
Form and Content in The Scarlet Letter
Author(s): John C. Gerber
Reviewed work(s):
Source: The New England Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Mar., 1944), pp. 25-55
Published by: The New England Quarterly, Inc.
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/361993 .
Accessed: 08/12/2011 09:09

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

The New England Quarterly, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The
New England Quarterly.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=neq
http://www.jstor.org/stable/361993?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


FORM AND CONTENT IN 
THE SCARLET LETTER 

JOHN C. GERBER 

IN any competent literary work, we are often told, form 
and content are interdependent. And it is added, as a 

corollary, that the consistency and richness with which the 
two are adjusted to each other constitute the measure of artis- 
tic sophistication in the work. Our present interest is not so 
much with the theoretical possibilities of these two assertions 
as with their practical application to Hawthorne's The Scarlet 
Letter. For despite its early position in a substantial Ameri- 
can literary tradition, the romance, when appraised by these 
standards, reveals itself to be a work of rather astonishing 
sophistication. 

Some brief particularization is necessary for terms so gen- 
eral as "form" and "content." Form in The Scarlet Letter rises 
out of a basic division of the whole into four parts, each of 
which gains its distinctiveness from the character that precipi- 
tates or is responsible for the action that takes place within its 
limits.' Furthermore, the order of the parts is determined by 
the desires and capabilities of the characters. Thus the com- 
munity, aside from the four main characters, is responsible 
for the action in the first part (Chapters I-viii); Chilling- 
worth for that in the second (ix-xii); Hester for that in the 
third (xiii-xx); and Dimmesdale for that in the fourth (xxi- 
xxiv). Within each part, moreover, there is a noticeable divi- 

1 Other analyses of the form of The Scarlet Letter stress its succession of 
highly wrought tableaux, its unifying symbol of the scarlet A, and its recur- 
rent scaffold scene. See, for example, George E. Woodberry, Nathaniel Haw- 
thorne (Boston, 1902), 189-191; Carl Van Doren, The American Novel (New 
York, 1940), 66-67; and F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance (New York, 
1941), 275. Such technical devices, however, are valuable chiefly because they 
give coherence to the form, not because they create the form. Mr. Matthiessen 
comes closer to what seems to me to be the real source of the book's form when 
he speaks of The Scarlet Letter as growing "organically out of the interactions 
between the characters." 
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26 THE NEW ENGLAND QUARTERLY 

sion between cause and effect, between material dealing 
primarily with the activating agent and material dealing 
primarily with the person or persons acted upon. 

Content in The Scarlet Letter consists of those three mat- 
ters which dominate the thoughts and actions of the charac- 
ters: sin, isolation, and reunion. Generally speaking, with 
Hawthorne isolation is inevitably the result of sin, and the 
desire for reunion is usually the result of isolation. But it is 
a mistake to suppose that any one of these terms can be em- 
ployed successfully in a general sense. No one of them is con- 
stant in meaning throughout the book. 

There is, for example, no such thing as uniformity in the 

concept of sin. To assume this is to confuse the characters and 
to misinterpret most of the important speeches. Sin in The 
Scarlet Letter is a violation of only that which the sinner 
thinks he violates. To one character, adultery is transgression 
against God's law, to another, no more than a violation of the 
natural order of things. Likewise, to one character hypocrisy 
is a violation of his own nature, to another, a transgression 
against the moral code of the community. To speak, there- 
fore, even of adultery or hypocrisy without discovering what 
they mean to each individual is to become hopelessly confused 
about what Hawthorne is doing. Furthermore, as the nature 
of the sin differs, so must the nature of the isolation which 
is its result. 

More than anything else, probably, The Scarlet Letter is 
a study of isolation.2 And just as one cannot generalize about 
sin in the book, so is it impossible to speak of isolation as 

though it were always one and the same thing. When a char- 

2 Mr. Paul Elmer More makes this even more emphatic in "The Solitude 
of Nathaniel Hawthorne," Shelburne Essays, First Series (New York, 1904), 33: 
"From the opening scene at the prison door, which, 'like all that pertains to 
crime, seemed never to have known a youthful era,' to the final scene on the 
scaffold, where the tragic imagination of the author speaks with a power barely 
surpassed in the books of the world, the whole plot of the romance moves 
about this one conception of our human isolation as the penalty of trans- 
gression." 
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acter feels isolated, he feels isolated from someone or some- 
thing. Isolation, therefore, is a feeling of estrangement from 
those persons or elements whose code the individual feels that 
he has violated. By this definition, the study of isolation in 
The Scarlet Letter becomes a matter not only of comparing 
characters but also of ascertaining the successive degrees of 
estrangement within a single character. 

The problem of reunion is even more complex. Given a 
sinful act, the consequent chain of cause and effect is some- 
thing like this: sin brings isolation, isolation creates suffering, 
and suffering brings the desire to alleviate one's condition 
through reunion with the element from which one is isolated. 
At this point, however, an interesting paradox becomes ap- 
parent. Reunion in The Scarlet Letter is at once both highly 
individualized and strictly conventionalized. It is individual- 
lized in the sense that a character's attempts at reunion are 
obviously the result of his particular sense of sin and isolation; 
it is conventionalized in that Hawthorne allows only one 
pattern for its successful accomplishment. This pattern has 
three components: a personal sense of responsibility, repen- 
tance, and penance.3 The first of these is essential to the second 
and third but does not necessarily create them, as Dimmes- 
dale's suffering bears witness. The second is of supreme im- 
portance but seldom occurs. In The Scarlet Letter there are 
only three examples of repentance, of which only the least 
important is presented in detail. The third, penance, is volun- 
tary action designed totally to expiate the wrong. As such, it 
is not to be confused with the false type of penance which 
exists apart from repentance and which is wholly ineffectual. 
True penance must follow and be a manifestation of inward 
repentance. Ordinarily, it involves both confession and a plea 
for forgiveness. These, then, are the terms of reunion; and 

3 Mr. Walter Blair mentions these three elements as being involved in 
Hawthorne's concept of sin in "Hawthorne's Color, Light, and Shadow," New 
England Quarterly, xv (March, 1942), 82. 
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though isolation inevitably follows sin, reunion dispels isola- 
tion only when these terms are met.4 

What should become progressively apparent in the follow- 
ing pages is that Hawthorne has so integrated form and con- 
tent throughout The Scarlet Letter that they exist constantly 
in a state of interdependence. More specifically, he has so 

adjusted the two that in the first three parts of the book the 
activating character serves to multiply sin, intensify isolation, 
and diminish the hope of reunion. Only in the fourth does 
he allow the chief character, Dimmesdale, to reverse the proc- 
ess. How complex and yet precise is this adjustment can be 
realized only by a detailed examination of the book itself. 

I 

It is not surprising that Hawthorne should have the com- 
munity directing events as the story opens. Indeed, once he 
has selected his main characters he can do little else, since 
none of them can logically create the social situation which 
is the necessary antecedent to the spiritual complication. 
Hester is indifferent to what the people think of her baby, 
Dimmesdale is afraid of what they think, and Chillingworth 
is too recent a newcomer to affect their thought. Hence, in no 
case can a social situation be forced unless the community 

4 It must be conceded immediately that these terms do not constitute a 
process which fully reestablishes the original union. Reunion is not Christian 
salvation, and the two terms should not be used interchangeably. Indeed, 
Dimmesdale in his dying moment warns that it is vain to hope to meet even 
in the hereafter in "an everlasting and pure reunion." It is such a statement 
that gives support to Mr. Woodberry's assertion in Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(Boston, 1902), 193, that "the idea of salvation, of healing, is but little pres- 
ent and is not felt." To this, Mr. Austin Warren, in Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(New York, 1934), xl, adds: "Certainly Hawthorne has no hope in his crea- 
tive mind. This is a sorry world; but we can really do nothing about it. 
Men necessarily sin; but they must be held strictly accountable for their sins 
all the same. They must repent, but repentance cannot raise the fallen." These 
gloomy aspects to the story, however, should not blind one to the fact that 
reunion constitutes a major theme, and that though it does not bring the 
joy of Christian salvation it does bring relief from suffering in those instances 
when it is achieved. 
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forces it. When the story opens, therefore, the people of the 
town of Boston are the logical and necessary activators, and 
they remain such throughout the first eight chapters of the 
book.5 

It is not entirely proper, however, to conceive of the com- 
munity during this time as directly forcing the main charac- 
ters into further sin. It does force isolation upon Hester. 
Otherwise, its function is to place the characters into such 

juxtaposition that new choices between good and evil must 
be made by each of them. If in every case the character chooses 
evil, the town can hardly be blamed except as an accessory 
before the fact. The rich irony of the situation is that the 
community while in the very act of abetting the spread of sin 
is complacently certain that it is stemming it. 

Specifically, Boston places Hester upon the scaffold where 
she is seen and recognized by Chillingworth; it compels Dim- 
mesdale to speak about Hester before the entire town, thereby 
forcing the issue of confession; it throws Hester and Chilling- 
worth together in prison, where Chillingworth, because of 
his wife's distraught condition, is able to extract a vow to 
conceal his identity; it requires Hester to wear the scarlet 
letter; and through a threat against Pearl it brings the main 
characters together in a scene at the Governor's hall in which. 
Dimmesdale unwittingly betrays his feelings to Chillingworth. 
The effects of these acts in terms of sin and isolation can best 
be observed by considering the characters separately. 

No one of the three main characters comes into the story 
guiltless. Of the three, however, Hester has the misfortune 
of being the only one unable to hide her guilt, and so it is 
upon her that the penalties of the community fall. It is un- 

5 Henry James, in Hawthorne (New York, 1879), 11o-111, speaks of the 
people of The Scarlet Letter as being not characters but "representatives, very 
picturesquely arranged, of a single state of mind." This seems eminently true 
if one excepts the four main characters. It is this single-mindedness that makes 
it possible to speak in the singular when referring to the community as an 
activating force. 
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necessary to go into detail about her public humiliation or 
her subsequent life in the small cottage at the edge of town. 
What interests us is the reaction which this enforced estrange- 
ment has upon her. And to understand this, we must first 
understand Hester's own attitude toward her misstep. 

In the first place, it is evident that Hester does not feel that 
she has sinned against God. Partly this is so because God has 
never been a very real presence in her life. But chiefly, we 
are led to infer, it is because she experiences no new sense of 

estrangement from Him as the result of her adultery. She 
attends church "trusting to share the Sabbath smile of the 
Universal father" and undoubtedly would do so were the 
minister able to refrain from making her the topic of his 
sermon. Moreover, though man has punished her for her 
sin, God has given her "a lovely child, whose place was on 
that same dishonored bosom, to connect her parent for ever 
with the race and descent of mortals, and to be finally a blessed 
soul in heaven!" God, then, has not looked with unkindness 

upon her deed. 
Hester is certain, too, that she has violated no law of her 

own nature. She is by nature affectionate, even passionate. 
Her relation with Dimmesdale, consequently, has been the 
almost inescapable result of her own nature, not a violation 
of it. As a matter of fact, it is this same affection which now 
holds her to Boston, even though she concocts for her con- 
science a pleasantly moral half-truth that she is remaining in 
order to effect a purification of her soul. Hawthorne does not 
make all of this completely clear in the first eight chapters. 
But later, when Hester speaks of her deed as having a "con- 
secration of its own," we can see how firmly she believes that 
her own nature and the deed have been in harmony. 

In the third place, it is plain that Hester does not feel that 
she has sinned against the community. Indeed, from the very 
beginning it is evident that the selectmen's attempt to induce 
inward repentance by outward penance is to result in failure. 
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For though Hester submits to the public exhibition and to 
the wearing of the scarlet letter, it is clear that her heart has 
not been touched. Even her dress on that first day seems to 

express "the desperate recklessness of her mood." With the 
passing of time, she tones down her dress and softens her atti- 
tude, but she continues to manifest rebellion in the bright 
and imaginative embroidery of the letter which the commun- 
ity intended as a heavy sign of guilt. Pearl, the other symbol 
of her error, she clothes in the gayest of colors. If any further 
evidence is needed, it is contained in the statement that she 
"was patient,-a martyr, indeed,-but she forebore to pray 
for her enemies; lest, in spite of her forgiving aspirations; the 
words of the blessing should stubbornly twist themselves into 
a curse." The plain truth of the matter is that Hester feels 
she has not sinned against the community, and therefore that 
the community has no right to inflict penalties. The only real 
result, then, of the community's action is to isolate Hester 
from her neighbors in spirit as well as in person. 

Yet in spite of all this, Hester knows that her deed has been 
wrong and that, somehow, the result cannot be good. This is 
manifest in her anxiety for Pearl, whom she watches constant- 
ly, fearful of detecting some "dark and wild peculiarity." 
Soon she finds it in Pearl's waywardness and unpredictability. 

The child could not be made amenable to rules. In giving her 
existence, a great law had been 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. 

The great law which Hester feels she has broken, therefore, 
is the law of order. Not conscious of being a sinner in the 
orthodox sense of the word, she is nevertheless bitterly aware 
of the fact that she and Dimmesdale have introduced an act 
of disorder into an orderly universe. And being aware of this, 
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she can realize that some estrangement from the natural 
course of life is her due. That this estrangement should be 
forcibly meted out by the community, however, she can logi- 
cally resent as being cruelly irrelevant. 

The first act of the community with regard to Hester is a 
distinct failure. Its second is just as wide the mark when, in 
at attempt to bring some peace to her spirit after her or- 
deal in the market-place, it makes future peace almost un- 
attainable. For by introducing Chillingworth into her prison 
apartment, the community through its jailer can be held at 
least indirectly responsible for the vow of secrecy which 
Chillingworth is enabled to extract. By natural inclination, 
Hester scorns deception. Consequently, to have become part- 
ner to a plot which surrenders her lover to his worst enemy is 
for her to commit an act which ultimately she regards as an 
inexcusable violation of her nature.6 The immediate result, of 
course, is to place an additional barrier between her and Dim- 
mesdale; the ultimate result is to create that remorse which 
is a sign of division and estrangement within the soul. 

Like Hester, Chillingworth does not come into the market- 

place of Boston guiltless. Formerly a brilliant and even kindly 
man, he erred first when he prevailed upon Hester to marry 
him. The nature of this act is plain to him. "Mine was the 

6 To avoid confusion, it is necessary to keep in mind that "nature" as 
applied by Hawthorne to a character's essential constitution refers to the 
original constitution which the character possesses before sin or circumstance 
warps it. For Hester to be true to her nature is for her to look, to feel, and 
to think in harmony with her original attributes: her feminine, almost volup- 
tuous, appearance, her warmly personal affection, and her scrupulous regard 
for simple truthfulness. None of her later attributes are ever characterized as 
"natural": her colorless, statuelike appearance, her self-effacing benevolence, 
her radical speculation. These, according to Hawthorne, are the result of her 
innate tenderness' being so deeply crushed into her heart that only some 
"magic" can effect a transformation, i.e., a return to the "natural." The same 
principle operates with respect to Dimmesdale and Chillingworth. When 
Hawthorne speaks of the "constitution of his nature" he is referring to 
Dimmesdale's original nature, in which human affection and timidity are 
the dominant emotions, and truthfulness, as refined by Calvinistic theology, 
the dominant trait of his thinking. And, as pointed out later, Chillingworth 
by "nature" is gifted with kindness and a rigorous scientific integrity. 
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first wrong," he admits, "when I betrayed thy budding youth 
into a false and unnatural relation with my decay." With sure 
insight he is quick to see that out of this violation of the 
natural order only further falsity can result. "Nay, from the 
moment when we came down the old church steps together, 
a married pair, I might have beheld the bale-fire of that scarlet 
letter blazing at the end of our path!" But having admitted 
this responsibility, Chillingworth is unable or unwilling to 
go further. 

Given the opportunity through the community's manipu- 
lation of events, Chillingworth chooses to intensify rather 
than to expiate his guilt. Hester he simply decides to ignore, 
and in so doing he sins again by setting up a relation which 
he, if forced, would have to admit to be false to his marriage 
vows and unnatural to human affection. To assert to Hester 
that "between thee and me, the scale hangs fairly balanced" 
is simply to deny the responsibility which he professed a 
moment before. One sin in Hawthorne's scheme never checks 
off another. Hester's lover, moreover, Chillingworth vows to 
have for himself. To achieve this, he must conceal his identity 
and thereby set up a false relation between himself and the 
community. In this fashion he prepares the ground for the 
"black flower" which is to be his third and greatest sin. 

Dimmesdale is not a central figure in the first part of The 
Scarlet Letter; yet the effect of the community upon him is 
easily discernible and none the less profound. From the first 
it is obvious that Dimmesdale is a godly person. To his fellow 
townsmen he is their "godly pastor" or the "godly Master 
Dimmesdale." It is emphasized, moreover, that "so far as his 
duties would permit, he trod in the shadowy by-paths, and 
thus kept himself simple and child-like; coming forth, when 
occasion was, with a freshness, and fragrance, and dewy purity 
of thought, which, as many people said, affected them like 
the speech of an angel." It is not surprising, consequently, 
that when Dimmesdale finally comes to confess his act of 
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adultery, he should consider it a violation of God's laws. 
This is, of course, anticipating a later part of the book, but 
the point to be made here is that when we first see Dimmes- 
dale, we see a man already conscious of having sinned against 
his Lord. The resulting estrangement has already made its 
mark upon him. 

Unfortunately for Dimmesdale, his sin cannot remain un- 

complicated so long as he remains in Boston. For the right- 
eous colony of.Massachusetts is a place "where iniquity is 

dragged out into the sunshine." To hide one's sin is to vio- 
late the basic principle of the community's moral code. Thus 
is a new issue raised for the unhappy minister. To refrain 
from confessing his adultery is to add sin against the commun- 

ity to sin against God. The issue, in fact, is more than raised; 
it is forced home. In view of the entire town he is compelled 
by the Reverend Mr. Wilson to exhort Hester to reveal the 

identity of the baby's father. Thus, before the whole com- 

munity, by failing to confess his guilt Dimmesdale breaks the 

community's cardinal precept. Like Hester and Chilling- 
worth, he becomes twice the sinner and twice the outcast. 
This is a sorry result, indeed, for the activities of so godly a 

place as Boston in the seventeenth century! 

II 

The transition from the first to the second part of The 
Scarlet Letter is so sound in motivation and so subtle in pre- 
sentation that the reader is likely to be unaware until pages 
later that a fundamental break in the book has been passed. 
It occurs in this way. At the conclusion of Chapter vIII, the 
Reverend Mr. Wilson, as spokesman for the community, 
closes the case of Boston versus the unknown lover of Hester 

Prynne. In turning down Chillingworth's request for further 

investigation he says: 

"Nay; it would be sinful, in such a question, to follow the clew 
of profane philosophy. Better to fast and pray upon it; and still 
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better, it may be, to leave the mystery as we find it, unless Provi- 
dence reveal it of its own accord. Thereby, every good Christian 
man hath a title to show a father's kindness towards the poor, 
deserted babe." 

It is abundantly clear, however, that so charitable a disposi- 
tion of the case is not acceptable to Chillingworth. Not only 
has he vowed to discover the identity of Hester's lover, but 

already his mind has been kindled by the possibilities of "a 

philosopher's research" into the mystery. Confronted with 
this double urge to investigation on the one hand and the 

community's withdrawal from the case on the other, the old 
doctor is placed in a position where he must force the action 
or give up all but the slenderest hope of revenge. By this time, 
however, the reader knows enough about Chillingworth to 
realize that the second alternative is for him not really an 
alternative at all. The reader, therefore, is not at all surprised 
that in Chapter ix the responsibility for the main action of 
the story shifts from the community to him. 

The happenings which Chillingworth precipitates in this 
second part of the book can be quickly summarized. At first 

by frequent consultations and then by effecting an arrange- 
ment whereby he can live in the same house with Dimmes- 

dale, the physician succeeds in becoming a daily and often 

hourly irritant to Dimmesdale's already sensitive conscience. 

Cautiously but surely, he succeeds in wearing down the young 
minister's defenses until in desperation Dimmesdale resorts 
to flagellation, fasts, and long vigils to ease the increasing 
torture. Generally, this section is a study of psychological 
cause and effect, with the victim frantically but ineffectively 
trying to deal with the effects rather than eliminating the 
cause. More particularly, it is a rich study in guilt and isola- 
tion. Before it is over, Chillingworth forces Dimmesdale into 
so deep a consciousness of sin that to the distracted minister 
it seems as if all the bonds which have held him to the forces 
for right have frayed beyond repair. But in so doing, Chil- 
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lingworth breaks all his own connections with what Mr. Arvin 
calls "the redemptive force of normal human relations,"' and 
substitutes for them an ineluctable union with evil. 

The astounding effects of Chillingworth's activities upon 
himself are telescoped largely into two chapters. At their 

beginning he is a learned and not unkind old man; at their 
end he is a fiend, ecstatic in petty triumph. Between these two 
extremes is a sequence of deliberately committed acts which 
can be understood only in terms of his character and beliefs. 
The main point to keep in mind is that Chillingworth never 
conceives of his own actions as righteous or sinful, but only as 
natural or unnatural. In so doing, he submerges moral values 
in the great physical processes of the universe. Truth for him, 
we may then infer, lies in these processes, and man's greatest 
task is to find it out. As we observe the earlier Chillingworth 
more closely, we discover that there are two means which he 
believes are essential to this end of man: intellectual zeal and 
social harmony. Of these the former is the more important, 
but any departure from either constitutes an unnatural act 
which is bound in the strict processes of life to bring undesir- 
able consequences. With this in mind, we can turn again to 
his specific actions and observe how Hawthorne has him err 
by his own standards, not necessarily by those of Dimmesdale 
or of Hester or of the good people of Boston. 

Several acts in Chapter ix and Chapter x, for instance, 
result in social disharmony inasmuch as they place Chilling- 
worth in a false relation with those about him. He abandons 
Hester, his lawful wedded wife; he withdraws his name from 
"the roll of mankind"; he continues his investigation against 
the counsel of the authorized representative of Puritan Mass- 
achusetts; he practises the outward forms of the local religion 
with no inward conviction; and he cares ostentatiously for 
Dimmesdale's ailing body while plotting secretly against his 

7 Newton Arvin, Hawthorne (Boston, 1929), 189. 
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soul. Such a formidable multiplication of "sins," however, 
seems to give the physician no immediate awareness that his 
relation with the community is, if anything, more false than 
that of the man he is tracking down. The reason is simply 
that a more primary matter-a perversion of his zeal for intel- 
lectual truth-has driven these relatively secondary transgres- 
sions from his mind. 

Once the idea of discovering the identity of Hester's lover 
takes hold of him, Chillingworth soon loses the "severe and 
equal integrity" of which he was originally so proud. His 
concepts, once characterized by "range and freedom," con- 
tract and become lost in a single petty, revengeful passion. 
All the potentialities and satisfactions of the scholar he fore- 
goes for control over the soul of a weak and pathetic minister 
in the bleak little town of Boston. As a consequence, his mo- 
ment of greatest triumph occurs when he makes the relatively 
trivial discovery that Dimmesdale is really the wretched sin- 
ner he has suspected him to be. In this sense, his sin is not the 
triumph of the intellect but the surrender of the intellect. 
Whatever suffering he eventually endures grows from the 
knowledge that he has been false to his own intellectual prin- 
ciples. 

Hawthorne's handling of Dimmesdale in this second part 
of The Scarlet Letter is a masterpiece of organization and cul- 
mination. From the moment when Chillingworth begins his 
cunning attack upon the young minister, Dimmesdale is 
forced more and more upon the defensive, until he is driven 
to the very edge of insanity. For the penetration of the old 
physician's mind and the insidious method of his approach 
are far too much for a person hitherto shielded from intellec- 
tual combat by theological orthodoxy and from guile by the 
respect and adulation of his congregation. As a result, Dim- 
mesdale's attempts at parry reveal more of his suffering than 
of his mental acumen. Chillingworth one day, while examin- 
ing a bundle of weeds from a nearby graveyard, craftily sug- 
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gests that "since all the powers of nature call so earnestly for 
the confession of sin.., .these black weeds have sprung up 
out of a buried heart, to make manifest an unspoken crime." 
Dimmesdale, sensing a personal thrust, opposes this idea. 

Keeping one's sins hidden, he replies, is not an act against 
the powers of nature. "The heart, making itself guilty of such 
secrets, must perforce hold them, until the day when all hid- 
den things shall be revealed." Nor is the lack of confession 

essentially a violation of God's will. Confession on the Judg- 
ment Day, he protests, will be required not as retribution but 

only for the "intellectual satisfaction of all intelligent beings." 
Forced to speak further, he then defends his hypocrisy on 
much the same grounds as Hester defends her adultery: truth 
to his own nature. He and Chillingworth are speaking of sin- 
ful men who hide their sins: 

"True; there are such men," answered Mr. Dimmesdale. "But, 
not to suggest more obvious reasons, it may be that they are kept 
silent by the very constitution of their nature. Or,-can we not 
suppose it?-guilty as they may be, retaining, nevertheless, a zeal 
for God's glory and man's welfare, they shrink from displaying 
themselves black and filthy in the view of men; because, thence- 
forward, no good can be achieved by them; no evil of the past 
be redeemed by better service. So, to their own unutterable tor- 
ment, they go about among their fellow-creatures, looking pure 
as new-fallen snow while their hearts are all speckled and spotted 
with iniquity of which they cannot rid themselves." 

If this speech is examined closely, it will be seen that Dimmes- 
dale has devised a three-point defense for his failure to con- 
fess: first, his silence is natural to himself; second, his silence 

vill enable him to further God's glory and thus achieve 

penance for his adultery, which he considers a sin against 
God; and third, his silence will enable him to promote man's 
welfare and thus achieve penance for his hypocrisy, which he 
realizes is a violation of the code of the community. In this 
last instance, his lack of confession purports to be a means 
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of expiating his lack of confession! This is no argument, and 
down deep in his heart Dimmesdale knows it. When pressed 
by Chillingworth, he waives the whole discussion as though 
indifferent to it. And when confronted with Hester, he admits 
that she is the better for being free to show her pain. 

If his reasoned defense is incapable of coping with Chil- 
lingworth's attack, however, his intuitive defense is more suc- 
cessful. For just as his own nature inhibits confession before 
the community, whose "great heart" would eventually pity 
and forgive, it prevents confession to Chillingworth, who 
would do neither. Any "backward rush of sinful thoughts" 
directed toward the old physician would result only in plac- 
ing Dimmesdale forever in the power of a malicious scoun- 
drel who is aiming at just such revenge. It is without con- 
scious process, therefore, that Dimmesdale is repelled when 
Chillingworth drives home his most direct question: "Would 
you, therefore, that your physician heal the bodily evil? How 
may this be, unless you first lay open to him the wound or 
trouble in your soul?" "No!-not to thee!-not to an earthly 
physician!" cries Mr. Dimmesdale passionately. 

Although Chillingworth does not succeed in wringing a 
confession from the hapless clergyman, he does manage to 
make him more and more conscious of his sinfulness and lone- 
liness, and by doing so, makes him even more sinful and 
lonely. For, driven almost to distraction by the physician's 
proddings, Dimmesdale begins to make frantic attempts at 
expiation. He tries, for instance, the device of declaring him- 
self before his congregation to be the worst of sinners. But 
this is only to sin again, for whereas his original silence, in- 
volving no overt act, was only a violation of the community's 
moral code, this specious act of penance becomes a violation 
of his own nature. 

He had spoken the very truth, and transformed it into the veriest 
falsehood. And yet, by the constitution of his nature, he loved 
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the truth, and loathed the lie, as few men ever did. Therefore, 
above all things else, he loathed his miserable self! 

On other occasions, he adopts practices which, since they suc- 
ceed in alienating him from the natural order of things, can 
be considered only as violations of that order. He beats him- 
self with a bloody scourge, fasts with a rigor unknown to 
other pious Puritans, and maintains vigils until his brain 
reels and physical reality becomes illusory. 

The depths into which Dimmesdale has been thrust by 
Chillingworth are best demonstrated in the final chapter of 
this section, the midnight vigil scene on the scaffold. Here, 
Hawthorne makes it plain that the minister is not only in- 

capable of changing his sinful course by the action of his own 
will but has been so weakened that he is incapable of right 
action even when assistance is offered by outside agents. The 

vigil itself is another of Dimmesdale's attempts at penance. 
There might, he feels, be a moment's peace in it. Once on 
the scaffold, the realization of his isolation sweeps across him, 
and he involuntarily shrieks aloud. In the moments that 

follow, three persons appear: Governor Bellingham, Mistress 
Hibbins, and the venerable Father Wilson. Here are three 

opportunities for him to break his loneliness and to establish 
connection with one of the great societies-earthly, hellish, or 

heavenly. But an involuntary shriek is not enough; before 
Dimmesdale can be admitted to one of these great compan- 
ies, a voluntary confession or commitment must be made. 
One of these three persons must be hailed. For a man of aver- 

age moral strength, the problem would be to choose among 
the three. For him the problem is whether he shall choose 

any. In the end, he cowers silent upon the scaffold and the 

figures disappear. Thus does Arthur Dimmesdale reach the 
extreme of his isolation. For the time being, seemingly, earth, 
hell, and heaven are all closed to him. Had he chosen hell, 
his eventual fate would have been more terrible, but his im- 
mediate suffering could not have been greater. 
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When his mind begins to give way under the impact of 
this new sense of alienation, he again reacts involuntarily, 
this time to burst into a peal of insane laughter. What follows 
is a series of four rapid occurrences, each of which serves to 
remind the distracted minister of a source of power which is 
denied him only because of his failure to expiate his guilt. 
But in each case, Dimmesdale fails to grasp the opportunity 
and succeeds only in sinning further. Hester and Pearl, first 
of all, bring a rush of new life to the collapsing man. Here, 
presumably, is the perfect reminder of that bond of human 
affection which strengthens the human heart and enables it 
to find the path to truth. But when Pearl reminds her father 
of the expiation which is necessary before the bond can be 
strong and lasting, he dodges her question by giving it an 

impersonal and stereotyped answer. Secondly, the meteoric 
flash across the sky should remind him of strength through 
union with the tremendous yet wholesome forces of nature. 
Instead, his diseased mind, extending its "egotism over the 
whole expanse of nature," sees only a large A, symbol of his 
guilt. In the third place, the appearance of Chillingworth 
should remind him of the horror of union with evil and, by 
contrast, the glory of a courageous stand before God. But 
though his "soul shivers" at the old physician, he obediently 
follows him home. Finally, the following morning, his own 
rich and powerful discourse to his congregation should by 
its own "heavenly influences" catapult him into giving ex- 
pression to the truth, that quality which by his nature he 
loves most of all. Yet when the sexton asks him so simple a 
question as whether he has heard of the A in the sky the 
preceding night, Dimmesdale answers, "No, I had not heard 
of it." 

Four decisions are thus forced upon Dimmesdale: he must 
assert his position in relation to man, to nature, to God, and 
to his own original and better self. In each case, from sheer 
weakness and despair of spirit he only adds new falsity to that 
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which already exists. Chillingworth has worked better than 
he knows. If Dimmesdale is to be saved, aid must come from 
some outside source. 

III 

In the transition from part two to part three of The Scarlet 

Letter, content has again created form. Hawthorne once more 
has brought his story to a point where only one character is 
in a position to force the action. The community has been 

provided no reason for reentering the story as an activating 
force; Chillingworth has rather obviously run his course; and 
Dimmesdale is clearly lacking in both physical and moral 

vigor. Only Hester is capable of action. It is Hester, moreover, 
who wants action. For the first time she has fully compre- 
hended the result of her vow to Chillingworth, and her sense 
of responsibility for Dimmesdale's condition has thrust all 

thoughts of her own temporarily from her mind. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that Chapter xLII should begin with a 

summary of Hester's activities during the seven years since 
the scaffold scene and that the following pages should reveal 
her as the source of whatever action takes place. 

The third part of The Scarlet Letter extends from Chapter 
xiii to Chapter xx. In form, it is almost an exact duplicate 
of the second part. Each sketches the immediate past of the 
main character, details the present action initiated by that 
character, and describes the results of that action upon an- 
other character. In each case, the other character is Dimmes- 
dale. 

Hester is sketched as independent and disillusioned. In 
some ways her isolation has been almost as complete as Dim- 
mesdale's. For seven years now, heaven and earth "have 
frowned on her." Even though society has grown more be- 

nignant, it has never really accepted her save in time of sick- 
ness or death; God, never really a great influence in her life, 
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seems to have become less real; nature's sunlight vanishes 
on her approach; and her own personality has lost its woman- 

lycharm. In brief, shame, despair, and solitude have been her 
teachers just as they have for Dimmesdale. 

Two elements, however, have strengthened her while Dim- 
mesdale weakened: her intellectual speculation and her 

daughter Pearl. The former has been possible only because 
her sin has been public and her mind hence not cramped by 
fears of exposure. It has resulted in a latitude of thought 
which allows her to picture herself as the prophetess of a new 
order and which causes her to scorn the institutions of the 
old: "the clerical band, the judicial robe, the pillory, the 

gallows, the fireside, or the church." In the second place, 
Pearl has kept a sense of moral direction in Hester, even 

though Hester has never fully acted upon it. Once, Pearl 
saved her mother from the devil in the guise of Mistress Hib- 
bins; constantly, she has saved her from complete surrender 
to her own cynicism. In a loose sense, Pearl performs the same 
service for Hester that Chillingworth does for Dimmesdale, 
since both serve as pricks to the conscience. When their func- 
tions are examined more closely, however, it can be observed 
that these services have opposite effects. For Dimmesdale, if 
let alone, might eventually get his spiritual house in order. 
His natural gravitation is heavenward, and he continues to 
move toward evil simply because Chillingworth keeps nudg- 
ing him in that direction. But Hester's inclination is not so 

dominantly heavenward, and she is kept from an alliance 
with the Devil largely because Pearl keeps hold of her. In- 
tellectual speculation, stimulating as it has been, has led 
Hester into moral confusion. It is Pearl who has kept this 
confusion from collapsing into surrender. This she has done 

by keeping alive the spark of human affection and by standing 
rigidly against falsity wherever in her precocious way she has 
sensed it. Given these complementary sources of power, Hes- 
ter is easily the strongest character in the book at this point. 
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Even Chillingworth can recognize a quality "almost majes- 
tic" which shines through her despair. 

Her first act in this part of The Scarlet Letter is to extract 
from Chillingworth a release from her vow of silence. This is 
the first counter move of the story, and it serves to place the 
doctor immediately upon the defensive. Just as Dimmesdale 
had tried to explain away his position to Chillingworth, so 
the old physician now tries to account for his actions to Hes- 
ter. Several revealing points come to light as he does so. It 
becomes clear, for example, that he is thoroughly aware of the 

cruelty of his actions. He cannot, therefore, be excused, even 

partly, on the grounds of ignorance. It becomes equally clear 
that Chillingworth, though he has suffered greatly, has never 

fully realized the tremendous moral change which has taken 

place in himself. It is a dramatic and revealing moment in his 
life, consequently, when he discusses himself before Hester. 
A look of horror suddenly spreads across his face. "It was one 
of those moments-which sometimes occur only at the inter- 
val of years-when a man's moral aspect is faithfully revealed 
to his mind's eye." This, if ever, is the time for Chillingworth 
to repent. Even Hester is moved to beg him to purge himself 
"and be once more human." That repentance is necessarily 
impossible for him is apparent to anyone who has read the 

story closely up to this point. 
Chillingworth's intellectual penetration is now nothing 

more than morbid rationalization. He can still see that events 
are bound together by a chain of cause and effect; what he 
cannot do, or refuses to do, is to recognize the beginning and 

ending of that chain. Once, he confessed that he had started 
the tragic sequence of circumstances by forcing Hester to 

marry him. Now, he pins complete responsibility on her and 
Dimmesdale. His own actions, he feels, have been necessary 
in order to exact a rightful vengeance. More than that, he 
could not have avoided them had he desired. 
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"Peace, Hester, peace!" replied the old man, with gloomy 
sternness. "It is not granted me to pardon. I have no such power 
as thou tellest me of. My old faith, long forgotten, comes back 
to me, and explains all that we do, and all we suffer. By thy first 

step awry thou didst plant the germ of evil; but since that mo- 
ment, it has all been a dark necessity. Ye that have wronged me 
are not sinful, save in a kind of typical illusion; neither am I 
fiend-like, who have snatched a fiend's office from his hands. It 
is our fate. Let the black flower blossom as it may!" 

It is to be remembered that before his fall Chillingworth's 
study was not upon theology but upon the processes which 
make up the natural world. These he had come to see as har- 
monious yet inexorable: as man discovers increasingly more 
about them and stays in harmony with them through acts of 

benignity, these processes lead him to truth and happiness; 
when man ignores them for selfish pursuits of passion and 
comes into disharmony with them through acts of cruelty, 
the processes lead just as relentlessly to suffering and annihi- 
lation. These are the main' elements of Chillingworth's phi- 
losophy, so far as we can discover them from what we are 

given. When he thinks he finds an explanation for "all that 
we do" in his "old faith," therefore, he is merely fooling him- 
self. For what he discovers in his "old faith" is simply what he 
has believed all along. Were it otherwise, the "old faith" 
would certainly explain to him not only what we do and 
suffer but also what we can do to terminate that suffering. To 

put it another way, if Chillingworth can recall the doctrine 
of predestination, why cannot he also recall such other ele- 
ments of Calvinism (which is, presumably, his "old faith") 
as the mediation of Christ, sanctification, and repentance unto 
life and salvation? The answer is that he has not recalled his 
"old faith" at all but simply that part of it which enables him 
to defend and justify his own action. In short, since Chilling- 
worth not only disavows his responsibility for starting the 
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relentless chain of cause and effect but also can envision no 

possible means of stopping it, he can expect no amelioration 
of his unhappy state. What Hawthorne has done has been to 
establish one means of reunion and then to create in Chil- 

lingworth a character that can never logically utilize or even 
consider that means.8 By Dimmesdale's standards, Chilling- 
worth may be the greatest sinnef of them all, but by his own 
he is understandable in his moral disintegration and wholly 
consistent in his method of explaining it. 

That Hester is able to win release from her vow to Chil- 
lingworth is due primarily to his admiration for his wife's 
cynical independence and to his own surrender to the course 
of events. The latter is the more important and represents 
the difference between the second and third parts of the book. 
In the second part the vow of secrecy was necessary so that 
he could direct events; now he is content merely to "let the 
black flower blossom as it may." 

Hester's actions from this point break loosely into two 
lines, that directed toward expiation of her sin of hypocrisy 
and that directed toward escape from the consequences of her 
act of adultery. The two lines form an illuminating contrast 
between the proper and improper methods of dealing with 
guilt, the one leading to moral triumph and the other to 
moral failure. Fundamentally, the success of the first line is 
due to the fact that it arises out of a keen sense of responsi- 
bility for wrongdoing. To Hester this sense comes first when 
she sees Dimmesdale's emaciated figure upon the scaffold at 
midnight. Her later self-analysis is cuttingly honest. In all 

8 This may seem to confuse Hawthorne's principle of reunion with the 
orthodox principle of salvation. At this point, however, we are considering 
means, not ends, and in means the two are not dissimilar, inasmuch as both 
involve a personal sense of responsibility, repentance, and voluntary penance 
or good works. We can justifiably say, therefore, that since Chillingworth 
refuses to recognize the regenerative elements in his "old faith," he can never 
win relief from suffering by the process which Hawthorne thinks necessary 
in order to achieve reunion. 
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things else she has striven to be true. Truth has been the one 
virtue to which she might have held fast, and did hold fast 
"in all extremity" save in that one moment of weakness when 
she consented to deception. But now she finds that "a lie is 
never good, even though death threatens on the other side." 
In short, she has been false to her own nature, with the result 
that Dimmesdale has suffered possibly beyond repair. Realiz- 

ing all this and recognizing at last the obligation which she 
owes Dimmesdale because of her love and her share in his 

crime, Hester becomes deeply and earnestly repentant. 
Sincere repentance brings proper action. First, Hester ob- 

tains her release from Chillingworth, for any other procedure 
would merely have substituted one dishonesty for another. 
Then she waylays Dimmesdale in the forest in order to con- 
fess and implore his forgiveness. Confession can rectify the 
false relation which her silence has created, but only forgive- 
ness from the one who has suffered can bring her peace. 
"Wilt thou yet forgive me!" she repeats over and over again 
until her lover at length replies, "I do forgive you, Hester." 

Although not generally recognized as such, this is one of 
the emotional and intellectual climaxes of the book. The 
emotional effect is definitely one of catharsis, for in a blacken- 

ing world this is the first experience of purification. With 
Dimmesdale and Hester, the reader comes through the for- 

giveness scene feeling suddenly purged of stain. That the 

experience is not more compelling is due to Hester's inability 
to follow through on her other and more grievous guilt. 
Intellectually, the forgiveness scene represents the culmina- 
tion of a pattern of action which not only is interesting in 
itself but prefigures the pattern leading up to the final climax 
of the book. As such it constitutes the only exception to the 

general statement made previously, that the function of each 
of the activating characters except the last is to multiply sin, 

intensify isolation, and reduce the chances for complete and 

lasting reunion. 
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Hester's second line of action is related to her sin of adul- 
tery and her attempt to overcome the isolation imposed by it. 
Ironically, the very element which led her to repent for her 
sin of hypocrisy-truth to her own nature-now provides her 
with a justification for her act of adultery. When Dimmesdale 
observes sadly that Chillingworth's sin has been blacker than 
theirs, Hester is quick to whisper, "What we did had a con- 
secration of its own! We felt it so! We said so to each other!" 
Confident in this belief, she proposes that they dispel their 
sense of moral isolation by translating it into physical terms. 
She and Dimmesdale and Pearl must flee to Europe. And her 
insistence that Dimmesdale agree represents the highest point 
in her activities as a directing force in the story. 

In the enthusiasm of the moment, Hester takes off her cap 
and scarlet letter, becoming once more the woman of affec- 
tion and charm. As if in approval, nature suddenly bursts 
into sunny radiance. But nature, one should recall, is unsub- 

jugated by human law or unillumined by higher truths in 

parcelling out its approval. A more accurate moral index of 
Hester's action is found in Pearl, who as always flatly refuses 
to countenance a relation based upon falsity. Nature can 

rejoice at love and ignore immorality; Pearl can see only 
immorality and ignore the love. Neither, however, has human 

sympathy or understanding, and both consequently have 
more in common with each other than either has with Hester 
or Dimmesdale. Momentarily, it is the moral law which pre- 
vails over both human desire and natural law: Pearl forces 
her mother to reassume her scarlet letter, and the sunshine 

disappears. But the child's further attempts to bring her 
parents back to a proper realization of their relationship are 
deflected, and instead of the confession and the true reunion 
she is working for, she gets a formal kiss from the minister, 
a kiss which she immediately and appropriately washes off in 
the brook. Through Pearl, therefore, it becomes plain that 
Hester's proposed plan of action is no real solution. This 
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becomes even plainer as one perceives the effects of the sug- 
gestion upon Dimmesdale. 

As he appears in the early part of the forest scene, he is 

lonely, cowardly, and naive in the ways of deliberate sin. 
These attributes should not be taken as co-equal, however, 
for whereas the first keeps him conscious of the orthodox end 
of life, the second makes him incapable of employing the 
orthodox means toward that end, and the third makes him 
oblivious of alternative means and ends. Dimmesdale's lone- 
liness is never more poignant. He feels himself so far isolated 
from his God that His choicest gifts have become only "the 
ministers of spiritual torment," so far removed from his 

people that their continued adulation brings only "bitterness 
and agony of heart," and so far torn within himself that his 

penance has brought not one whit of penitence. Thus do his 

lonely broodings constantly direct themselves toward that 
end of life from which sin has isolated him. For if the end 
of life has meant anything to Dimmesdale, it has meant eter- 
nal joy through a righteous union with God, His people, and 
the things of His universe. But cowardice continues to make 
it impossible for him to attain this end. Even when Hester 

divulges the true identity of Chillingworth, Dimmesdale's 
reaction is not one of compunction inspired by new under- 

standing but one of fear that Chillingworth will betray him. 
Without the slightest shred of self-respect, he throws himself 

upon Hester for help. "Be thou strong for me," he pleads. 
When Hester suggests a solution involving an easier means 

and an alternative end-temporal happiness-the solution ap- 
pears so simple and so breathtaking to Dimmesdale that he 
wonders why they had never thought of it before. It offers a 
whole new realm of action, unchristianized and lawless but 
free and exciting. So exciting is it, in fact, that he is quick 
to put down any temporary misgivings. Reunion with God? 
He is irrevocably doomed anyway. Reunion with his people? 
Hester is all that he needs to sustain him. Union with his own 
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spirit? Already he can feel life coursing through his veins 
without it. And so for the first time he consents with purpose 
and deliberation to something that basically he knows to be 

wrong. The immediate result is a sudden plunge into moral 
confusion. Like Hester before him, he has sinned against his 
own better nature. 

What before was a depressing conflict between right and 

wrong has so developed that Dimmesdale is almost literally 
split in two. To put it another way, Dimmesdale was formerly 
an individual who had sinned against the synthesis of theol- 
ogy, custom, and personal goodness which made up his own 
code; now he is two individuals with two different codes. As 
Hawthorne phrases it, his new impulses can be accounted for 
by "nothing short of a total change of dynasty and moral 
code." For the time being, it is the newer and baser nature 
which initiates action though the older and truer nature never 
ceases to assert itself in counter-action. The baser nature, 
for instance, rejoices over the prospect of flight; the truer 
nature is wistfully glad that flight will not interfere with the 
Election Sermon. The baser nature gives Dimmesdale unac- 
customed physical energy on his walk back to Boston; the 
truer nature wonders and is frightened at the new aspect of 
familiar objects. The baser nature suggests shocking remarks 
to make to his parishioners; the truer nature just manages to 
keep him from saying them. The baser nature is appealed to 
by Mistress Hibbins as a kindred perverted spirit; the truer 
nature is appealed to by the Bible and God's voice. This, 
however, is the last contrast that can be made between the 
two. For as Dimmesdale stands within his room, viewing the 
Bible and the unfinished Election Sermon, the two natures 
unite. All that remains of the baser one is the knowledge of 
evil and of his own kinship with it. But that is the key to all 
that follows. Whatever contrast remains is between the inno- 
cent Dimmesdale that existed before Hester accosted him in 
the forest and the knowing Dimmesdale who is able to greet 
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Chillingworth and tell him firmly that "touching your medi- 
cine, kind Sir, in my present frame of body, I need it not." 
It is out of this same new maturity that Dimmesdale is able to 
sit down to a new Election Sermon and to write "with earnest 
haste and ecstasy" throughout the night. 

Since Hawthorne refuses to disclose what goes on in Dim- 
mesdale's mind at this point, we are forced back upon deduc- 
tions based on his actions. Obviously, his truer nature has 
become ascendant. Obviously, too, he has lost his loneliness, 
his cowardice, and his naivete about sin and his relation to it. 
His condition, therefore, has become the exact antithesis of 
what it was a few hours before. If we can guess at the cause 
from these results, repentance has presumably taken place. 
And if this is true, Dimmesdale will spare no effort to per- 
form true penance and hence achieve reunion with the good 
and true. The expectation is, therefore, that, urged on by 
high desire and strengthened by spiritual rather than tem- 
poral resources, he will wrest the initiative from Hester and 
become the activating force in the story. In brief, the desires 
and capabilities of the characters should once more deter- 
mine the form the book must take. From previous readings 
we know that they do. 

IV 
The fourth part of The Scarlet Letter offers an interesting 

variation from the other three parts. Whereas each of these 
gives immediate attention to the character which is to direct 
its action, the fourth part withholds such attention for almost 
two chapters. Indeed, these chapters, "The New England 
Holiday" and "The Procession," might with some justice be 
considered a final section of the third part inasmuch as they 
deal chiefly with the results of Hester's activities as they op- 
erate upon Hester herself. There are other and more cogent 
reasons, however, for considering them as belonging to the 
fourth part of the book and as a kind of introduction for 
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Dimmesdale's final act. The most obvious is that the back- 
ground ties these chapters with Chapter xxiII, in which he 
takes control. Hawthorne is carefully setting the stage for his 
climax. In terms of content there are other elements to be 
considered. Dimmesdale's final action must not appear as 
something opposing Hester's desires but as something evolv- 
ing from them and sublimating them. Hence, it must be made 
clear to the reader that Hester has lost confidence in her 
own scheme and will ultimately be favorably affected by 
Dimmesdale's expiation rather than antagonized by his seem- 
ing disregard for her plans and wishes. Another element is 
the character of his action. Whereas the community, Chil- 
lingworth, and Hester needed days, months, and even years 
to accomplish their purposes, Dimmesdale needs only mo- 
ments. Theirs was a series of actions, each carefully plotted 
and integrated with every other; his is one bold stroke. Their 
actions created complexities; his removes them. Hence, his 
can be encompassed and should be encompassed in a much 
smaller space. But it is equally true that the setting must be 
carefully prepared, or the action will pass before the reader 
is prepared to comprehend its full significance. It seems use- 
ful and understandable, therefore, that Hawthorne should 
devote Chapters xxI and xxii to introductory material, Chap- 
ter xxiii to Dimmesdale's expiatory action, and Chapter xxiv 
to the consequences of that action. 

By contrast with her previous aggressiveness, Hester's mood 
in the market place sinks from one of loneliness to one of al- 
most complete despair. Seldom has she seemed so completely 
isolated. Her frozen calmness, we are told, is due to the fact 
that she is "actually dead, in respect to any claim of sympathy" 
and has "departed out of the world, with which she still seems 
to mingle." The good people of the town sidle away from her 
and strangers openly gawk. Nor has she come any closer to 
Pearl. When Pearl keeps asking about the minister, Hester 
shuts her off with "Be quiet, Pearl! thou understandest not 
these things." Even Dimmesdale she sees moodily as existing 



FORM AND CONTENT 53 

in a sphere remote and "utterly beyond her reach." Indeed, 
she can hardly find it in her heart to forgive him for "being 
able so completely to withdraw himself from their mutual 
world; while she groped darkly, and stretched forth her cold 
hands, and found him not." Finally, the news that Chilling- 
worth is to take passage on the same ship transforms her lone- 
liness into consternation and despair. "Hester's strong, calm, 
steadfastly enduring spirit almost sank, at last, on beholding 
this dark and grim countenance of an inevitable doom, 
which.., .showed itself, with an unrelenting smile, right in 
the midst of their path." 

Once Dimmesdale begins to direct the action, however, 
any effort of either Hester or Chillingworth becomes inci- 
dental. With a fine sense for dramatic contrast, Hawthorne 
has Dimmesdale reach his greatest success as a minister a few 
short minutes before he confesses his crime. Never has he 
been more uplifting and never more spiritually inclined. 
Already we know the Election Sermon as something born of 
new awareness and a sudden stiffening of the spirit. Since the 
world is no longer illusory or his own heart confused, 
Dimmesdale apparently has made his peace with the natural 
order and with himself. But he still feels estranged from God 
and from the community because of his sins of adultery and 
hypocrisy. His confession on the scaffold, therefore, is neces- 
sary as penance for both these sins, and its dual character 
Dimmesdale himself makes clear: 

"God knows; and He is merciful; He hath proved his mercy, most 
of all, in my afflictions. By giving me this burning torture to bear 
upon my breastl By sending yonder dark and terrible old man, 
to keep the torture always at red heat! By bringing me hither, to 
die this death of triumphant ignominy before the peoplel Had 
either of these agonies been wanting, I had been lost forever! 
Praised be his namel His will be done! Farewell!" 

In such a manner does Dimmesdale perform true penance 
and emerge finally at the moment of his death into a true 
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relation with all the elements against which he has sinned. 
It is vain for him to hope for "an everlasting and pure re- 
union," but he has made himself worthy of whatever reunion 
God grants to those who repent. 

It remains only to observe the effects of Dimmesdale's 
action upon the other characters. Pearl, to begin, ceases to 
be simply a force for rectitude. Since her mission is fulfilled, 
she is set free to assume a normal place in the human family. 
Chillingworth, on the other hand, relinquishes whatever slim 
bonds with that family he still possesses. This does not mean 
that he becomes a disassociated being, for though The Scarlet 
Letter is a story of isolation Hawthorne never implies even 
the possibility of complete disassociation. In the end, one is 
either reunited with the good and true or he becomes the 
slave of the Devil. And so Chillingworth, now that there is 
no further material upon which his earthly nature can sus- 
tain itself, passes to whatever realms his evil master desires. 
The people of Boston are bewildered and confused by 
Dimmesdale's action, first as to the cause of the scarlet letter 
on the minister's breast, and then as to the reality of the letter 
itself. In either case, they forget the sin and dwell upon the 
nature and cause and greatness of the minister's expiation. 
Had he lived, they might have revered him only the more. 

There is no immediate effect upon Hester of any profound 
significance. Her first reaction is one of despondency and 

hopelessness. When Dimmesdale asks her whether his solu- 
tion is not better than what they dreamed of in the forest, 
she replies, "I know not! I know not! Better? Yea; so we may 
both die, and little Pearl die with us." Nor does she yet see 
that any true reunion must ultimately rest upon voluntary 
expiation of her own. "Surely, surely, we have ransomed one 
another, with all this woe." But Dimmesdale knows better. 
"Hush, Hester, hush!" said he, with tremulous solemnity. 
"The law we brokel-the sin here so awfully revealed!-let 
these alone be in thy thoughts!" 
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Years pass in a foreign country before Hester comes to that 
full sense of personal responsibility which swells into repent- 
ance and the desire to do voluntary penance. When that hap- 
pens, of her own free will she returns to Boston and resumes 
the scarlet letter. Though even then she does not conceive of 
her adultery as a sin against the community, she has lost her 
resentment and has come to feel that her sin can be fully 
expiated only when it is made known freely in the world, 
particularly in that part of the world which will recognize 
it and profit most from the presence of the repentant sinner. 
"There was a more real life for Hester Prynne here, in New 
England, than in that unknown region where Pearl had 
found a home. Here had been her sin; here, her sorrow; and 
here was yet to be her penitence." And as she still does not 
conceive of her adultery as a sin against God, she does not 

repent in the orthodox Calvinistic fashion. Plainly, she still 
thinks of her guilt in terms of a natural or this-world order. 
Her vision is of a brighter period when the whole relation 
between man and woman will be established "on a surer 
ground of mutual happiness." But her repentant spirit no 
longer allows her to picture herself as the prophetess of the 
new order. Rather, she admits that guilt has incapacitated her 
for such a role and that her penance must be to accept what- 
ever lowly position in the present order she can best fill. In 
such a manner she finally overcomes-insofar as that is pos- 
sible for the repentant sinner-the consequences of her act 
of disorder and wins back a useful and even honorable place 
in the great scheme of things. That Hester is allowed to over- 
come her isolation in her own way is Hawthorne's final act 
of faith in a book in which the integrity of the individual 

viewpoint is scrupulously maintained. That she should be 
able to find some peace in so doing comes as the ultimate 
result of Dimmesdale's confession and represents, therefore, 
the closing act in The Scarlet Letter's fourth and final section. 
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