examples of scapegoats in literature

Examples of scapegoats in literature provide a profound insight into the human condition,
reflecting societal beliefs, fears, and the often unjust nature of blame. A scapegoat, in literary terms,
is a character who is unfairly blamed for problems or misfortunes, often serving as a means for others
to deflect responsibility or to maintain social order. This article will explore various examples of
scapegoats in literature, analyzing their roles, significance, and the themes they embody.

Understanding the Concept of Scapegoating

Scapegoating is rooted in the ancient practice of transferring guilt or blame onto another entity. This
phenomenon occurs both in personal relationships and larger societal contexts. In literature, it serves
as a powerful narrative device that can explore themes such as injustice, social dynamics, and the
human psyche. Authors often use scapegoats to reflect the complexities of morality and the
consequences of societal pressure.

Historical Context of Scapegoats

The term "scapegoat" originally comes from the Biblical Book of Leviticus, where a goat is
symbolically burdened with the sins of the people and then sent away into the wilderness. This ritual
illustrates how societies have historically dealt with guilt and blame. In literature, this concept is
mirrored in various narratives, allowing readers to examine the implications of scapegoating in
different contexts.

Examples of Scapegoats in Literature

Several literary works feature scapegoats as central figures, illustrating their roles in society and the
impact of blame on individuals. Below are notable examples that encompass different genres and
time periods.

1. The Crucible by Arthur Miller

Arthur Miller's The Crucible serves as a poignant exploration of scapegoating within the context of the
Salem witch trials. The character of John Proctor embodies the struggle against societal pressures and
the hysteria that leads to false accusations. Proctor's ultimate sacrifice highlights the consequences of
scapegoating, as innocent lives are destroyed in the name of purity and moral righteousness. Other
characters, like Tituba, serve as scapegoats, representing marginalized voices that are easily silenced
in times of panic.



2. The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

In The Scarlet Letter, Hester Prynne is a classic example of a literary scapegoat. Branded with the
letter "A" for adultery, Hester becomes the target of societal scorn and condemnation. Through her
character, Hawthorne critiques the harshness of Puritanical morality and the ease with which society
ostracizes individuals who deviate from accepted norms. Hester's suffering illustrates the destructive
nature of scapegoating, as it not only affects her but also deeply impacts her daughter, Pearl.

3. The Lord of the Flies by William Golding

In this dystopian novel, the character of Piggy represents the scapegoat in a group of boys stranded
on an uninhabited island. Piggy's intelligence and rationality make him a target for ridicule and
aggression. As the boys descend into savagery, Piggy's fate becomes a tragic reflection of how
society often eliminates those who challenge the status quo. Golding uses Piggy's scapegoating to
illustrate the fragility of civilization and the darkness inherent in human nature.

4. 1984 by George Orwell

George Orwell's 1984 presents a chilling depiction of scapegoating through the character of
Emmanuel Goldstein. As the supposed enemy of the state, Goldstein is used by the Party to unify the
citizens against a common foe. The ritualistic Two Minutes Hate serves to channel the populace’s
frustrations and fears onto Goldstein, demonstrating how totalitarian regimes exploit scapegoating to
maintain control. This manipulation of blame illustrates the dangerous power dynamics in society,
where an external enemy is necessary for internal cohesion.

5. Frankenstein by Mary Shelley

In Frankenstein, the creature created by Victor Frankenstein becomes a scapegoat for the chaos and
destruction that ensue after its creation. Despite being a victim of circumstance, the creature is
blamed for the deaths and tragedies that occur, reflecting society's tendency to vilify the unknown.
Shelley's narrative challenges readers to consider the implications of scapegoating, particularly in
relation to responsibility and the consequences of isolation and otherness.

Thematic Analysis of Scapegoating in Literature

The use of scapegoats in literature often reveals deeper societal issues, including:

 Social Injustice: Scapegoats frequently represent marginalized groups, highlighting the
injustices they face and prompting readers to reflect on societal norms.

* Fear and Hysteria: Many narratives illustrate how fear can lead to irrational behavior, with



scapegoats emerging in times of crisis as society searches for someone to blame.

e Identity and Otherness: Scapegoating often involves the vilification of those who are
different, raising questions about identity, acceptance, and the human tendency to exclude
others.

* Morality and Ethics: Scapegoats force characters and readers alike to confront moral
dilemmas, questioning the ethics of blame and the consequences of inaction.

The Role of the Scapegoat in Character Development

Scapegoats often serve as catalysts for character development in literary works. The plight of the
scapegoated character can evoke sympathy, leading to a deeper understanding of the complexities of
human behavior. Additionally, the reactions of other characters to the scapegoat reveal their true
nature, motivations, and moral compass.

Conclusion

Examples of scapegoats in literature provide a profound commentary on the human experience,
illustrating the destructive nature of blame and the societal structures that perpetuate injustice. From
the tragic fate of Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter to the manipulation of Emmanuel Goldstein in
1984, these characters offer invaluable insights into the complexities of morality, identity, and the
consequences of societal pressures. As readers, we are challenged to confront our own biases and
consider the implications of scapegoating in both fictional narratives and real-world contexts. Through
these literary explorations, we gain a deeper understanding of the human condition and the power
dynamics that shape our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a scapegoat in literature?

A scapegoat in literature refers to a character or figure that is unjustly blamed for the wrongdoings or
misfortunes of others, often to divert attention from the true source of conflict.

Can you provide an example of a scapegoat in a classic novel?

In William Golding's 'Lord of the Flies', Piggy serves as a scapegoat for the other boys' frustrations and
fears, ultimately facing violence and exclusion despite his attempts to maintain order and civility.

How does the character of Tom Robinson in 'To Kill a



Mockingbird' serve as a scapegoat?

Tom Robinson is falsely accused of raping a white woman, Mayella Ewell, in Harper Lee's 'To Kill a
Mockingbird'. His trial and conviction reflect the racial prejudices of the time, as he is scapegoated for
the community's deeper social issues.

What role does the character of the monster play as a
scapegoat in Mary Shelley's 'Frankenstein'?

In 'Frankenstein', the creature created by Victor Frankenstein is often seen as a scapegoat for the
consequences of Victor's hubris and irresponsibility, as society vilifies him for his appearance and
actions, ignoring the creator's failings.

How does Arthur Miller's 'The Crucible’ illustrate scapegoating
during the Salem witch trials?

In 'The Crucible', various characters, especially those who are marginalized or hold dissenting views,
become scapegoats during the Salem witch trials, as the townspeople project their fears and guilt
onto them to find a sense of order amidst chaos.
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