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Chapter Two 

Hester’s Prolonged Punishment and Her Individuality 

     This chapter explains that the Puritan belief—behavior represents faith—is 

criticized by a close examination of whether Hester’s punishment is successful and 

how she secretly develops her individuality. Hester’s punishment does not end the 

moment she steps off the scaffold; instead, she has to embark upon a prolonged 

punishment in her interaction with the community. As Hawthorne writes in the 

opening chapter, “The Prison Door,” the community “invariably recognized it among 

their earliest practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and 

another portion as the site of a prison” (SL 47). Hawthorne points out that the 

structure used to punish sinners or criminals has long been as naturally indispensable 

as the place used to bury dead people. The community “had so early borne the black 

flower of civilized society, a prison” (SL 48). “Like all that pertains to crime, it [the 

prison] seemed never to have known a youthful era” (SL 47-48). What Hawthorne 

points out about the community is the community’s gloomy attitude towards 

humankind: even such a highly religious community has to rely on the function of a 

prison. The establishment of a prison denotes a sense of distrust in humanity, and the 

intimidation of a prison helps prevent sin or crime. 

     Hawthorne’s description of the community’s prison is to illustrate that the 

system of punishment “looked more antique than any thing else in the new world” (SL 

47). Within the community “operates a theoretical disavowal: do not imagine that the 

sentences … are activated by a desire to punish; they are intended to correct, reclaim, 

‘cure’; a technique of improvement represses, in the penalty, the strict expiation of 

evil-doing, and relieves the magistrates of the demeaning task of punishing” (Foucault 

10). It is not an an-eye-for-an-eye remuneration that the community demands from 
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Hester for breaching their collective agreement. The community’s punishment is a 

common colonial Puritan procedure for displaying a sinner or criminal. The most 

edifying example is Hawthorne’s explanation of the function of the scaffold: 

In fact, this scaffold constituted a portion of a penal machine …. [It] was 

held, in the old time, to be as effectual an agent in the promotion of good 

citizenship, as ever was the guillotine among the terrorists of France. It 

was, in short, the platform of the pillory; and above it rose the framework 

of that instrument of discipline, so fashioned as to confine the human 

head in its tight grasp, and thus hold it up to the public gaze. The very 

ideal ignominy was embodied and made manifest in this contrivance of 

wood and iron. (SL 55) 

     Instead of confining her in the prison—a punishment that is isolated from the 

public gaze—the community exhibits Hester on the scaffold—a punishment that 

exposes the sinner to public humiliation. The community’s punishment is not so 

corporal as to inflict extreme pain of whatever form on her body—“[t]he penalty 

thereof is death”—but is none the less efficacious in torturing her (SL 63). Hawthorne 

is a 19th century writer who acquaints himself with the historical development before 

his time. When engaged in the writing of the novel, he must have noticed “the 

disappearance of torture as a public spectacle” (Foucault 7), as he writes of his 

contemporaries’ attitude towards the scaffold—“for two or three generations past, [it] 

has been merely historical and traditionary” (SL 55). Contrary to Hester’s punishment 

of being displayed on the scaffold, punishment in Hawthorne’s time “had gradually 

ceased to be a spectacle [, and] whatever theatrical elements it still retained were now 

downgraded, as if the functions of the penal ceremony were gradually ceasing to be 

understood, as if this rite that ‘concluded the crime’ was suspected of being in some 
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undesirable way linked with it” (Foucault 9). Hawthorne retrospectively expresses his 

negative viewpoint about how this colonial community punishes Hester and how 

Hester is forced to take on her role of being displayed as a sinner: 

There can be no outrage, methinks, against our common 

nature,—whatever be the delinquencies of the individual,—no outrage 

more flagrant than to forbid the culprit to hide his face for shame; as it 

was the essence of this punishment to do. In Hester Prynne’s instance, 

however, as not frequently in other cases, her sentence bore, that she 

should stand a certain time upon the platform, but without undergoing 

that gripe about the neck and confinement of the head, the proneness to 

which was the most devilish characteristic of this ugly engine. Knowing 

well her part, she ascended a flight of wooden steps, and was thus 

displayed to the surrounding multitude, at about the height of a man’s 

shoulders above the street. (SL 55-56; emphasis mine) 

Hawthorne undoubtedly shows that “[i]t is ugly to be punishable, but there is no glory 

in punishing” (Foucault 10) and that there exists a possibility of the roles of the 

punisher and the punished being reversible, not so much in the eyes of the community 

as in the eyes of the novel’s readers: 

It was as if the punishment was thought to equal, if not to exceed, in 

savagery the crime itself, to accustom the spectators to a ferocity from 

which one wished to divert them, to show them the frequency of crime, to 

make the executioner resemble a criminal, judges murderers, to reverse 

roles at the last moment, to make the tortured criminal an object of pity or 

admiration. (Foucault 9) 

That is to say, “[t]he apportioning of blame is redistributed: in 
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punishment-as-spectacle a confused horror spread from the scaffold; it enveloped both 

executioner and condemned; and, although it was always ready to invert the shame 

inflicted on the victim into pity or glory, it often turned the legal violence of the 

executioner into shame” (Foucault 9).1 The fact that Hester is not given death penalty 

can be interpreted from two perspectives. For the community, this means that “they 

[the men of authority] have not been bold to put in force the extremity of [the 

community’s] righteous law against her … [because of] their great mercy and 

tenderness of heart” (SL 63). For Hester, however, this means that there is a hidden 

intention behind such mercy and tenderness of heart. “[T]he same death for all—the 

execution no longer bears the specific mark of the crime or the social status of the 

criminal; a death that lasts only a moment—no torture must be added to it in advance, 

no further actions performed upon the corpse; an execution that affects life rather than 

the body” (Foucault 12). For those men of authority, their decision not to execute 

Hester but instead to exhibit her signifies their initial control over sinner’s body and 

readies it for other purposes: 

The body … is caught up in a system of constraints and privations, 

obligations and prohibitions. Physical pain, the pain of the body itself, is 

no longer the constituent element of the penalty. From being an art of 

unbearable sensations punishment has become an economy of suspended 

rights. If it is still necessary for the law [the decision of the meetinghouse 

members] to reach and manipulate the body of the convict, it will be at a 

distance, in the proper way, according to strict rules, and with a much 

‘higher’ aim. (Foucault 11) 

                                                 
1 In Foucault’s discussion on punishment as spectacle, the ultimate scene of cruelty in punishing a 
condemned person is the person being publicly executed on the gallows. Though Hester is not executed 
as a result of her heinous sin, she still fits pretty much of Foucault’s description of a condemned 
person’s punishment as spectacle. 
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          It [the control over the body] is intended to apply the law not so much to 

a real body capable of feeling pain as to a juridical subject, the possessor, 

among other rights, of the right to exist. (Foucault 13) 

     Indeed, Hester’s punishment on the scaffold is not to make her feel physical 

pain but to enact a ritual of correction. “[S]ince it no longer the body, it must be the 

soul. The expiation that once rained down upon the body must be the soul” (Foucault 

16). Those meetinghouse members wish to emanate not merely their ability to 

regulate Hester’s behavior but also their capacity to enter and manipulate her mind, 

thought, will, and desire that altogether determine her behavior. It is beyond question 

that the community’s collective mentality overrules individual mentality. The 

community has its own way to cope with dissent. Hester is “[o]f an impulsive and 

passionate nature” and acts accordingly (SL 57). She is considered an unstable 

element characteristic of being impulsive, impetuous, instantaneous, unruly, 

self-centered, and sensual. In the clash between the community’s conformity and 

Hester’s individuality, the majority gains an overwhelming victory over the minority. 

The opposition of the outnumbered minority is to be transformed. The collective 

agreement of the winning majority is to be further conceptualized, with much 

emphasis on the benefit for both the individual and society: 

The passage from the state of nature [the qualities of being impulsive, 

impetuous, instantaneous, unruly, self-centered, and sensual] to the civil 

state produces a truly remarkable change in the individual. It substitutes 

justice for instinct in his behavior, and gives to his actions a moral basis 

which formerly was lacking. Only when the voice of duty replaces 

physical impulse and when right replaces the cravings of appetite does 

the man who, till then, was concerned solely within himself, realize that 
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he is under compulsion to obey quite different principles, and that he 

must now consult his reason and not merely respond to the promptings of 

desire. Although he may find himself deprived of many advantages 

which were his in the state of nature, he will recognize that he has gained 

others which are of far greater value. By dint of being exercised, his 

faculties will develop, his ideas take on a wider scope, his sentiments 

become ennobled, and his whole soul be so elevated, that, but for the fact 

that misuse of the new conditions still, at times, degrades him to a point 

below that from which he has emerged, he would unceasingly bless the 

day which freed for ever from his ancient state, and turned him from a 

limited and stupid animal into an intelligent being and a Man. (Rousseau 

185) 

It is clear that the community of the civil state has to take measures to correct or 

repair Hester of the sate of nature. The community’s punishment is an attempt to 

reform Hester from inside out. The community’s attempt to meddle with Hester’s soul 

triggers a series of internal resistance. Despite the fact that she is outnumbered, 

Hester’s soul is not controlled by the community—no matter what method they may 

use to correct her. Hawthorne deliberately presents Hester’s imagery as a 

counteraction of the community’s correction: “[i]n our nature, however, there is a 

provision, alike marvelous and merciful, that the sufferer should never know the 

intensity of what he endures by its present torture” (SL 55). Indeed, the community’s 

punishment does not immediately produce its due effect on Hester but arouses her 

defense mechanism against suffering. Hester’s imagery does not connect up to the 

community’s expectation or presumption. Hawthorne stresses that the community’s 

punishment does not succeed in directing her thought or will but wakens one of 
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Hester’s instincts, which aids her in evading her present suffering. 

     Although Hester recognizes her sin, she does not confess that she recognizes 

the folly of her sin and repents accordingly. In not reacting physically to her 

punishment, she is thought by the community to be impassive and can be further 

convicted of being impenitent and unrepentant. Hester’s impassivity can by no means 

convince the community that they are winning over her both physically and 

mentally.2 Hawthorne imprints on the reader’s mind that Hester intends to mentally 

criticize the community. Hester’s imagery is better to be termed as an instinct than as 

an impulse, for Hester’s such instinct is not to be changed, improved, or even 

eradicated by any means of punishment. Noteworthy is Hester’s choice of attention in 

her imagery—“the entire track along which she had been treading, since her happy 

infancy” (SL 58). Hester’s imagery is, without doubt, an adaptation to the object of 

her direct perception. Her imagery is a process of association and denotes the focus of 

her interest and attention on the scaffold. Hester’s association is a rebuilding process 

during which her imagery tends to reform itself at a temporal, spatial, and functional 

level. Hester unconsciously rebuilds what is going on around her into the kind of 

imagery that is allowed to enter her mind. Hester’s instinct to protect herself from 

suffering is the main factor that determines her imagery. Her imagery not only 

counterbalances the weight of the cruel reality but also fuels her uncooperative or 

defying attitude towards the community. Her imagery is an evasive and defensive 

attitude as well as a suitable way to express her subconscious mind. 

     Hester’s psychological reaction on the scaffold requires further analysis and 

explanation. Hester’s imagery does not respond to her suffering but to her past 

experience. It exists beyond the influence of the community’s punishment. It is a 

                                                 
2 In the preceding chapter, I have discussed when and how the community, the men of authority in the 
meetinghouse in particular, deem themselves to be successful in winning over Hester mentally.  
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method of modulating the relationship between her and the surroundings. It certainly 

enables her to be psychologically independent of the current intense pressure. Though 

physically confined on the scaffold, her imagery alleviates her suffering and 

transports her from the cruel reality. Hawthorne comments, “Possibly, it was an 

instinctive device of her spirit, to relieve itself, by the exhibition of these 

phantasmagoric forms [Hester’s imagery], from the cruel weight and hardness of the 

reality” (SL 57). Hester’s imagery, which becomes the whole of her internal 

stimulation, satisfies her psychological need to counter the cruel reality. Her imagery 

appears as a result of the strong stimulation of the community’s punishment and 

isolates her from its further influence. The fact that her imagery refers to her happy 

old time annuls the expected effect of the punishment. If Hester’s imagery refers to a 

temporally and spatially remote object which does not respond to the constituents of 

the physical world around her and which does not respond to the constituents of her 

present immanence supposedly constructed on the community’s social structure, then, 

her very experience on the scaffold is individual and particular to the extent that the 

community is unable to manipulate her interiority. Hawthorne marvels at “that 

mystery of a woman’s [Hester’s] soul, [which is] so sacred even in its pollution” (SL 

66-67). 

     The moment Hester’s imagery enters her mind, she reacts to it as much as she 

reacts to the stimulation of her perception. Hester’s imagery works the same way as 

the stimulation of her perception. That is, Hester prefers the reference of her 

imagery—a functional combination of her past memory and her present anticipation. 

This combination achieves harmony in her soul. Yet, no matter how Hawthorne 

manages to explain the source of Hester’s imagery, he still has to place it back into 

the present eventually, seeming to show that Hester is as closely connected with the 
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present as she is with the past. Hawthorne removes Hester from her subjective 

imagery, makes her recognize that being among others is not all that subjective, and 

expounds the ensuing fermentation of her interaction with the community. 

     The community’s punishment as spectacle is both nostalgic and futuristic. It is 

an exhibition of their belief that they go back closest to their initial status as a pure 

Christian commonwealth. It is also a caution against similar sin or crime in the future. 

For the community, Hester’s punishment is not merely that she is publicly humiliated 

and admonished. In the acts of giving and receiving punishment exists a subtle 

relationship between the men of authority, Hester, and the common people: 

[T]hat the power exercised on the body is conceived not as a property, 

but as a strategy, that its effects of domination are attributed not to 

“appropriation,” but to dispositions, maneuvers, tactics, techniques, 

functionings; that one should decipher in it a network of relations, 

constantly in tension, in activity, rather than a privilege that one might 

possess; that one should take as its model a perpetual battle rather than a 

contract regulating a transaction or the conquest of a territory. In short 

this power is exercised rather than possessed; it is not the “privilege,” 

acquired or preserved, of the dominant class, but the overall effect of its 

strategic positions—an effect that is manifested and sometimes extended 

by the position of those who are dominated. (Foucault 26-27) 

The men of authority, who preside over Hester’s punishment, try to restore the 

integrity of theocracy through the overall effect of their strategic positions. The 

integrity of theocracy hinges upon the community’s heavy dependence on the 

supremacy of the meetinghouse. The meetinghouse signifies an imbalance of 

power—a few people possess the power to decide the course of community’s 
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development. Hester’s punishment is “not so much to re-establish a balance as to 

bring into play, as its extreme point, the dissymmetry between the subject who has 

dared to violate the law and the all-powerful [meetinghouse] who displays [its] 

strength” (Foucault 48-49). It “did not re-establish justice [but] reactivated power” 

(Foucault 49). If Hester’s punishment is hidden or isolated from the public gaze, then, 

the target aimed at by the meetinghouse members for displaying their power is only 

Hester. It takes more than just Hester’s severe punishment for the meetinghouse 

members to restore the integrity of theocracy. The power of the meetinghouse lies 

unmistakably in the common people’s faith in and support for its function. If Hester’s 

punishment is an open ritual, then, the meetinghouse members can maneuver this 

ritual “which would have acted essentially on the minds of the general public” 

(Foucault 116). Explicit is the significance of “[t]he scaffold, where the body of the 

tortured criminal had been exposed to the ritually manifested force of the 

[meetinghouse], the punitive theatre in which the representation of punishment was 

permanently available to the social body” (Foucault 115). The men of authority fuel 

the public rancor by making the common people believe: 

Indeed, [she] is worse than an enemy, for it is from within the society that 

[she] delivers [her] blows—[she] is nothing less than a traitor, a 

“monster.” How could society not have an absolute right over [her]? How 

could it not demand, quiet simply, [her] elimination? (Foucault 90) 

     The stronger the public rancor against Hester, the more enhanced the public 

faith in the meetinghouse. Hawthorne uses the five self-constituted judges’ (the five 

women’s) acerbic comments on Hester to indicate that she is held to be a traitor, no 

longer recognized as an illegitimate member of the community. For the community, 

the integrity of theocracy is incompatible with Hester’s sinfulness. If Hester’s 
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individuality clashes with the community’s social conformity and hence causes 

damage to their long-established doctrine, then, her individuality should be 

transformed or annihilated. However, taken into further account, the five women’s 

critical remarks on Hester denote various degrees of harshness. Compared with the 

other four women’s critical remarks, the youngest woman’s seems to be far less 

acrimonious—“‘Ah, but, let her [Hester] cover the mark as she will, the pang of it will 

be always in her heart’” (SL 51). The youngest woman’s remark does not connote so 

much exasperation. Hawthorne expresses mercy on the sinner by another spectator’s 

remark: 

“Mercy on us, goodwife,” exclaimed a man in the crowd, “is there no 

virtue in woman, save what springs from a wholesome fear of the gallows? 

That is the hardest word yet!” (SL 52) 

Those may well be two examples that Hawthorne employs to explain that “although it 

is true that the principle of punishment must be subscribed to in the pact, must not 

each citizen, logically, accept the extreme penalty for those of them who attack them 

as a body” (Foucault 90). 

     The moment Hester steps off the scaffold, she begins to embark upon a 

prolonged punishment. It is in the interaction between the community and Hester that 

Hawthorne stages this prolonged punishment. Hester is still despised by the 

community. It is their common decision that they should keep a distance from her. 

The aim of their separation from Hester is twofold. The community dismisses Hester 

in order to re-declare their stance against her. They ascertain Hester’s status as a 

sinner and reassert their status as a pure Christian commonwealth. The community 

wishes to punish or discipline Hester by making her suffer from their indifference and 

abomination. The community disdains and ostracizes Hester but still wishes to purge 
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her. The reason for the community’s ambivalent feeling is that the integrity of 

theocracy has not yet been restored. It takes more time for the community to remedy 

their traumatized hearts. The community’s decision to make Hester continue to suffer 

is the evidence that they are still influenced by Hester and her sin. Hester uses 

different methods to interact with the community. On the one hand, these methods 

work as a resistance to the community’s extended punishment; one the other hand, 

they help her to discover not only more about herself but also more about the 

community. Her punitive experiences help her develop more of her individuality. 

     Hester knows well that her life in the future will not be any easier because 

“[t]o-morrow would bring its own trial with it; so would the next day, and so would 

the next; each its own trial, and yet the very same that was now so unutterably 

grievous to be borne” (SL 79). It is noteworthy that Hester is “kept by no restrictive 

clause of her condemnation within the limits of the Puritan settlement” (SL 79). Then, 

we may ask why she chooses to stay rather than move to another place and “hide her 

character and identity under a new exterior, as completely as if emerging into another 

state of being” (SL 79). Hawthorne clearly does not attribute Hester’s decision to stay 

to a feeling of compunction or contrition. He proffers two palpable reasons why 

Hester chooses to stay. 

     One reason is an irresistible tendency for a person to linger around the spot 

where he or she has gone through tremendous pain or trauma. Hawthorne suggests 

that Hester cannot help but stay, as he writes: 

[T]here is a fatality, a feeling so irresistible and inevitable that it has the 

force of doom, which almost invariably compels human beings to linger 

around and haunt, ghost-like, the spot where some great and marked 

event has given the color to their lifetime; and still the more irresistibly, 
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the darker the tinge that saddens it. Her sin, her ignominy, were the roots 

which she had struck into the soil. … All other scenes of earth … were 

foreign to her, in comparison. The chain that bound her here was of iron 

links, and galling to her inmost soul, but never could be broken. (SL 80) 

The other reason is Hester’s contract with Roger Chillingworth. This contract 

dramatizes Hester’s own free will to stay. After her punishment as spectacle, Hester is 

returned to the prison and is emotionally tempestuous. She needs to be kept under 

surveillance in case she might hurt herself or her infant. Chillingworth claims to be a 

physician who can calm Hester down and therefore is allowed to meet with Hester in 

the prison. Chillingworth persuades the town-beadle to leave him alone with his 

patient. During the interview with Chillingworth, Hester makes a contract with him in 

part due to intimidation. Chillingworth wants Hester to keep his real identity as her 

husband a secret, for he plans to discover her unrevealed paramour and to 

surreptitiously torture him as revenge: 

Enough, it is my purpose to live and die unknown. Let, therefore, they 

husband be to the world as one already dead, and of whom no tidings 

shall ever come. Recognize me not, by word, by sign, by look! Breathe 

not the secret, above all, to the man thou wottest of. Shouldst thou fail me 

in this, beware! (SL 76) 

Chillingworth claims that he does not hate Hester and hence will “seek no vengeance, 

plot no evil against [her]” (SL 75) for betraying him because he recognizes the fact 

that they “have wronged each other” in their marriage (SL 74). However, when it 

comes to vengeance on Hester’s paramour, Chillingworth, “with a look of confidence, 

as if destiny were at one with him,” tells Hester how he will deal with her paramour 

(SL 75): 
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Think not that I shall interfere with Heaven’s own method of retribution, 

or, to my own loss, betray him to the gripe of human law. Neither do you 

imagine that I shall contrive aught against his life; no, nor against his 

fame, if, as I judge, he be a man of fair repute. Let him live! Let him hide 

himself in outward honor, if he may! Not the less he shall be mine! (SL 

75-76) 

Chillingworth is never described by Hawthorne as a good man. Hawthorne even goes 

so far as to write this old man as “Satan’s emissary, in the disguise of Old Roger 

Chillingworth,” or a “diabolic agent” (SL 128). Pearl once incidentally refers to 

Chillingworth as the Black Man living in the dark forest. The community also has 

various opinions about this old man. Some of the townspeople believe that “the man 

of skill, during his Indian captivity, had enlarged his medical attainments by joining in 

his incantations of the savage priests; who were universally acknowledged to be 

powerful enchanter, often performing seemingly miraculous cures by their skills in 

the black art” (SL 127). Even more people have witnessed the changes in his aspect 

since his dwelling in the community, as Hawthorne writes:  

At first, his expression had been calm, meditative, scholar-like. Now, 

there was something ugly and evil in his face, which they [the 

townspeople] had not previously noticed, and which grew still the more 

obvious to sight, the oftener they looked upon him. According to the 

vulgar idea, the fire in his laboratory had been brought from the lower 

regions, and was fed with infernal fuel; and so, as might be expected, his 

visage was getting sooty with the smoke. (SL 127) 

     When evil Chillingworth offers to make a contract with her, Hester feels 

puzzled and frightened, saying, “Thy acts are like mercy. But thy words interpret thee 
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as a terror” (SL 76). Nevertheless, she promises to keep Chillingworth’s secret, but 

not without doubt. Hester asks, “Art thou like the Black Man that haunts the forest 

round about us? Hast thou enticed me into a bond that will prove the ruin of my 

soul?” (SL 77) Hester’s contract with this devilish old man establishes “a secret bond” 

in which Chillingworth can find “a woman, a man, a child, amongst whom and 

[himself] there exist the closest ligaments” (SL 76). There are two ulterior motives 

that drive Hester to consent to the contract. The first is that she feels sorry for having 

wronged Chillingworth by betraying their marriage. The second is that she still has 

passion for her paramour and that she cares about his safety. Hawthorne seems to 

suggest that Hester’s secret contract with Chillingworth not only detains her but also 

results in her second fall. What we have to note is that this contract is made only 

between Hester and Chillingworth in a confined place and that it is not made under 

the community’s influence. Therefore, Hester’s contract with Chillingworth denotes 

that it is out of her own free will that she decides to stay. 

     Whether because of the psychological irresistibility that compels her to linger 

around the spot of her enormous suffering or because of her secret contract with 

Chillingworth, Hester’s decision to stay does not mean that she repents. The cause of 

Hester’s mental attachment to the community is only a natural act over which she has 

no control and for which she can offer no explicit explanation. Hester is not afraid of 

or repelled by the feeling of being viewed as a type of shame. Her decision to stay is a 

kind of deep subconscious obstinacy, not the community’s presumption of her stay as 

a sign of repentance. “[S]he was supported by an unnatural tension of the nerves, and 

by all the combative energy of her character, which enabled her to convert the scene 

into a kind of lurid triumph” (SL 78). “The very law that condemned her—a giant of 

stern features, but with vigor to support, as well as to annihilate, in his [the law’s] iron 
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arm—had held her up, through the terrible ordeal of her ignominy” (SL 78). A quality 

of Hester’s character propels her to constantly convert negative emotions or pain. The 

more negative emotions or pain she receives, the more responsive she is. Hester’s 

character of this kind is hidden, both from herself and the community. She does not 

have knowledge of the fact that she can be so influenced by this quality of her 

character. Therefore, Hester’s decision to stay is the evidence that she is still 

subconsciously very self-centered. That is why she does not run away but chooses to 

stay when she has a chance to live “where the wildness of her nature might assimilate 

itself with a people whose customs and life were alien from the law that had 

condemned her,” and why “it may seem marvelous, that this woman [Hester] should 

still call that place [the community] her home, where and where only, she must needs 

be the type of shame” (SL 79). 

     Hawthorne furthers his exposition on the other cause of Hester’s decision to 

stay—her secret contract with Roger Chillingworth. Hawthorne terms this secret 

contract “a feeling [that] kept her within the scene and pathway [the community] that 

had been fatal” (SL 80). Hester is more consciously bothered by this contract, which 

evinces her passion and care for her paramour. As Hawthorne writes, “the tempter of 

souls has thrust this idea [her passion for her paramour] upon Hester’s contemplation, 

and laughed at the passionate and desperate joy with which she seized, and then 

strove to cast it from her” (SL 80). Not so emboldened as to manifest her true feelings, 

Hester represses them into the deepest of her heart and will not let them be detected 

by the community. “She barely looked the idea [her passion for her paramour] in the 

face, and hastened to bar it in its dungeon [the deepest of Hester’s heart]” (SL 80). She 

does not abhor those feelings, but as long as she wishes to live within the Puritan 

settlement, she has to learn to manage them. Otherwise, the community will hate her 
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even more when they discover that she still harbors the feelings which once caused 

her to fall. Hester’s obedient behavior that covers her true feelings wins the 

community’s permission for her to stay, though she is still greatly loathed. The 

adjustments that Hester makes between her true feelings and obedient behavior make 

her realize “[w]hat she compelled herself to believe,—what, finally, she reasoned 

upon, as her motive for continuing a resident of New England,—was half a truth, and 

half a self-delusion” (SL 80; emphasis mine). 

     After she recognizes her real intention of staying, Hester ponders her 

relationship with the community. She thinks that “the torture of her daily shame 

would at length purge her soul, and work out another purity than that which she had 

lost; more saint-like, because the result of martyrdom” (SL 80; emphasis mine). 

Hester expects her prolonged punishment not only to purge her soul but also to 

transform herself into a more saint-like figure for the community which should be 

enlightened by her martyrdom. Hester does not focus on her genuine understanding 

of—the cause of her sin, the essence of her sin, and the impact of her sin on both 

herself and the community. 

     Hester’s and the community’s expectations for the prolonged punishment do 

not form a common focus. Judging from the Hester’s obedient behavior, the 

community gets an upper hand. When it comes to her soul, which is virtually the 

community’s main target, Hester employs self-centered strategies to counter them. 

Still held to be detestable by the community, Hester lives with Pearl in a small cottage 

near the border between the community and the dark forest and often wanders the 

Puritan settlement, with her child tailing behind. “In this little, lonesome dwelling, 

with some slender means that she possessed, and by the license of the magistrates, 

who still kept an inquisitorial watch over her, Hester established herself, with her 
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infant child” (SL 81). She sells her exquisite needlework, which is used by people of 

different ages and social ranks on various occasions. Yet, there is nothing more than a 

trade relationship between Hester and the community. All the community looks for is 

her consummate skill at embroidery instead of something worthy of their sympathy in 

any possible situation, as Hawthorne points out: 

Her needle-work was seen on the ruff of the Governor; military men wore 

it on their scarfs [sic], and the minister on his band; it decked the baby’s 

little cap; it was shut up, to be mildewed and molder away, in the coffins 

of the dead. But it is not recorded that, in a single stance, her skill was 

called in aid to embroider the white veil which was to cover the pure 

blushes of a bride. The exception indicated the ever relentless vigor with 

which society frowned upon her sin. (SL 83; emphasis mine) 

     Hawthorne makes it clear that the community does not order Hester to leave or 

to stay. They let her decide whether she should stay or leave. She chooses to stay, but 

they should keep their distance from her. Not in any sense are they less restrictive to 

her. In order to stay, she behaves herself and hides her real feelings. Her true feelings 

are deemed to be threatening and can trigger the communal anger if the effusion of 

her true feelings were let loose. Not without a purpose does the community allow 

Hester to stay. They take advantage of her status as an unforgivable sinner. As long as 

she lives within the Puritan settlement, they will surely appropriate her sin to their 

purpose. Their treatment of her definitely “would pile up … upon the heap of shame” 

(SL 79). By commanding her to wear the shameful letter, the community turns Hester 

into an object and forces her to give up her individuality. Hester might have sensed 

that the community uses her to define what they are by pointing out what they are not, 

as Hawthorne writes: 



                                                                           Chen 50

Throughout them [the accumulating days and added years] all, giving up 

her individuality, she would become the general symbol at which the 

preacher and moralist might point, and in which they might vivify and 

embody their images of woman’s frailty and sinful passion. Thus the 

young and pure would be taught to look at her, with the scarlet letter 

flaming on her breast,—at her, the child of honorable parents,—at her, 

who had once been innocent,—as the figure, the body, the reality of sin. 

(SL 79; emphasis mine) 

It requires more of our attention that the community uses the scarlet letter to make 

Hester shameful in order to identify themselves. The community is composed of the 

members of the same church, is subject to the same authorities, and shares the same 

religious beliefs to an astounding degree. That has been the basis upon which they 

build a new society in the New World. The dramatic tension of Hester’s punishment 

lies in the complexity of the Puritan theocracy. The promise of the Puritan migration 

to New England is the chance to establish a self-regulated theocracy purified of the 

political and religious corruptions of Old England. The political and religious 

development of the Puritan community is different from that of their English 

counterparts. Settled and directed by leading theologians and prominent subjects, the 

Puritan community is viewed as “the most glorious church in the world” in its early 

development (Winship 63). In its fledging period, the Puritan community faces 

difficulties with the Puritan identity. In England, various kinds of characters exist to 

make religious life unpleasant for the Puritans. That is why they immigrate to the 

New World. Shortly after they arrive, they discover that they have a new problem. 

They lack a local anti-type. In England, the Puritans always have ungodly groups 

against whom they can maintain their distinctiveness. In New England, there are no 
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ungodly targets around for them to set on and reform. How can one be Puritan in a 

society constituted exclusively by Puritans? This is further complicated by the fact 

that nobody self-identifies as a Puritan: Puritan is a term of mockery coined by their 

enemies back in England.3 New England Puritans themselves prefer more exalted 

names such as the godly or true Protestants. The problems of Puritan identity in New 

England become stickier when these Puritans oppose each other.4  

     Hester’s case may well be Hawthorne’s viewpoint about how those early New 

England Puritans handle the problems of the Puritan identity. Hawthorne suggests that 

the menace to the integrity of theocracy forces the community to define what they are 

and that they are better at figuring out their identity by pointing out what they are not. 

Nevertheless, the community’s identification by making Hester an anti-type shows 

that the community’s faith evolves and certain devotional styles, ecclesiastical 

policies, and theological positions are gradually pared off. Hester is forced to give up 

her individuality by wear the scarlet letter. Hester is a sense is objectified by the 

shameful letter. The community does not interact so much with Hester as with the 

ignominious letter onto which they project negative references. Hester undergoes a 

projective process that helps lessen her suffering caused by the shameful letter’s 

negative references. A basic definition of projection and projective identification may 

help us understand how the ignominious letter works on the community and Hester. 

Projection: 

In projection, a part of the self—either a part of the ego or its internal 

objects, or a feeling or an idea originally connected to the self or objects 

split off from them—is expelled from the intrapsychic domain and 

                                                 
3 The term “Puritan” was originally coined to mock the extreme Protestants who wish to “purify” the 
English Church. 
4 For detailed discussion on the problems of the Puritan identity in early Massachusetts, see Michael P. 
Winship, Making Heretics: Militant Protestantism and Free Grace in Massachusetts, 1636-1641. 



                                                                           Chen 52

displaced to an external object during an unconscious mental process. 

The person doing the projecting (called the projector) has no awareness 

of the projection onto the other person (the projectee), and so has a 

feeling of separateness from the external object that possesses the 

expelled part of the self. The object is believed to be invested with 

qualities that it does not have. The only identification occurring is that of 

identifying or misrecognizing a quality in that object. (Scharff 88-89) 

Projective Identification: 

In projective identification, a number of steps follow. The first step is 

always a projection. Whether it remains a projection or becomes a 

projective identification depends on whether the second step of 

identifying the object with projection occurs. … If the only object 

affected is the internal object, then the process remains an intrapsychic 

one. Whether it remains a single projection-or a dual 

projection-projective identification depends on whether the object of the 

projection actively contributes to the process or not. When the external 

object of the projection contributes to the process, either actively by 

exciting and deserving the projection or passively by not refuting it, then 

projective identification has entered the interpersonal dimension. (Scharff 

89) 

In other words, the letter of shame serves as a medium between the community and 

the sinner. For the community, the aim of ordering Hester to wear the scarlet letter is 

that this letter will always remind Hester of her sin and make her feel pain as a 

punishment. Only when the letter A takes on the community’s common projection of 

negative references does it function to punish Hester. Those negative references 
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define the meaning of the letter. The shameful letter creates a peculiar situation for 

Hester and the community. Though she is allowed movement in the Puritan settlement, 

Hester is isolated to such an extent that she seems to live in another world. Her 

presence is strongly felt but deliberately ignored. The ignominious letter makes Hester 

even more obvious, and at the same time, it separates her from the community. Hester 

can only feel her own existence through the pain caused by the negative references of 

the abhorrent letter, as Hawthorne writes: 

In all her intercourse with society, however, there was nothing that made 

her feel as if she belonged to it. Every gesture, every word, and even the 

silence of those with whom she came in contact, implied, and often 

expressed, that she was banished, and as much alone as if she inhabited 

another sphere, or communicated with the common nature by other 

organs and senses than the rest of human kind. She stood apart from 

moral interests, yet close beside them…. … These emotions, in fact, and 

its bitterest scorn besides, seemed to be the sole portion that she retained 

in the universal heart. (SL 84) 

Punishing Hester by marking her body with a shameful symbol can only work on the 

premise that she is morally able or willing to feel pain as a passive recipient of the 

shameful letter’s negative references. The community so punishes Hester under the 

hypothesis that she recognizes and accepts the significance of wearing the 

ignominious letter. If she does not, then, the community’s punishment of this kind 

would only be a way to make sure that they win over Hester physically and that she is 

distinguished from them. When the community projects onto the shameful letter all 

those negative references that punish Hester, they also remind themselves of a breach 

in their collective agreement to establish a pure Christian society—though they do not 
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notice that their projection can produce such a backlash. 

     Hester definitely knows the significance of wearing the shameful letter. 

Nevertheless, she does not remain a passive recipient of the shameful letter’s negative 

references. She secretly reacts against those negative references. We have noted the 

effect that Hester’s treatment of the letter has on the spectators of the scaffold scene. 

Hester’s extraordinarily beautified letter shields her from the public scorn and 

possesses a magic power that transforms her into so different a person that they think 

they see her for the first time. Hawthorne suggests that Hester’s extraordinary 

treatment of the shameful letter can evince some messages about her mind. For a 

person who is commanded to wear a symbol of disgrace, his or her most common or 

reasonable reaction is to make the symbol less conspicuous in any possible way. 

However, what Hester does to the shameful letter is to decorate it to the extent that 

this beautified letter forms a sharp contrast both to “[h]er own dress … of the coarsest 

materials and the most somber hue” (SL 83) and to “the sable simplicity that generally 

characterized the Puritanic modes of dress” (SL 82), as Hawthorne writes: 

It [the shameful letter] was so artistically done, and with so much fertility 

and gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the effect of a last and 

fitting decoration to the apparel which she wore; and which was a 

splendor in accordance with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what 

was allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the colony. (SL 53) 

Hester’s treatment of the disgraceful letter shows not simply that she attempts to make 

it a piece of artwork but also that she makes it “a specimen of her delicate and 

imaginative skill” (SL 81). Judging from the energy and imagination that she casts on 

the design of the letter and other needlework, doing needlework is a symbolic channel 

for Hester to vent her true feelings and to resist the letter’s negative references. “To 
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Hester Prynne, it [doing needlework] might have been a mode of expressing, and 

therefore soothing the passion of her life” (SL 83-84; emphasis mine). Or rather, 

Hester also carries out her own projection of the shameful letter. She unconsciously 

avails the needlework to her purpose. By making the dishonorable letter more 

splendid and obvious than necessary, Hester turns the letter into an item against the 

sumptuary regulations of the colony and symbolically criticizes the system of the 

community. Her particularly ornamented letter is the evidence that Hester resists the 

significance of wearing the shameful letter and also the evidence that she preserves 

her individuality by taking an active role in altering the original function of the 

despicable letter. Hawthorne further ponders the significance of the needlework for 

Hester and comments: 

It is probable that there was an idea of penance in this mode of 

occupation [needlework], and that she offered up a real sacrifice of 

enjoyment, in devoting so many hours to such rude handiwork. … This 

morbid meddling of conscience with an immaterial matter betokened, it is 

to be feared, no genuine and stedfast [sic] penitence, but something 

doubtful, something that might be deeply wrong, beneath. (SL 84; 

emphasis mine) 

     Hawthorne shows Hester’s struggle against the community’s antipathetic 

attitude. The community attempts to deprive Hester of her individuality so that this 

sinner can be made pure to blend in again. The community’s attempt as such is not 

successful as expected. Hawthorne demystifies Hester’s objectification by the 

ignominious letter, the effect of which the community is confident of: 

Hester Prynne came to have a part to perform in the world. With her 

native energy of character, and rare capacity, it [the scarlet letter] could 
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not entirely cast it [Hester’s native energy of character, and rare capacity] 

off, although it had set a mark upon her, more intolerable to a woman’s 

heart than that which branded the brow of Cain. (SL 84) 

Hester’s punishment also extends to her relationship with Pearl. This is most obvious 

when the men of authority attempt to separate the mother from the child. Although 

Hester is deemed by the meetinghouse members to have potential repentance, she is 

still not eligible for Pearl’s religious and moral cultivation. They think that the mother 

should be separated from her child so that the mother will not be further influenced by 

the product of her sin. They decide that Pearl should be brought up by a more eligible 

family so that she can be saved. It is their assertion that separating the mother from 

the child benefits the whole community, as Hawthorne states: 

[T]here was a design on the part of some of the leading inhabitants, 

cherishing the more rigid order of principles in religion and government, 

to deprive her [Hester] of her child. On the supposition that Pearl … was 

of demon origin, these good people not unreasonably argued that a 

Christian interest in the mother’s soul required them to remove such a 

stumbling-block from her path [to repentance]. If the child, on the other 

hand, were really capable of moral and religious growth, and possessed 

the elements of ultimate salvation, then, surely, it would enjoy all the 

fairer prospect of these advantages by being transferred to wiser and 

better guardianship than Hester Prynne’s. (SL 100-01; emphasis mine) 

Doubtlessly, the men of authority consider Pearl a greater threat to the community 

than her mother. The community has transformed this child into a combination of a 

demonic seduction and a human folly. The community treats Pearl not simply as an 

illegitimate child but also as a subject of their horror, as Hawthorne writes: 
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[Pearl was] the talk of the neighboring townspeople; who, seeking vainly 

elsewhere for the child’s paternity, and observing some of her odd 

attributes, had given out that poor little Pearl was a demon offspring; 

such as … had occasionally been seen on earth, through the agency of 

their mother’s sin, and to promote some foul and wicked purpose. (SL 99) 

Hawthorne criticizes the communal opinion about the fatherless child and shows the 

community to be a hypocritical society: “[n]or was Pearl the only child to whom this 

inauspicious origin was assigned, among the New England Puritans” (SL 99). 

Hawthorne suggests that the statement with a purpose to fortify faith is often the kind 

of statement which makes a public enemy appear more terrifying and imaginably 

moldable. 

     Pearl means differently to Hester. The way Hester dresses Pearl tells more 

about this mother-daughter relationship. Hester, “with a morbid purpose … had 

bought the richest tissues that could be procured, and allowed her imaginative faculty 

its full play in the arrangement and decoration of the dresses which the child wore, 

before the public eye” (SL 90; emphasis mine). As Hawthorne points out, “[t]he 

child’s attire …was distinguished by a fanciful … [and] fantastic ingenuity …to have 

also a deeper meaning” (SL 83; emphasis mine). Hester loves and care much about 

her child. “[S]he named the infant ‘Pearl,’ as being of great price,—purchased with all 

she had,—her mother’s only treasure!” (SL 89) Little Pearl also serves as a vent for 

the effusion of Hester’s true feelings. Hester makes Pearl a human form of the scarlet 

letter. Hester falls into a dilemma over how she should treat Pearl. Pearl naturally 

embodies some qualities of her mother’s character. Hawthorne notes, “Above all, the 

warfare of Hester’s spirit, at that epoch, was perpetual in Pearl” (SL 91). Beyond 

Hester’s comprehension is the essence of her child, as Hawthorne writes of Pearl:  
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In giving her existence, a great law was broken; and the result was a 

being, whose elements were perhaps beautiful and brilliant, but all in 

disorder; or with an order peculiar to themselves, amidst which the point 

of variety and arrangement was difficult or impossible to be discovered. 

(SL 91; emphasis mine) 

Hester often feels feeble in disciplining and educating Pearl, as Hawthorne writes: 

Hester Prynne, nevertheless, the lonely mother of this one child, ran little 

risk of erring on the side of undue severity. Mindful, however, of her own 

errors and misfortunes, she early sought to impose a tender, but strict, 

control over the infant immortality that was committed to her charge. But 

the task was beyond her skill. After testing both smiles and frowns, and 

proving that neither mode of treatment possessed any calculable 

influence, Hester was ultimately compelled to stand aside, and permit the 

child to be swayed by her own impulses. (SL 91-92; emphasis mine) 

Hester’s inability to discipline and educate Pearl was such as leads her to wonder 

“whether Pearl was a human child” (SL 92). The more Hester tries to understand Pearl 

and their relationship, the more she realizes the true nature of her self and Pearl’s 

significance for her. Pearl’s uncontrollable emotions, wild behavior, and hostile 

attitude towards the townspeople are a reflection of Hester’s own. Pearl embodies 

Hester’s repressed feelings. Hester learns more about her self from Pearl’s most 

natural reaction to the surrounding world, and Pearl’s such reaction reflects Hester’s 

attitude towards her. Hester might be so influenced by her inner desire to fight against 

the negative references of the ignominious letter that she turns her much cherished 

child into “the scarlet letter in another form; the scarlet letter endowed with life” (SL 

102). Hester “had carefully wrought out the similitude; lavishing many hours of 
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morbid ingenuity, to create an analogy between the object of her affection, and the 

emblem of her guilt and torture” (SL 102).  

     Often, Pearl immediately revenges herself and her mother by reacting violently 

to the contempt and scorn of those little Puritans who have discerned that these 

mother and daughter are weirdly different from other dwellers of the community. 

Pearl’s fierce and wild reaction means more than just Hester’s failure to discipline and 

educate her child to behave by the standards of the Puritan family. Hester notices a 

contrast between her strictly repressed feelings and Pearl’s freely expressed feelings. 

This contrast brings Hester not only comfort but also terror. Hester gains comfort 

from Pearl’s hostile attitude because she treats Pearl as a mouthpiece of her hidden 

attitude, just as she beautifies the disgraceful letter as a way to counter its negative 

references. As Hawthorne writes, Pearl’s “outbreaks of a fierce temper had a kind of 

value, and even comfort, for the mother; because there was at least an intelligible 

earnestness in the mood” (SL 94). Hester also feels terror when she realizes that her 

tendency to take comfort from Pearl’s violent reaction may be “a shadowy reflection 

of the evil that had existed in herself” (SL 94). She begins to ponder whether there are 

evil aspects of her character. The examination of her inner sphere results from her 

personal experiences with Pearl in a more secluded world (their cottage) of the two. 

She sees intermittent appalling illusions when interacting with Pearl. Once, she looks 

at herself in Pearl’s eyes. She is shocked to find not the image of a human being but 

that of a twisted, evil figure. She wonders why: 

[S]he fancied that she beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but another 

face in the small black mirror of Pearl’s eye. It was a face, fiend-like, full 

of smiling malice, yet bearing the semblance of features that she had 

know full well, though seldom with a smile, and never with malice, in 
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them.. (SL 97) 

The illusion is the reflection of the evil aspects of Hester’s character, which the 

community forces her to give up. She is terrified to discover that she still possesses 

those evil aspects. It is noteworthy that Hester does not cast away those evil aspects of 

her character but gradually comes to terms with them. Hawthorne writes, “Many a 

time afterwards had Hester been tortured, though less vividly, by the same illusion” 

(SL 97; emphasis mine). 

     So far as we have discussed, the communal rejection and contempt can at best 

serve as a deterrent to Hester. Hester’s behavior is the only criterion by which the 

community judges whether they are successful in making Hester repent. That is, if 

Hester is obedient in accepting the community’s extended punishment, she is on the 

way to being rectified. Hawthorne suggests that what the community’s treatment of 

Hester can achieve no better result than this: 

That the offender [Hester] is subjected to the rejection and contempt of 

society serves as a deterrent; the thought of shame of being caught and of 

the subsequent conviction is for many stronger than the thought of the 

punishment itself. (Johannes Andenaes 78) 

It is Hester’s body rather than her soul that the community controls. The community 

believes that behavior represents faith—a belief that underlies their theocracy. By 

Hester’s case, Hawthorne points out that this concept is doubtful and cannot be so 

easily verified. This is why Hawthorne focuses much of his description on Hester’s 

particular life experiences and her inner thoughts. Hester is not officially ostracized 

by the community, but her life in the Puritan settlement is isolated by the communal 

rejection and contempt to the extent that she seems to live in another world. That 

Hester seems to live in another world also implies that she can live a life which is out 
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of the Puritan regulations. She develops particular thoughts during her punishment. 

These thoughts enable her to secretly judge the community and to secretly become 

more of a woman with even stronger individuality. 

     Hester would be further discriminated against by the community if they had 

known her dangerous thoughts Hawthorne presents how Hester manages to preserve 

her individuality by meeting the communal demands. Hester tries to expiate her sin by 

doing any possible charitable deeds to those who need them. “Hester bestowed all her 

superfluous means in charity, on wretches less miserable than herself, and who not 

unfrequently insulted the hand that fed them” (SL 83). Things changes years after she 

has been merciful and helpful, as Hawthorne writes of how more than just a few 

townspeople view this unforgivable sinner and of why they change their point of 

view: 

Hester Prynne did not occupy precisely the same position in which we 

beheld her during the earlier periods of her ignominy. … As is apt to be 

the case when a person stands out in any prominence before the 

community, and, at the same time, interferes neither with public nor 

individual interests and convenience, a species of general regard had 

ultimately grown up in reference to Hester Prynne. It is to the credit of 

human nature, that, except where its selfishness is brought into play, it 

loves more readily than it hates. Hatred, by a gradual and quiet process, 

will even be transformed to love, unless the change be impeded by a 

continually new irritation [Hester’s possible disobedient behavior] of the 

original feeling of hostility. (SL 160; emphasis mine) 

The community softens their hostile attitude because of their observation and 

interpretation of Hester’s obedient behavior. This does not mean that the community 
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has succeeded in making Hester repent. According to their original intention of 

ordering her to wear the scarlet letter, she should give up her individuality. As 

Hawthorne suggests, the community’s general forgiveness for Hester is a communal 

interpretation of “Hester Prynne’s deportment as an appeal of this nature [the 

community’s generosity],” and “society was inclined to show its former victim a more 

benign countenance than she cared to be favored with, or perchance, than she 

deserved” (SL 162). Hester’s constant charitable deeds not only have transferred her 

from the status of being other to the status of being theirs, but also have altered the 

communal viewpoint about “the scarlet letter as the token, not of that one sin, for 

which she had borne so long and dreary a penance, but of her many good deeds since” 

(SL 162). The community “refused to interpret the scarlet letter A by its original 

significance” and “said that it meant Able” (SL 161). They also believe that “the 

scarlet letter had the effect of the cross on a nun’s bosom” and that “it imparted to the 

wearer a kind of sacredness, which enabled her to walk securely amid all peril” (SL 

163; emphasis mine). 

     Hawthorne deliberately contrasts the scarlet letter’s present effects its previous 

effects. The community commands Hester to wear the scarlet letter in order to force 

her to give up her individuality. “[T]he verdict of public sentiment” imposed upon 

Hester by the “grim rigidity” (SL 49) of the community turns her into “a living 

sermon against sin” (SL 63; emphasis mine). Therefore, the display of the scarlet 

letter is an act of creating meaning for the community. The creation of meaning gains 

its energy from the forcible and violent transformation of concealment into revelation. 

The energy is based on the general but arbitrary communal reading which, in the 

words of the “grim beadle,” derives a communal “blessing” from the social structure 

“where iniquity is dragged out into the sunshine” (SL 54). Now, the community 



                                                                           Chen 63

projects new positive references onto the same letter and views Hester differently. 

Hawthorne suggests that the community’s reality rests on some original defect of truth. 

The texture of the Puritan theocracy is founded on a reading of the Bible and other 

related texts. The Puritans claim that the texts themselves rather than their reading of 

the texts are the foundation of their theocracy. The community tends to idolize their 

biblical reading to be the same as the Bible itself. However, Hawthorne’s presentation 

of Hester’s case denotes that the Puritan reading of the biblical texts as the foundation 

of their theocracy is reminiscent of Friedrich Nietzsche’s dictum according to which 

“facts” do not exist in the world, “only interpretations” (267). A gap exists between 

the biblical texts and the community’s reading of them. This is precisely what the 

community’s harsh and rigid reading of the biblical texts fails to acknowledge. 

Hester’s story can be considered a reading of the community’s reading of a reality 

which is created by their reading of the biblical texts which are themselves always the 

interpretations of another reading. “Having understood the Puritan sense of reality as 

a function of their scheme of perception, Hawthorne cannot but be aware that 

whatever he creates must be a function of another such scheme” (Broadhead 65). The 

community’s absolute reality is put in doubt. Hawthorne is critical of the ignorance of 

self-reflection among the Puritans who remain blind to the reading that produces the 

forceful and arbitrary reading that they simply take for granted. 

     Nothing in Hester’s prolonged punishment gives off the impression that the 

mere presence of her obedience and charity guarantees repentance. The community’s 

ignorance of self-reflectivity contrasts with the abundant evidence of Hester thinking 

of a “new life” which is “feeding itself on the time-worn materials … on a crumbling 

wall” (SL 58). Along her path to repentance, Hester feels that her expiatory deeds do 

not bring the inner comfort but “the impulsive heart defying the repressive letter of 
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the law” (Baym 139). Hawthorne points out: 

Her [Hester’s] imagination was somewhat affected, and, had she been of 

a softer moral and intellectual fiber, would have been still more so, by the 

strange and solitary anguish of her life. Walking to and fro, with those 

lonely footsteps, in the little world with which she was outwardly 

connected, it now and then appeared to Hester,—if altogether fancy, it 

was nevertheless too potent to be resisted,—she felt or fancied, then, that 

the scarlet letter had endowed her with a new sense. … [Hester 

understands] that the outward guise of purity was but a lie, and that, if 

truth were everywhere to be shown, a scarlet letter would blaze forth on 

many a bosom besides Hester Prynne’s … (SL 86; emphasis mine) 

It is noteworthy that even though Hester is charitable and obedient, Hester still 

“struggles” to make herself believe that she is not deviating from the path to 

repentance and that “no fellow-mortal was guilty like herself” (SL 87; emphasis mine). 

Hester does not think that simply being charitable and obedient is enough to render 

her repentant; otherwise, she would not have had to struggle. Hester’s obedience is 

the basic requirement for her to stay in the Puritan settlement. She has to remain 

passionless and calm in order to live by the Puritan codes of life. “Much of the marble 

coldness of Hester’s impression” results from her inner changes. As Hawthorne points 

out, “her life had turned, in a great measure, from passion and feeling, to thought,” 

and “[t]he world’s law was no law for her mind” (SL 164; emphasis mine). This is 

what the community does not notice about Hester. Hawthorne further characterizes 

Hester as being “bolder than” “[m]en of the sword [who] had overthrown nobles and 

kings” (SL 164). Hester does not physically rebel against the community’s social 

system. Rather, she secretly criticizes the social system: 
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Men bolder than these [who had overthrown nobles and kings] had 

overthrown and rearranged the whole system of ancient prejudice, 

wherewith was linked much of ancient principle. Hester Prynne imbibed 

this spirit. She assumed a freedom of speculation … (SL 164; emphasis 

mine).  

For years past she had looked from this estranged point of view at human 

institutions, and whatever priests or legislators had established; 

criticizing all with hardly more reverence … for the clerical band, the 

judicial robe, the pillory, the gallows, the fireside, or the church. (SL 199; 

emphasis mine) 

     That is definitely not what the community wants to achieve in punishing Hester. 

The community’s victory over Hester is only physical, not mental. Those whom the 

community should fear most are the “persons who speculate the most boldly [and who] 

confirm with the most perfect quietude to the external regulations of society.” “The 

thought suffices them, without investing itself in the flesh and blood of action” (SL 

164). As Hawthorne concludes, “[t]he scarlet has not done its [original] office” thus 

far (SL 166). 


