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The Puritan Effect 

 The characteristics of the Puritan society have been forever etched in our culture. We still 

feel the constraint of guilt dominating our thoughts and ideas. It has a way of impeding what we 

do and how we do it. The societal pressures, that affect us in this way, act like a bouncer in a bar. 

They catch us before we might do something deemed inappropriate and define us as non-

conformist or weird. We stand apart, and if we allow this guilt to consume us, we might as well 

set up residence in a padded room and throw away the key. However, it will serve us well if we 

can gain an understanding as to why we still behave this way. The key to overcoming fear is by 

understanding our captors. The Puritans wrote the rule book on guilt. We see this in authors such 

as Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan Edwards. Two authors, who were so different in their approach 

toward the same subject, that give us insight into how good intentions went wrong. By 

comparing and contrasting Bradstreet and Edwards, readers are able to discover how the Puritan 

legacy has influenced our culture and still affects us today.  

 Bradstreet and Edwards, two monuments that still stand for us today, enable us to 

understand their culture. Through their work we are able to see the piety that was expected in the 

average citizen. Anne Bradstreet witnessed the burning of her house and still found a way to get 

past her pain and praise her God. Jonathan Edwards’ passion was so all encompassing that even 

other Christians found him to be extreme. In their belief system, vanity was a sin. In Bradstreet’s 

Topic 

Sentence 

Thesis 

Statement

.  

Argument  

Metaphor  

Insert>Page 

Number>Align to top of 

page right> Last Name 

Start by selecting the “No 

Spacing option. Then format 

the paper to double space with 

12 point Times New Roman 

font.  

1”margins. 



 English2 
 

verse written journal entry, she comments on her sin as she watches her house burn: “Adieu, 

Adieu, all’s vanity. / and straight I ‘gin my heart to chide.” (Bradstreet, 29) Here she says good 

bye to all her vanity. It’s remarkable how she could be considered the first American poet, but 

received no notoriety in her time. Fame was not an option, and self-congratulation was a 

transgression looked down upon by her society. She was in fact forced to ‘chide’ herself because 

she felt bad about losing her possessions. This was the acceptable behavior for them. It wasn’t 

okay to feel sad about the loss of material objects, but it was okay to feel guilty about your 

natural emotions. This was a concept that Jonathan Edwards also knew. However, this is also 

where we find the difference.  

 Jonathan Edwards, an overzealous preacher even by Christian standards, used fire and 

brimstone to engrain this philosophy into all the members of his congregation. It must have been 

a truly frightening prospect to attend a church where Edwards was the pastor. By telling his 

congregation that, “hell’s wide gaping mouth [was] open; and [that they had] nothing to stand 

upon, nor nothing to take hold of,” Edwards used imagery to scare unconverted members into 

piety. (Edwards, 47) Anne Bradstreet, while subscribing to the same belief system, was 

undeniably human where Edwards was intense. Here, Edwards is the rule, and Bradstreet is the 

exception. However, it will do well to remember that most people give in to their human nature, 

and that there was a reason why things changed.  

 Preachers no longer subscribe to Edwards’ theology. It is pretty rare to find a church 

today that preaches hell fire and brimstone week after week. For the most part, people now see 

Anne Bradstreet’s point of view. In today’s society it is not only more acceptable to show how 

human we are, but also endearing. Back in the Puritan times people were scrutinized for showing 

emotion. Now, the people who don’t show emotion are considered robotic in their thoughts and 
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actions. Bradstreet knew what scrutiny she would face, which is why she didn’t reveal her work. 

Edwards, on the other hand, might not have known what he would endure when he revealed his. 

While he was preaching what he knew to be true, he faced a backlash among the people. They 

revolted and unknowingly followed the humanity of Bradstreet.  

 This changed the landscape of our history. We now had to find a new way. It turned out 

that we were a pretty unique group of people who were able to move on and adapt. This 

adaptability is part of our American culture. However, the Puritan legacy lives on. Every time 

parents are able to guilt trip their children into doing the right thing, the Puritans are there. When 

we continue to scrutinize people for not fitting in or believing the same things that we do, the 

Puritans are there. When we continue to see people who are unwilling to budge or negotiate 

because of our strict conformist views, the Puritans are there. Ultimately, though we have come a 

long way from the time of Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan Edwards, we are all still afraid of “wide 

gaping mouth” of hell, and that is the legacy that has endured.  
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