The Scarlet Letter
Discussion Questions for Paideia

1. Reminders

a. Listen; You Don’t Need To Speak

b. Use People’s Names

c. Respect the Conversation

d. You Don’t Need To Raise Your Hands

e. Refer to the Text

f. I’ll Keep Track of Comments / Rubric

g. Be prepared. This means reading the "text" closely, taking notes, and forming questions. Outline each section and have the outline in front of you.

h. Be courteous. There will be no put-downs and no sarcasm.

i. Allow the speaker enough time to begin and finish his/her thoughts. (Do not be afraid of silence---this usually means thinking is occurring.)

j. Bring others into the discussion and ask others to elaborate on their responses.

2. Everyone has a copy of Scarlet Letter, as well as this handout, the critical interpretations and your own reader’s journal entries.
3. Set a Personal Goal for the Seminar

4. Please read the handout on critical interpretations of The Scarlet Letter.
a. Read Text Closely and Annotate

b. Read Out Loud Once in Group

5. Opening Questions
a. Which critical interpretation best summarizes the novel according to your own understanding and investigation?  Why? Keep your responses to one or two sentences.
6. Core Questions
a. According to Hawthorne, Dimmesdale and Chillingworth might become close in the afterlife.  Why and how?  Do you think that this attitude Hawthorne holds towards love and hate might be part of his theme?  Explain.

b. How does the tombstone on Hester's grave tie into the rest of the symbolism in the book?

c. Although the book is about adultery, the word does not occur in the book.  Why?  What do you consider to be the major sins of each of the main characters?  Find passages in the book to support your ideas.  Which of the sins committed do you think is the worst; which does Hawthorne think is the worst; explain.

d. Discuss the novel as a romance.

e. Discuss all the different symbolic interpretations of the scarlet A.  How does Hawthorne make this the central focus of the novel?

f. Discuss the allegory of Pearl.  How might she be characterized?  What is her purpose in the novel?  Please specifically explain what happens to her on the scaffold at the end of the novel in terms of her symbolic stance throughout the course of the novel.

g. Discuss the symbolism of colors in the novel, specifically light, dark, and red.

h. Discuss Hawthorne's criticism of Puritan life, pointing to specific passages, ironies or antithesis’s that he uses.

i. Discuss the novel in terms of its biblical imagery.

7. Closing Questions

a. Have your understating of the novel matured or significantly changed through this discussion?
b. What else did you learn during the course of the discussion?

8. Debriefing

a. Did you meet your personal goal during the seminar? / What will you work on next time?

b. Was there anything about the seminar that bothered you?

c. What could we do to improve the seminar?

d. What will you remember about the seminar?
Critical Interpretations of The Scarlet Letter

1. "It is certainly true, in terms of the plot, that Chillingworth drives the minister toward confession and penance, while Hester would have lured him to evasion and flight (see pages 194 and 195).  But this means, for all of Hawthorne's equivocations, that the eternal feminine does not draw us on toward grace, rather that the woman promises only madness and damnation . . . [Hester] is the female temptress of Puritan mythology, but also, though sullied, the secular Madonna of sentimental Protestantism" (Fielder, Leslie, "Love and Death in the American Novel" p. 236.)
2. In this predominantly masculine enterprise [writing], the role of women has always been anomalous. The notorious ineptitude of the heroine in Western films serves as a constant reminder that in a world of movement in space, a woman was simply an encumbrance. Her alternatives were to remain behind in the ancestral covered wagon and the squatter's hut. Without density and ... flamboyant marksmanship of Hurricane in the dime novels. Before The Scarlet Letter no American writer understood the values of time, tragedy, or womanhood well enough to create a woman in fiction.  (Roy R Male. Hawthorne's Tragic Vision, New York: W.W. Norton & Co. Inc., 1957, pp. 4-5.)
3. "The Scarlet Letter had not done its office." (The Scarlet Letter, Page 163)
4. Why has our author selected such a theme? Why, amid all the suggestive incidents of life in a wilderness; of a retreat from civilization to which, in every individual case, a thousand circumstances must have concurred to reconcile human nature with estrangement from home and country; or amid the historical connections of our history with Jesuit adventure, savage invasion, regicide outlawry, and French aggression, should the taste of Mr. Hawthorne have preferred as the proper material for romance, the nauseous amour of a Puritan pastor, with a frail creature of his charge, whose mind is represented as far more debauched than her body? Is it, in short, because a running underside of filth has become as requisite to a romance, as death in the fifth act to a tragedy? Is the French era actually begun in our literature? And is the flesh, as well as the world and the devil, to be henceforth dished up in fashionable novels, and discussed at parties, by spinsters and their beaux, with as unconcealed a relish as they give to the vanilla in their ice cream? We would be slow to believe it, and we hope our author would not willingly have it so, yet we honestly believe that "the Scarlet Letter" has already done not a little to degrade our literature, and to encourage social licentiousness: it has started other pens on like enterprises, and has loosed the restraint of many tongues, that have made it an apology for "the evil communications which corrupt good manners." We are painfully tempted to believe that it is a book made for the market, and that the market has made it merchantable, as they do game, by letting everybody understand that the commodity is in high condition, and smells strongly of incipient putrefaction.
…But in Hawthorne's tale, the lady's frailty is philosophized into a natural and necessary result of the Scriptural law of marriage, which, by holding her irrevocably to her vows, as plighted to a dried up old book worm, in her silly girlhood, is viewed as making her heart an easy victim to the adulterer. The sin of her seducer too, seems to be considered as lying not so much in the deed itself, as in his long concealment of it, and, in fact, the whole moral of the tale is given in the words--"Be true--be true," as if sincerity in sin were virtue, and as if "Be clean--be clean," were not the more fitting conclusion. "The untrue man" is, in short, the hang-dog of the narrative, and the unclean one is made a very interesting sort of a person, and as the two qualities are united in the hero, their composition creates the interest of his character. Shelley himself never imagined a more dissolute conversation than that in which the polluted minister comforts himself with the thought, that the revenge of the injured husband is worse than his own sin in instigating it. "Thou and I never did so, Hester"--he suggests and she responds--"never, never! What we did had a consecration of its own, we felt it so--we said so to each other!" This is a little too much--it carries the Bay-theory a little too far for our stomach! "Hush, Hester!" is the sickish rejoinder; and fie, Mr. Hawthorne! is the weakest token of our disgust that we can utter. The poor bemired hero and heroine of the story should not have been seen wallowing in their filth, at such a rate as this.  (Review of The Scarlet Letter, by Rev. Arthur Cleveland Coxe, From "The Writings of Hawthorne," Church Review, January, 1851, no. 3, pp. 489-511.)
5. To understand Hawthorne's opposition to Transcendentalism, it is important to detail exactly what he found unembraceable about this school of thought. Fundamentally, Transcendentalists hold that the human soul is a "microcosm... of the world of God... containing within itself the laws and meaning of existence... the indwelling of divinity" (Hart, James D., ed. The Oxford Companion to Literature. 5th ed. New York: Oxford University Press, 1983. 570). Being greatly akin to Eastern religion, this philosophy speaks of God not as an entity, but rather as a spiritual force which runs through everything and everyone. The spirit emanates not from a single deity but instead surges throughout Nature. Thus, the individual becomes imbued with "divine potentialities." Each individual accesses the spiritual force by making contact with the truth, beauty, and goodness embodied in Nature, the spiritual context for experience, through one's innate capacity for reason. Reason functions as the conduit to the force. Each individual possesses reason, and is thereby capable of transcending to the higher plane of understanding. Transcendentalists consider intuition to be the ultimate form of reason. They feel that one's "gut understanding/instinct" is the ultimate truth because this intuition and impulse is considered the divine authority. Using this individual potential each person must seek out their own way to "God." The importance of individualism is clearly evident. Transcendentalism depends on a complete adherence to the self and individual experience … Overall, Transcendentalism was a highly optimistic principle, believing that the recognition of the truth that the divine is everywhere could provide the basis for self-propelled humans -- and hence, social-perfectibility. Transcendentalists were strong believers in the potential for positive change. In short, if Transcendentalists even acknowledge the existence of evil, they certainly do not see it as an insurmountable obstacle to perfection. Given the extreme optimism and hope of this group, it is even appropriate to go so far as to say that they deny the possibility of evil, for they believe so strongly in the individual's capacity to rectify all wrongs. Henry James described this aspect of Transcendental thought as the "shadowless light" (James, Henry. Hawthorne. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1967) which shown over their world. It was this glaring propensity for the possibility of perfection which Hawthorne was utterly unable to adopt. As James proceeds to say, "Hawthorne was more at ease in his darkness" (James, Henry. Hawthorne. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1967).
Hawthorne certainly embraced the theory of John Calvin which is central to Puritanism. As Henry James proposed, "Hawthorne found the necessary darkness... in his Puritan heritage... and [would] capitalize on the darkness latent in America's Puritan history and heritage" (James, Henry. Hawthorne. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1967).

The foundation of Calvin's doctrine is "In Adam's fall, we sinned all," the concept of Original Sin. Inherently, man is evil. Or, as Agnes Donohue suggests, "Mankind continues to sin necessarily" (Donohue, Agnes McNeill. Hawthorne -- Calvin's Ironic Stepchild. Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1985; partly rapt. John Calvin, "Institutes of the Christian Religion"). This evil is at the very core of man - inextricable, undeniable. And what of the rare instances in which individuals seem to be morally virtuous and well intentioned? To this question Calvin answered, "...if some men occasionally make a show of goodness, their mind is ever interwoven with hypocrisy and deceit, their soul inwardly bound with the fetter of wickedness" (Donohue, Agnes McNeill. Hawthorne -- Calvin's Ironic Stepchild. Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1985; partly rapt. John Calvin, "Institutes of the Christian Religion").  Consequently, the heart of each individual becomes what Hawthorne called a "foul cavern." Calvin's perception of "total depravity" makes improvement and ultimate perfection, the goal of the Transcendentalists, or scourging and the formation of a "New Eden," the goal of the Puritans, impossible. For the Transcendentalists refuse to acknowledge the obvious existence and preeminence of evil, while the Puritans must live in "an overbearing, threatening world where the responsibility for moral order remains with individuals who are themselves seriously flawed" (Donohue, Agnes McNeill. Hawthorne -- Calvin's Ironic Stepchild. Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1985; partly rapt. John Calvin, "Institutes of the Christian Religion"). The only option is that to which Hawthorne resorted, acknowledge the evil and confront it directly. The effect of this unhalting approach towards the all-pervasive sin is the creation of a devastatingly "brutal, barbarous", dooming underview of man's moral nature" (Donohue, Agnes McNeill.  Hawthorne -- Calvin's Ironic Stepchild. Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1985; partly rapt. John Calvin, "Institutes of the Christian Religion").  (From O'Toole, Heather, “The Blackness of Men's Souls: Why Nathaniel Hawthorne could not Embrace Transcendentalism”, Bridgewater College, http://www.bridgewater.edu/philo/philo96/otoole.html, accessed October 7, 2002)
6. Pearl, however, is the true creation of the book: every touch upon her portrait is a touch of genius, and her very conception is an inspiration. Yet the average mind would have found her an encumbrance. Every pretext would have been improved to send her out of the room, as it were, and to restrict her utterances, when she must appear, to monosyllables or sentimental commonplaces. Not only is she free from repression of this kind, but she avouches herself the most vivid and active figure in the story. Instead of keeping pathetically in the background, as a guiltless unfortunate whose life was blighted before it began, this strange little being, with laughing defiance of precedent and propriety, takes the reins in her own childish hands, and dominates every one with whom she comes in contact. This is an idea which it was left to Hawthorne to originate: ancient nor modern fiction supplies a parallel to Pearl. "In giving her existence, a great law had been broken. . . . The mother's impassioned state had been the medium through which were transmitted to the unborn infant the rays of its moral life. . . . Above all, the warfare of Hester's spirit, at that epoch, was perpetuated in Pearl." The mother "felt like one who has evoked a spirit, but, by some irregularity in the process of conjuration, has failed to win the master-word that should control this new and incomprehensible intelligence." Pearl instinctively comprehends her position as a born outcast from the world of christened infants, and requites their scorn and contumely with the bitterest hatred, -- a passion of enmity which she had "inherited by inalienable right, out of Hester's heart." In her childish plays, her ever-creative spirit communicated itself, with a wild energy and fertility of invention, to a thousand unlikeliest objects; but -- and here again the mother felt in her own heart the cause -- Pearl "never created a friend; she seemed always to be sowing broadcast the dragon's teeth, whence sprang a harvest of armed enemies, against whom she rushed to battle." And this strange genesis of hers, placing her in a sphere of her own, gave also a phantom-like quality to the impression she produced on Hester: just as a unique event, especially an unpremeditated crime, seems unreal and dream-like in the retrospect. Yet Pearl was, all the while, the most unrelentingly real fact of her mother's ruined life.

Standing as the incarnation, instead of the victim, of a sin, Pearl affords a unique opportunity for throwing light upon the inner nature of the sin itself. In availing himself of it, Hawthorne touches ground which, perhaps, he would not have ventured on, had he not first safeguarded himself against exaggeration and impiety by making his analysis accord (so to speak) with the definition of a child's personality. Pearl, as we are frequently reminded, is the scarlet letter made alive, capable of being loved, and so endowed with a manifold power of retribution for sin. The principle of her being is the freedom of a broken law; she is developed, "a lovely and immortal flower, out of the rank luxuriance of a guilty passion," yet, herself, as irresponsible and independent as if distinctions of right and wrong did not exist to her. Like nature and animals, she is anterior to moral law; but, unlike them, she is human, too. She exhibits an unfailing vigor and vivacity of spirits joined to a precocious and almost preternatural intelligence, especially with reference to her mother's shameful badge. To this her interest constantly reverts, and always with a "peculiar smile and odd expression of the eyes," they almost suggesting acquaintance on her part with "the secret spell of her existence." The wayward, mirthful mockery with which the small creature always approaches this hateful theme, as if she deemed it a species of ghastly jest, is a terribly significant touch, and would almost warrant a confirmation of the mother's fear that she had brought a fiend into the world. Yet, physically, Pearl is "worthy to have been left in Eden, to be the plaything of the angels," and her aspect -- as must needs be the case with a child who symbolized a sin that finds its way into all regions of human society -- "was imbued with the spell of infinite variety: in this one child there were many children, comprehending the full scope between the wild-flower prettiness of a peasant baby and the pomp, in little, of an infant princess." The plan of her nature, though possibly possessing an order of its own, was incompatible with the scheme of the rest of the universe; in other words, the child could never, apparently, come into harmony with her surroundings, unless the ruling destiny of the world should, from divine, become diabolic. "I have no Heavenly Father!" she exclaims, touching the scarlet letter on her mother's bosom with her small forefinger: and how, indeed, could the result of an evil deed be good? There is "fire in her and throughout her," as befits "the unpremeditated offshoot of a passionate moment," and it is a fire that seems to have in it at least as much of an infernal as of a heavenly ardor; and in her grim little philosophy, the scarlet emblem is the heritage of the maturity of all her sex. "Will it not come of its own accord, when I am a woman grown?" And yet she is a guiltless child, with all a child's freshness and spontaneity.

This contrast, or, perhaps it is more correct to say, mingling, of the opposite poles of being, sin and innocence, in Pearl's nature is an extraordinary achievement; enabling us, as it does, to recognize the intrinsic ugliness of sin. Pearl is like a beautiful but poisonous flower, rejoicing in its poison, and receiving it as the vital element of life. But the beauty makes the ugliness only the more impressive, because we feel it to be a magical or phantasmal beauty, enticing like the apples of Sodom, but full of bitterness within. It is the beauty which sin wears to the eyes of the tempted, -- a beauty, therefore, which has no real existence, but is attributed by the insanity of lust. Now, if Pearl were a woman, this strong external charm of hers would perplex the reader, in much the same way that the allurements of sin bewilder its votaries. The difficulty is to distinguish between what is really and permanently good and what only appears so while the spell lasts. Pearl being a child, however, no such uncertainty can occur. She has not, as yet, what can in strictness be termed a character; she is without experience, and therefore devoid of either good or evil principles; she possesses a nature, and nothing more. The affection which she excites, consequently, is immediately perceived to be due neither to her beauty not to her intellectual acuteness; still less to the evil effluence which exhales from these, and is characteristic of them. These things all stand on one side; and the innocent, irresponsible infant soul stands on the other. Each defines and emphasizes the other: so that so far from one being led to confuse them, so far from being in danger of loving evil because we love Pearl, we love her just in proportion to our abhorrence of the evil which empoisons her manifestations. The same discrimination could not be so sharply made (if, indeed, it could be made at all) in the case of a Pearl who, under unchanged conditions, had attained maturity. For her character would then be formed, and the evil which came to her by inheritance would so have tinged and moulded her natural traits that we should inevitably draw in the poison and the perfume at a single breath, -- ascribe to evil the charm which derives from good, and pollute good with the lurid hues of evil. The history of the race abundantly demonstrates that a chief cause of moral perversity and false principle has been our assumption of absolute proprietorship in either the good or the evil of our actions. Pearl, still in the instinctive stage of development, shows us the way out of this labyrinth. As the pure sunlight vivifies noxious as well as beneficent forms of existence, so the evil proclivities of the child's nature are energized, though not constituted, by the divine source of her being.  (Hawthorne, Julian. The Scarlet Letter, by Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Atlantic Online, http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/classrev/scarlet.htm, accessed October 7, 2002)
