criticism of the scarlet letter

The Scarlet Letter, Nathaniel Hawthorne's enduring masterpiece, has captivated and confounded readers
for generations. This novel, set in Puritan New England, explores themes of sin, guilt, hypocrisy, and
redemption through the story of Hester Prynne, an adulterous woman forced to wear a scarlet "A" as a
public mark of shame. While widely celebrated as a cornerstone of American literature, The Scarlet Letter
has also been the subject of significant literary criticism and debate. This article delves into the multifaceted
criticisms of The Scarlet Letter, examining its historical context, its portrayal of Puritan society, the
character development, its symbolism, and its lasting impact. We will explore the nuances of how this
iconic work has been interpreted and challenged over time, providing a comprehensive overview of the
critical discourse surrounding Hawthorne's seminal novel, a work that continues to provoke thought and

discussion regarding morality, societal judgment, and individual resilience.
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Introduction to Criticism of The Scarlet Letter

Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter stands as a monumental achievement in American literature, yet
its enduring power also stems from the continuous stream of critical analysis it has inspired. From its initial
publication, the novel has been dissected, debated, and reinterpreted, revealing layers of complexity that
continue to engage scholars and readers alike. The criticisms of The Scarlet Letter often revolve around its
unflinching portrayal of Puritan society, the moral ambiguity of its characters, and the profound symbolism
woven throughout its narrative. Understanding these criticisms is crucial to appreciating the novel's depth
and its impact on subsequent literary traditions. This exploration will illuminate the diverse critical lenses
through which The Scarlet Letter has been viewed, from its historical reception to contemporary feminist
and psychological readings, providing a comprehensive understanding of the ongoing dialogue surrounding

this classic work.

Historical and Social Context of Criticism

The reception and subsequent criticism of The Scarlet Letter are inextricably linked to the historical and
social milieu in which it was written and first encountered. Published in 1850, the novel emerged during a
period of significant social and intellectual ferment in the United States, including the rise of
Transcendentalism, the abolitionist movement, and burgeoning women's rights activism. Early critics often
grappled with Hawthorne's unflinching gaze into the darker aspects of American Puritanism, a historical

era that still held a complex and often romanticized place in the national consciousness.

Some early reviewers were scandalized by the novel's frank treatment of adultery and its perceived
indictment of a foundational period in American history. The moral seriousness and psychological depth,
while appreciated by some, were also seen as potentially damaging to the idealized image of the early
settlers. The Puritanical fear of emotion and the emphasis on societal order were depicted with a critical

eye, which was not always welcomed. Critics debated whether Hawthorne was sufficiently reverent



towards the Puritan past or if he was overly indulgent in exploring the "seamy underbelly” of their
society. This historical context is essential for understanding the initial waves of criticism, which often

reflected the prevailing social anxieties and moral sensibilities of the mid-19th century.

Criticism of Puritan Society Depiction

One of the most persistent areas of criticism leveled against The Scarlet Letter concerns its depiction of
Puritan society. Hawthorne portrays the Puritans of Boston as a rigid, judgmental, and hypocritical
community, governed by strict laws and an even stricter interpretation of religious doctrine. While this
portrayal serves the novel's thematic concerns about sin and societal condemnation, critics have questioned

its historical accuracy and fairness.

Some historians and literary scholars argue that Hawthorne may have exaggerated the severity and
uniformity of Puritan life for dramatic effect. They suggest that while Puritan society was undoubtedly
strict, it was also more diverse and complex than the monolithic entity presented in the novel. Criticisms
point to the potential for Hawthorne's romantic sensibilities to color his portrayal, leading to a somewhat

caricatured depiction of the colonists as solely driven by repression and intolerance.

Furthermore, the novel's focus on the hypocrisy of the Puritan leadership, particularly Reverend
Dimmesdale, has been a source of debate. While the hypocrisy is central to the narrative's exploration of
concealed sin, some critics have argued that it overshadows any positive aspects or genuine spiritual
striving that may have existed within the community. The criticism here is not necessarily that the
portrayal is entirely false, but that it might be unbalanced, prioritizing the negative to serve the novel's
dramatic and thematic purposes. The relentless focus on societal judgment, while a powerful engine for the
plot, has led to discussions about whether Hawthorne presents a nuanced enough view of the Puritans, or if

his critique verges on anachronistic condemnation.

Character Analysis and Criticisms

The characters in The Scarlet Letter are complex and often morally ambiguous, providing fertile ground
for critical analysis. Hawthorne's deliberate creation of flawed protagonists has led to extensive discussion
and differing interpretations regarding their motivations, development, and the very nature of their

struggles.

Hester Prynne: Strength vs. Passivity

Hester Prynne, the novel's protagonist, is often lauded for her strength, resilience, and defiance in the face
of societal ostracization. Forced to wear the scarlet "A" for adultery, she endures public shame with
remarkable fortitude, eventually transforming the symbol of her sin into a mark of her independent spirit
and compassion. Many critics see her as a proto-feminist icon, a woman who carves out a space for herself

and her daughter outside the rigid confines of Puritan law.



However, some criticisms challenge this uniformly positive interpretation. Some scholars argue that Hester,
despite her outward strength, remains ultimately passive in her acceptance of her punishment and her
inability to openly defy the societal structures that condemn her. Her eventual return to Boston, despite
her freedom, is seen by some as a sign of her continued subjugation to societal norms, even if internalized.
The criticism here centers on whether her strength is truly revolutionary or merely a sophisticated form
of accommodation within a system she cannot escape. Furthermore, questions arise about her moral agency

in the initial act of adultery, although the novel deliberately leaves this somewhat ambiguous.

Arthur Dimmesdale: Hypocrisy and Weakness

Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, the hidden father of Hester's child, is perhaps the most critically debated
character. His internal struggle with guilt, his self-flagellation, and his public hypocrisy are central to the
novel's exploration of concealed sin. Critics largely agree that Dimmesdale embodies the destructive

consequences of denying one's truth and succumbing to societal and religious pressures.

However, the nature and extent of his weakness are subjects of ongoing discussion. Some critics find his
suffering and eventual confession deeply moving and a powerful indictment of the Puritan system's
capacity to crush the human spirit. Others view him as pitiably weak, almost contemptible, for his inability
to take responsibility for his actions sooner and his continued perpetuation of a lie. The criticism often
focuses on whether his suffering is a form of penance or a manifestation of his profound cowardice. His
intellectual and spiritual prowess, contrasted with his moral frailty, makes him a complex and often

frustrating figure to analyze.

Roger Chillingworth: The Embodiment of Vengeance

Roger Chillingworth, Hester's wronged husband, is presented as the vengeful antagonist. His
transformation from a scholarly man into a fiendish tormentor of Dimmesdale is a key narrative arc. Critics

generally agree that Chillingworth represents the corrosive and dehumanizing nature of vengeance.

The criticism of Chillingworth often centers on whether his character is sufficiently developed or if he
risks becoming a one-dimensional symbol of evil. Some scholars argue that his motivations, while clear, are
perhaps too purely focused on revenge, lacking the nuanced internal conflict seen in Dimmesdale or
Hester. However, others find his relentless pursuit of retribution and his intellectual manipulation to be
chillingly effective, serving as a potent representation of a darker, more calculating form of sin than

Hester's public transgression.

Pearl: The Symbol of Unconventionality

Pearl, Hester's daughter, is often seen as the living embodiment of the scarlet letter and the sin from which
she sprang. She is wild, intuitive, and untamed by Puritan society. Critics generally agree that Pearl serves

as a crucial symbolic character, representing freedom, natural law, and the consequences of hidden sin.



However, some criticisms question Pearl's development as a fully realized character. Is she merely a
symbol, or does she possess her own agency and inner life? Some analyses suggest that her "elfish" nature,
while captivating, can be interpreted as a reflection of her mother's societal isolation and lack of
conventional upbringing. Other interpretations focus on her role as a catalyst for truth, often exposing the
hypocrisy of the adults around her. The criticism often probes whether her character is too much of a

narrative device and not enough of a complex individual.

Symbolism and Thematic Critiques

The Scarlet Letter is renowned for its rich and layered symbolism, which has been both celebrated and
critiqued. Hawthorne masterfully employs various symbols to convey the novel's central themes of sin,
guilt, and redemption, but the interpretation and effectiveness of these symbols have been subjects of

critical debate.

The Scarlet Letter "A": Meaning and Interpretation

The scarlet letter "A" itself is the novel's most prominent symbol, initially representing "Adultery."
However, as the narrative progresses, its meaning evolves, with some members of the community coming
to interpret it as "Able" due to Hester's charitable acts and strength. This semantic shift is a cornerstone of

the novel's thematic development.

Criticisms of the "A" often revolve around the perceived ambiguity of its transformation. While many see
this as a testament to Hester's character growth and societal re-evaluation, some critics argue that the shift is
not entirely convincing or that the public's interpretation is overly simplistic. The debate extends to
whether the symbol truly liberates Hester or if she remains forever bound by its original meaning.
Furthermore, some literary analyses suggest that the "A" serves as a subtle yet powerful critique of
language itself, and how societal definitions can be manipulated or reinterpreted, but also how they can

rigidly confine individuals.

The Forest vs. The Town: Symbolic Dichotomies

The novel frequently contrasts the repressive, judgmental world of Puritan Boston (the town) with the
freedom and natural law of the surrounding forest. The forest is where Hester and Dimmesdale can

momentarily escape societal constraints and reveal their true feelings.

Criticisms in this area often question the absolutism of this dichotomy. While the forest offers a space for
transgression and temporary liberation, it is not entirely free of Puritanical influence, as seen in Hester and
Dimmesdale's anxieties. Some critics argue that Hawthorne’s portrayal of the forest as a purely liberating
space might be too idealized, overlooking the potential dangers and superstitions associated with the
wilderness itself in Puritan thought. The criticism can also extend to the idea that even in this supposed

freedom, their actions are still dictated by the very sin that forced them to seek refuge, suggesting that



escape is never truly complete.

The Rosebush: Hope Amidst Despair

The rosebush growing outside the prison door, described as bearing "dark red blossoms," is presented as a
symbol of nature's compassion and a potential source of hope for Hester and her fellow prisoners. It offers a

stark contrast to the somber prison and the severity of Puritan justice.

Critical interpretations of the rosebush often focus on whether it truly offers solace or merely represents a
fleeting moment of beauty that cannot overcome the harsh realities of the Puritan world. Some analyses
suggest that its very placement beside the prison door, a place of condemnation, indicates that beauty and
hope are inextricably linked to sin and suffering in this narrative. The criticism can be that while it
provides a visual counterpoint, its symbolic weight might be more to highlight the contrast rather than to

offer genuine redemption or escape from the overarching societal condemnation.

Literary Style and Narrative Voice Criticism

Hawthorne's distinctive literary style and narrative voice have also been subjects of critical examination.
His prose is often characterized by its formal, somewhat archaic language, its intricate sentence structures,
and its omniscient narrator who frequently interjects commentary and probes the psychological depths of

the characters.

While many critics praise Hawthorne's evocative prose and his ability to create a powerful atmosphere,
some find his style to be overly ornate or even ponderous, potentially hindering accessibility for modern
readers. The narrator's frequent philosophical digressions and moralizing pronouncements have been seen
by some as an imposition of the author's own views, rather than allowing the reader to arrive at their own
conclusions. This perceived authorial intrusion has been a point of contention, with some critics arguing
that it detracts from the immersive quality of the narrative. Conversely, other critics defend the narrator's
voice as essential to the novel's intellectual and thematic richness, providing the necessary historical and

psychological context for understanding the characters' dilemmas.

Feminist Critiques of The Scarlet Letter

The Scarlet Letter has been a focal point for feminist literary criticism, given its portrayal of a female
protagonist in a patriarchal society. Hester Prynne's resilience and eventual self-possession have led many

feminist critics to view her as a powerful, if complex, figure of female empowerment.

However, feminist critiques also raise important questions and points of contention. Some scholars argue
that despite Hester's strength, she remains ultimately constrained by the patriarchal structures of her time.
Her adultery, while a transgression, is still framed within the context of a man's transgression
(Dimmesdale's). Furthermore, the novel's ending, where Hester chooses to return to the community that

condemned her, is seen by some as a sign that true liberation remains elusive. The criticism often centers



on whether Hawthorne, as a male author writing in the 19th century, could truly offer a radical feminist
perspective, or if his portrayal, however sympathetic, ultimately reinforces certain societal expectations for

women.

The character of Pearl also receives attention from feminist critics. Her uninhibited nature and sharp
intellect are often celebrated as a positive force. Yet, her upbringing outside conventional female roles leads
some to question whether her "otherness” is a desirable model for female identity or a product of her
mother's marginalization. The criticism often probes the extent to which Hester's strength is a personal
triumph versus an adaptation to an unforgiving environment. The novel's exploration of female desire and

its societal consequences continues to be a rich vein for feminist analysis.

Psychological Interpretations and Criticisms

From a psychological perspective, The Scarlet Letter offers a profound exploration of guilt, repression, and
the human psyche. The internal torments of Dimmesdale, in particular, have been extensively analyzed

through various psychological lenses, including Freudian and Jungian theory.

Critics often focus on Dimmesdale's self-punishment as a manifestation of deep-seated guilt and a desperate
attempt to reconcile his public persona with his private sin. His psychosomatic illness is seen as a physical
embodiment of his internal suffering. The criticism here often delves into the destructive power of the id's

desires when repressed by the superego and societal norms.

Hester's psychological resilience, her ability to internalize her punishment and transform it into a source of
strength, is also a significant area of study. Her journey can be interpreted as a form of individuation, where
she embraces her marginalized status and finds personal meaning outside societal validation. Critics might
analyze her ability to maintain her emotional integrity despite external pressures as a testament to a robust

psychological defense system.

Chillingworth's descent into obsession and vengeance is often viewed as a cautionary tale about the
psychological toll of hatred and the corrosive nature of revenge. His transformation can be seen as a

perversion of intellect and purpose, driven by a singular, destructive drive that ultimately consumes him.

Reception and Evolving Critical Perspectives

The critical reception of The Scarlet Letter has evolved significantly since its publication. Initially, it met
with a mixed response. Some hailed it as a brilliant literary achievement, while others were disturbed by

its subject matter and its perceived attack on American heritage.

Over time, particularly in the 20th century, critical perspectives shifted. The rise of new critical
approaches, including formalist, psychological, and feminist readings, brought renewed attention to the
novel's intricacies. Formalist critics focused on Hawthorne's masterful use of symbolism, narrative structure,
and language. Psychological critics delved into the complex inner lives of the characters, while feminist

critics re-examined Hester's role and her place in a patriarchal society.

Contemporary criticism continues to engage with The Scarlet Letter, often exploring its relevance to



modern issues of social justice, individual identity, and the power of narrative. Debates persist regarding the
ultimate meaning of the scarlet "A," the nature of redemption, and the novel's enduring critique of
hypocrisy and intolerance. The ongoing reinterpretation of The Scarlet Letter is a testament to its enduring
power and its ability to speak to new generations of readers and scholars, solidifying its status as a seminal

work in American literature, consistently generating new insights and critical dialogues.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of The Scarlet Letter Criticism

The critical discourse surrounding The Scarlet Letter is as rich and multifaceted as the novel itself. From
initial controversies over its depiction of Puritan society to ongoing debates about its feminist undertones
and psychological complexities, the criticisms have not diminished the novel's stature but rather amplified
its enduring significance. The various interpretations of Hester's strength, Dimmesdale's hypocrisy, and the
potent symbolism of the scarlet "A" demonstrate the novel's capacity to provoke thought and inspire
diverse analytical approaches. The Scarlet Letter continues to be a vital text for understanding American
identity, the nature of sin and redemption, and the persistent struggle between individual conscience and
societal judgment. The ongoing critical engagement with Hawthorne's masterpiece ensures its place not

only as a classic of American literature but as a perennial subject of intellectual inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most common criticism leveled against Hester Prynne in
"The Scarlet Letter'?

The most common criticism, particularly from a historical and moral standpoint of the Puritan society
depicted, is that Hester is an adulteress and a sinner, representing a moral transgression that disrupts the

community's divinely ordained order.

How has the interpretation of Hester Prynne's scarlet letter 'A’ evolved

over time, leading to criticism of earlier readings?

Early interpretations often viewed the 'A’ solely as a symbol of 'Adultery. However, later critical lenses,
influenced by feminist and psychological readings, highlight its potential to represent 'Able’ or even

'Angel,’ suggesting a more complex and potentially virtuous interpretation that critics initially overlooked.

What are some criticisms regarding Nathaniel Hawthorne's portrayal of
Puritan society in "The Scarlet Letter"?

Critics often point to the novel's potential for romanticizing or sensationalizing the Puritan era, suggesting

that Hawthorne might have created a somewhat caricatured version of their strictness for dramatic effect.



Some also argue the portrayal is overly harsh and doesn't acknowledge the nuances of their beliefs or daily

lives.

How is Arthur Dimmesdale's character criticized in 'The Scarlet Letter'?

Dimmesdale is widely criticized for his cowardice and hypocrisy. His failure to publicly confess his sin, his
self-flagellation, and his manipulation of public perception are seen as profound moral failings, making him

a figure of pity and condemnation.

What are some criticisms of Roger Chillingworth's character and

motivations?

Chillingworth is often criticized for his obsessive revenge and his descent into pure malice. His
transformation from a wronged husband to a fiendish tormentor, driven by an insatiable desire to destroy

Dimmesdale, is seen as a critique of the corrupting nature of vengeance.

How has the novel's depiction of Pearl been subject to criticism?

Pearl is sometimes criticized for her wildness and perceived lack of conventional behavior, reflecting
societal expectations of childhood. However, many modern critics view her as a symbol of natural freedom

and rebellion against the repressive Puritan environment, re-framing her 'otherness' as strength.

What are some criticisms regarding the novel's thematic treatment of sin

and redemption?

Some critics argue that the novel's exploration of sin and redemption can be seen as ambiguous or even
contradictory. The nature of 'redemption’ for Hester and Dimmesdale is debated, with some questioning

whether true absolution is achieved or if societal judgment remains a pervasive force.

In what ways has "The Scarlet Letter' been criticized for its handling of

gender roles and the female experience?

‘While often praised for its proto-feminist undertones in Hester's resilience, the novel has also been
criticized for its portrayal of women within the confines of a patriarchal society. Some critics argue that

Hester's agency is still largely defined by her transgression and her relationship to the men in her life.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to criticism of The Scarlet Letter, with short descriptions:

1. _The Scarlet Letter: A Critical Edition_



This edition provides a scholarly overview of Nathaniel Hawthorne's novel, delving into its historical
context and literary significance. It includes essays from various critics who analyze its themes of sin,
redemption, and societal judgment. Readers will find in-depth examinations of Hawthorne's prose and

character development, making it an essential resource for understanding the novel's complexities.

2. _Hawthorne and the Critics: A Reappraisal

This book offers a fresh perspective on Hawthorne's body of work, with a significant portion dedicated to
The Scarlet Letter. It revisits earlier critical interpretations and presents new arguments challenging
established readings. The essays explore how the novel has been understood and reinterpreted across

different literary eras, highlighting evolving societal values.

3. _Beyond the Letter: New Readings of Hawthorne's America_

This collection of essays moves beyond traditional interpretations of The Scarlet Letter to explore its
broader cultural and political implications. Critics examine how the novel resonates with contemporary
issues of gender, race, and power. The book aims to illuminate the enduring relevance of Hester Prynne's

story in understanding American identity and its inherent contradictions.

4. _The Unfinished Letter: Reconsidering Hawthorne's Ambiguities_

This volume focuses on the unresolved tensions and ambiguities within The Scarlet Letter. It argues that
the novel's enduring power lies in its refusal to offer simple answers about sin, guilt, and forgiveness.
Through close readings, the authors explore how these ambiguities have fueled ongoing critical debate and

continue to provoke new interpretations.

5. _Hester Prynne's Legacy: Feminism and The Scarlet Letter_

This book specifically examines The Scarlet Letter through a feminist lens, analyzing the portrayal of
Hester Prynne and her defiance of Puritanical society. It assesses the novel's impact on feminist literary
criticism and its representation of female agency and oppression. The essays discuss how Hester has been

viewed as both a victim and a powerful symbol of female resilience.

6. _American Sin and Redemption: Critical Essays on Hawthorne's Masterpiece_

This collection provides a comprehensive look at the themes of sin and redemption as explored in The
Scarlet Letter. It gathers diverse critical perspectives, including psychological, theological, and historical
analyses. The essays grapple with the novel's moral complexities and its exploration of human fallibility

within a strict religious framework.

7. _The Scarlet Letter: Historical Context and Critical Interpretation_

This critical study situates The Scarlet Letter within its specific historical and cultural milieu of 17th-
century Puritan New England. It meticulously analyzes how historical realities, such as religious beliefs
and legal practices, shaped the novel's narrative and its reception. The book offers a balanced approach,
integrating historical research with literary analysis to understand the novel's enduring critique of societal

norms.

8. _Rethinking the Letter: Contemporary Approaches to Hawthorne_



This contemporary collection of essays offers innovative critical approaches to The Scarlet Letter, utilizing
post-structuralist, deconstructionist, and other modern theoretical frameworks. The contributors challenge
established readings and uncover new layers of meaning within the text. The book demonstrates the

ongoing vitality of The Scarlet Letter as a subject for cutting-edge literary scholarship.

9. _The Shadow of the Letter: Critiquing Puritanism in American Literature_

This book examines how The Scarlet Letter serves as a foundational text for critiquing the legacy of
Puritanism in American literature and culture. It explores how Hawthorne's novel exposed the hypocrisy
and repression inherent in Puritan society. The essays discuss the lasting influence of this critique on

subsequent American literary works that address themes of conformity and rebellion.
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