
   

  Chapter One The Handmaid’s Tale as a Teaching Tool for Engaging Students in Colonial American History and Puritanism


  Kelly Marino


  Effective history professors and teachers constantly generate new ideas to engage students. They cultivate an appreciation for studying the past by trying different strategies to show that learning about history is relevant and important. One successful technique for drawing students into class material involves using artifacts from popular culture to start lessons or presentations and spark discussions. In this chapter, I argue that instructors can use events and episodes in the original book of The Handmaid’s Tale (THT) as an opening “hook,” initiation, or vehicle to begin larger conversations about American society and culture in the seventeenth century, particularly as a medium to help discuss colonial Puritanism, a topic that too often generates “eye rolls” among students. Specifically, THT can aid teachers in presenting complex issues, such as the Puritan religion, values and traditions, gender norms, sex and sexuality, morality, crime and punishment, and challenges and dissent, among many topics, by associating this material with the familiar characters, stories, and theatrical and literary content that students know and love.


  THT and the history of early American society share many parallels. THT author Margaret Atwood notes close connections between the production of THT and the story of the Puritans. She argues that her study of seventeenth-century Puritan New England served as an important inspiration for her book. Atwood comments that she found a personal connection with the topic and period because of her own colonial roots, which traced back to the family name “Webster” that was prominent among the religious sect during the period. Atwood’s fascination centers on the life and experiences of a woman named Mary Reeve Webster, an accused witch mentioned in a text by the famous Puritan minister, Cotton Mather, who she argues was a distinctive relative because of her controversial past. She dedicated THT to Webster’s difficult experiences and story. Webster struggled as an outsider in a superstitious and anxiety-prone society.1


  Given these connections to Atwood, Webster’s shocking and tragic story acts as an interesting anecdote and beginning point for lessons linking Puritanism to THT. A resident of Hadley, Massachusetts, Webster is portrayed in contemporary sketches as a wretched, elderly outcast, tormented and ostracized, scorned, and accused of witchcraft. Skeptical about her beliefs and activities, her accusers captured her one night and hung her from a tree, aspiring to put her to death. Her body was left dangling all night. However, what makes Webster’s story so surprising and engaging as a hook for students is its unexpected outcome. Accounts state that by some stroke of luck, she did not die. When community members returned to the tree, Webster remained alive and was cut down. By bizarre happenstance, she lived for another fourteen years; Atwood even wrote an early poem about the incident, evidence of its impact on her, called “Half-Hanged Mary.”2


  Instructors could use this incident or another similarly striking example from THT, based on the historic religious group, to capture students’ attention and draw them into a presentation or learning segment about the Puritans, their society, culture, and why they might have treated Webster so terribly. Important teaching questions for an introductory class in early American history or essential questions for further inquiry that could be sparked by Webster’s story include the following: On a basic level, who were the Puritans, and where were they from? Where did they immigrate to, and why? What did they believe about religion and morality? How were Puritan men and women supposed to behave? How did they look and dress? Why was being an alleged witch or an outsider so controversial? What types of punishments were common or uncommon? On a more complex level: How are Webster and other Puritans different from or similar to characters in THT? How does the society in THT compare to colonial Massachusetts? What are our modern perceptions of the Puritans, and how have historians challenged these notions? These are just a few of the many possible questions instructors could use as guiding issues for their presentations and lessons.


  
  ORIGINS OF THE PURITANS AND RELIGION


  As educators, to foster comprehension among our students, we need to spend a certain amount of time early in our lessons laying out the basics, or the contextual framework for the subjects that we will address. Similar to the way we ask students to present material in a research paper with an early background section, as teachers, a fair amount of “stage setting” is necessary to answer the foundational “who,” “what,” “when,” and “where” questions and ensure that our students have the necessary context to understand the more specific and complex issues we will tackle in later discussions. The students should know a little about the origins of the Puritans and their chief ideologies, which can later be bolstered by more specific details from other scholarly secondary or primary sources.


  It is significant to note, for example, that the Puritans were a religious faction that was displeased with the Church of England by the early seventeenth century because they thought that Catholic teachings had overly influenced the institution. The Puritans wanted to practice a “purer” form of Protestantism and received their name because of their goal of “purifying” or reforming the Church. In Europe, however, as Catholicism gained popularity, not everyone viewed those who aimed to change the Church in a positive light. People perceived Puritans as a threat because of their political power, and Puritan leaders faced persecution. Over time, certain Puritan ministers could no longer preach, and King Charles I, who took the British throne in 1625, stifled the group’s influence further when he dissolved Parliament, a governing body with many Puritan members.3


  Discontented with their declining circumstances in England, the Puritans immigrated to other areas. Although students often only consider the Puritan migrations to Massachusetts, teachers should urge them to think in a more global context by noting that most secondary sources state they also traveled to different locations in Europe, the West Indies, and North America. The Puritans came to present-day Massachusetts in 1630 not all at once, but in multiple waves. The first major Puritan migration included eleven ships and seven hundred people and the next, six ships and five hundred people. The Puritan immigrants differed from the Pilgrims because they were not “separatists” who hoped to permanently break away from the English Church.4 Instead, they wanted their new settlement, Massachusetts Bay Colony, to serve as a “city upon a hill” or an example for the rest of the world of moral living.5 They planned to return to England after the British Church followed their lead. John Winthrop, the first governor, argued that everyone was watching Massachusetts Bay and that community members had to do right by God and the world by proving that a more righteous way of life was possible.


  Teachers should emphasize to students, however, that entering a barren wilderness and starting a new life was not an easy task for any immigrant. The “new” world lacked the established conveniences, institutions, and structures that guided life in England. Puritan leaders dealt with these issues in several ways. First, rather than allow people to spread out and live where they wanted, they kept people together for as long as possible in a localized area by establishing towns, with the Boston/Cambridge area (used as the backdrop in THT) serving as a major early epicenter. Besides the governor of the colony, each town had other powerful officials, including a council of elders, a minister, and aides to watch over members. Puritan New England was a tense and suspicious environment, in which leaders asked neighbors to police and report the behavior of other neighbors to ensure that they followed the rules.6 This close-knit and vigilant culture is replicated in THT, where people are always “under the eye” and watch what others say and do; this is also an interesting topic to discuss with students, given current and past controversies over government and institutional surveillance.


  Central to understanding Puritanism is comprehending the importance and centrality of religion to the community and how it shaped people’s actions and behavior. The Puritans were primarily guided by God’s will as communicated through the Bible. Worship was central to daily life, and Sunday was sacred. Teachers should emphasize that community leaders responded harshly to people frolicking, loitering, socializing, and drinking on Sundays. Not attending services and behaving inappropriately was against the law. Criminals faced fines and public humiliation, such as whippings, for failing to fall in line. Leaders locked the town gates on Sunday to discourage travel, limit movement, and promote the rules. They believed that it was necessary for all community members to hear the sermon because the religious message not only reinforced their faith but also addressed town problems and spread the news. To ensure that people in Puritan churches paid attention to the critical message, a patrol carried a long pole to wake up children or adults sleeping or joking in church.7


  Teaching students about the Puritan belief in “predestination,” a common topic discussed among churches and congregations, is imperative because of the concept’s significance to the religious group. The Puritans believed that God had already chosen who would receive salvation, and no one had a way of knowing or shaping if they would be among the saved or the damned. A person’s fate could not be influenced by “good works” or moral behavior, as Catholics typically believed. Puritans constantly worried about their spiritual status, sometimes even to the point of mental illness and insanity.8 Given that doing good works did not necessarily guarantee a place among the saved, people needed other motivators to behave. Aside from fearing punishment, most Puritans followed the rules because they believed that they were in a “covenant” or a contract or agreement with God and with one another to be good religious subjects to ensure the community’s success in its mission to serve as an example for the rest of the world. People living in the colony, therefore, tried to avoid temptations and appear saintly and godly in their interactions, just like in THT. The Puritans banned anything that might encourage rowdy, promiscuous, or illegal actions. The list of pleasures prohibited included music, dancing, and gambling. Leaders were especially concerned about dancing because they viewed the touching of bodies as too enticing, particularly for young people.9 Conformity to these rules and values was as important in Puritan America as it was in Gilead, the fictional society created in THT.


  

  
     
  PARALLELS TO GILEAD


  The Puritans did, however, promote some activities still valued today, such as reading, and initiatives to create opportunities for education. Puritan leaders believed in the positive value of educating male and female children. Many Puritan towns offered free schooling because they argued everyone, including women, needed reading skills to study the Bible. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony, leaders required every town of at least fifty to hire a teacher, and if a town had at least one hundred families, it had to have a grammar school.10 Instructors should stress to students that these trends were unique and contributed to higher literacy rates in New England than other areas of the Americas, particularly among women.


  Women and men in Puritan culture, however, were not equal but fulfilled distinct gender roles. Society was very patriarchal, and men were the primary leaders, as in THT’s Gilead. Only men could serve as the community leaders governing town meetings and ministers overseeing the church. In marriage, men were the head of the home, they had full say over their wives, and they technically owned their children. Puritan wives took care of domestic duties and raised their children according to religious principles and community laws. Parents were supposed to be strict because children who behaved poorly could be publicly punished by local officials and, as a result, reflect badly on the entire family. Couples often named their children after biblical figures who could serve as role models or moral qualities, such as “patience,” that they hoped to instill.11


  Students might be shocked to learn that unlike most modern weddings, Puritan marriages were not overly celebratory or explicitly romantic. Unlike Catholics, who saw marriage as a sacrament, Puritans viewed marriage as a legal contract. A minister did not perform marriages, but instead, couples used a magistrate or other government official. Most men married at around age twenty-six, and most women married at around age twenty-three. The community promoted marriage as vital for stability and expansion. Leaders viewed marriage as essential to keeping women in line, as they viewed the female sex as more vulnerable to sin and temptation, and, correspondingly, all women, especially married women, had to dress in modest clothing. They could even be punished for breaking the dress code. Married women had few legal rights, except they could divorce in extreme circumstances, such as if they could prove adultery, impotence, physical abuse, or intentional desertion. Widowed women, in contrast, had the most rights because they could sue and own land and did not have the same male oversight.12 However, although married Puritan women faced restrictions, teachers should note they were not completely oppressed and found loopholes to exercise agency both within their families and larger communities. At moments throughout history, they successfully manipulated both men and the legal system and used their roles as wives, women, and mothers skillfully to influence society to their benefit.


  Just as in THT, the Puritans promoted sex between married partners for procreation and condemned sexual immorality. Most women had many children compared to contemporary standards, sometimes over ten, viewing them as important workhands, and did little to control or prevent pregnancy. Yet, pregnancy often was dangerous and infant mortality high, and instructors might find this an interesting opportunity to begin larger conversations about the histories of innovations in reproductive technologies and related health care services.13 Instructors also should discuss with students when, why, and how attitudes about sex and gender changed, particularly in connection with the rise of Victorianism and the Industrial Revolution.


  Despite the society’s restrictive beliefs and standards, Puritan leaders found policing illicit romance, sex, and sexuality a challenge. Modern generations of scholars have revised earlier interpretations of the Puritans that made them seem like prudes and point to evidence in court records of numerous cases of unsanctioned behavior, including premarital and extramarital sex, bestiality, and sodomy.14 Although same-sex relations between men were condemned, students should learn that punishment varied according to social class, and sex between women was rarely taken seriously.15 “Seemingly” nonpenetrative liaisons between women were not viewed as sinful on the same scale as heterosexual intercourse outside of marriage or sexual penetration between men. Punishments for sexual immorality in colonial America might have been embarrassing, but often, leaders took these crimes more seriously in more established settings, such as Europe and England, than in the colonies, where every life mattered to the community’s survival, especially early on.16


  Young people and outsiders often were the prime culprits who challenged sexual mores, just as they are today, and as a history educator, including this discussion, particularly of the younger generation’s role in testing these boundaries, can interest students in the class material by making it more relatable. In early America, over time, teachers should emphasize that the youth became more secular and experimental, which worried elders and community leaders. Not all people who lived in or near the colony were Puritans, either, which generated differences in sexual practices. Native Americans, for example, did not believe in monogamous relationships or a patriarchal society, nor did other immigrants who lived on the outskirts of the community and in rural areas with less oversight and more freedom. As more diverse people came to present-day Massachusetts, they brought different beliefs about sex and love.17


  When leaders knew about crimes and were able to act, punishment centered on public humiliation and peer pressure to coerce people into behaving correctly, rather than modern conventions such as institutional detention. No prisons, jails, or police force existed. Those innovations were much more recent. Puritans would commonly be branded, whipped, or disfigured to mark their crime in a distinct manner that would serve as a reminder to themselves and others. When maiming did not occur, other forms of public torture included being placed in the pillory or stockade in the town center. Leaders relied heavily on community shaming and ruining one’s reputation to keep people following the rules. In the most severe cases, convicted criminals could be put to death or banished from the community, but again, such harsh actions would mean a loss for everyone, as the town would have one less member. Anne Hutchinson, a Puritan woman from Massachusetts who held weekly religious meetings at her house, argued that God spoke directly to her and criticized the New England group for straying toward Catholic principles, and was one of the most notorious Puritan dissenters who flagrantly challenged the laws and faced excommunication. She was infamous for being a woman who stepped out of line in a very public and well-publicized way and defied male leadership in her community, which ultimately led her to be pushed out of the colony. She died in present-day New York, the victim of a Native American attack. Because it is so well-documented and her actions so unusual, Hutchinson’s case is essential to highlight to students when covering crime, punishment, and challenges to Puritanism.18


  

  
     
  IMPLEMENTING PURITAN IDEALS


  Besides considering how crime spurred the dissolution of Puritan society, educators should stress how political and other types of social and cultural change also contributed to a diminishing Puritan influence in colonial New England leading into the eighteenth century. In England, the tides started to turn for the religious group by 1642, when a civil war known as the Puritan Revolution erupted because of the divisions between religious and government leaders. Charles I was eventually executed, and Puritans regained lost power. Subsequent British rulers did not challenge or stifle Puritanism in the same way, and Puritan leaders recovered their posts and influence in the British government. As Puritans became better satisfied again in England, their motivations to leave decreased.


  In New England, Puritan power diminished not only because fewer new members of their group elected to come to the Americas, but also because population expansion in the colonies, while beneficial in some respects, made it even more difficult to control people’s behavior. Policing a small settlement in Massachusetts might have been easy, but keeping track of growing and complex towns and cities was much more difficult. Over time, fewer people followed the rules and subscribed to Puritan beliefs, and their behaviors were more difficult to police. Church attendance dropped rapidly, especially among men more interested in economic and political affairs, and churches increasingly became feminized spaces.19 These changes made Winthrop’s city-upon-a-hill ideal for Massachusetts Bay increasingly difficult to uphold; just as challenges sprang up in Gilead, challenges similarly mounted in early America, forcing society to evolve.


  Although most students are reluctant to learn about many aspects of early American society, such as Puritanism, because of preexisting ideas about how the associated course content can be dry or boring, one way to challenge these notions is to introduce the historical material beginning with an important contemporary connection or pop cultural medium, such as THT. Examples and episodes from THT serve as an effective opening hook and cultural artifact through which to engage students in discussions of seventeenth-century America because of the book’s natural connections with the topic and Atwood’s discussions of how history influenced her story. In THT, members of Gilead seem like a modern, and more extreme, sect of Puritans, serving as a vivid example for students of the realities and complexities of such a restrictive society, an example that can help to bring the history taught in survey courses and introduced in textbooks to life.
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