God, chosen to 
set right the time that was ‘out of joint’. This doctrine has also shaped to 
some extent the American character. Americans find it easy to believe that 
they enjoy the favour of God and that their ways should be adopted by all 
other people. Perhaps that direct heritage from the Puritans. 

1.3.5   Social Life: Sports, Pastimes, Holidays, Food, Clothing etc. 
Although the Puritans advocated an ascetic way of life, they could not 
always succeed in suppressing the craving in human nature for sports and 
amusement. In the early days of the settlement, life was a hard struggle for 
mere survival and people had little time for sports and pastimes. But as the 
colonies stabilized, they began to look for entertainment. One of the popular 
amusements of those times was dancing, though Puritan authorities looked 
down upon it. Horse-racing was another sport, especially among those who 
were rich enough to own horses. But cockfights were popular at all levels 
of society. Hunting and fishing were originally necessary activities for food 
but gradually they developed into favourite sports, so much so that every 
young boy thought it his birthright to fish and his ambition was to own 
a gun of his own. In towns, the favourite games were cards, football and 
bowling (In The Scarlet Letter little Pearl, excluded from society along 
with her mother, has no one to play with. .She consoles herself by playing 
with natural objects.) 
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Though the Puritans frowned upon wasting “God’s precious time’’, even 
they had to take a few days off to mark the special occasions like the 
Thanksgiving Day, Election Day and Training (Muster) Day. Election 
Day was a time of merriment all over the New England colonies. In spite 
of the innings of preachers, the day took on a distinctly irreligious tone. 
One minister complained that the day had become an occasion when men 
gathered, “to smoke, carouse, swagger and dishonour God with greater 
bravery”. In some communities, a special beer was brewed for the occasion. 
In others, housewives customarily baked a particular kind of cake, known 
as the Election cake. (Remember how Salem wears a festive look on the 
Election Day, when Dimmesdale delivers his memorable sermon. Read the 
final chapters of The Scarlet Letter). 

One of the pastimes most families indulged in was story-telling and reading. 
The family in those days, as you have already been told, was a large affair. 
In the evening when the daily chores were done, they would gather to hear 
someone read or tell a story. The family might sing together or play games. 
All this has now become practically extinct with the advent of radio and 
television. 

In the beginning, colonists of necessity led a simple life. Foodstuffs such 
as corn, squash and wild-game, turkey, deer, pigeon and rabbit - formed 
the staple diet with fish thrown in 2s a variety. During long winters, it was 
necessary to preserve meat by smoking or salting, fish was dried or pickled. 
Many farm families kept a cow for milk. In addition, beer (in the middle 
colonies) rum (New England) and cider (in the back country) were popular 
beverages. 

People in the colonies dressed much as they had done back in England. Men 
wore coats, vests, shirts, knee breeches and shawls. Rich people imported 
clothes from England. But the commoners went in for homespun, home-
made clothes. (See how Hester can make a living by sewing).

1.3.6 Trade and Economy 
The colonial economy, to begin with, was largely agricultural. In Southern 
colonies, where an individual could acquire as much land as he wanted, the 
plantation system was found to be the most convenient form of agricultural 
production. By and large plantations were devoted to the cultivation of such 
marketable/exportable crops like tobacco and cotton. Trade had been one of 
the chief motivations of several English companies that founded colonies. 
But the companies were not much successful; the individual settlers carried 
on the work and by the end of the 17th century became prosperous by 
exporting rice, tobacco and sugar. The goal of all the trade activity was to 
procure for American colonies the necessaries. As trade prospered, many 
mariners, shipmasters and captains made fortunes. (At the end of The 
Scarlet Letter a shipmaster arrives. who is supposed to take Hester and 
Dimmesdale to a new country) 

1.3.7 Legal Systems 
In most colonies the Governor and his council sat as the highest court of 
justice in the 17th century, there were hardly any trained lawyers in the 
colonies. (Hester has no lawyer to plead for her). These courts generally 
followed the English Common Law and Criminal Code. The latter had many 
corporal punishments like whipping, cutting of limbs, branding etc. But 
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because labour was very scarce in the colonies, such severe punishments 
were rarely given. Offenders were less likely to be thrown into dark, filthy 
dungeons than publicly humiliated, pilloried or at most whipped. The 
intention was to reform the criminal by public humiliation and also to set an 
example to others. (Hester is not hanged, but made to stand at the scaffold 
to be jeered at and booed and then. made to wear the scarlet letter A.) 

1.3.8 Science 
In the period covered by the novel, a strong utilitarian interest dominated 
all scientific activities. Naturally, the colonists were curious to make 
discoveries regarding the natural history of the New World. But they studied 
their environment not so much for pure knowledge as in the hope of making 
practical discoveries. Thus Botany was studied for the sake of medical 
herbs. (Remember how Chillingworth goes about hunting for herbs in the 
woods) and metallurgy aided the quest for iron ore and useful meds. Science 
and medicine largely remained a dark mystery like witchcraft. (How easily 
Chillingworth becomes a dark figure). There is no doctor in Salem, except 
Chillingworth. 

EXERCISE I 

1.	 Briefly describe Puritan psychology and state how this has left an 
imprint on the modern American character.

	 ………………………………………………………………………..

	 ………………………………………………………………………..

2.	 What were some of the reasons for the Salem witchcraft trials?

	 ………………………………………………………………………..

	 ………………………………………………………………………..

1.4 LET US SUM UP 

To recapitulate, The Scarlet Letter is set in the colonial period of American 
history. Soon after Columbus’ discovery of America, many European nations 
started colonizing the land, for commercial purposes. The first English 
colony was set up in Virginia in 1607. With the arrival of the Pilgrims and 
Puritans in the 1620s, the main settlement of Massachusetts began. 

Life in the colonies was by no means easy. The settlers had to contend with a 
strange climate, wild beasts and Indians. But the Puritans slowly overcome 
these difficulties by their faith in their mission. They saw themselves as 
chosen by God to build a new Jerusalem in this “virgin” land. In this task of 
reconstruction, the Puritans demanded total social cohesion and submission 
by the community to the dictates of the church. Any form of deviation was 
severely punished. Till the 18th century, religion and church played a very 
important part in the day-to-day life of the people. 

1.5 ANSWERS TO EXERCISES 

1.	 Refer to 1.2.3 and 1.3.4 

2.	 Refer to 1.3.4 
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