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Guilt and Sin in The Scarlet Letter
Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in Salem on July 4, 1804 (Roth 76).  He grew up in Salem, Massachusetts, where his ancestors had lived since the seventeenth century (Arp et al. 316).  His mother was Elizabeth Manning Hathorne and his father was Nathaniel Hathorne.    He was the second child and the only son of the Hathornes’ three children (Leone, Hawthorne, 12).  His father had been a sea captain who died of yellow fever when Hawthorne was only four years old (Leone, Hawthorne, 13).  Due to a lack of money, he, his mother and his sisters moved in with his mother’s family, the Mannings, shortly thereafter (Leone, Scarlet, 12).

  In October of 1821, Hawthorne began school at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine; financed by his mother’s brother, Robert Manning (Leone, Scarlet, 13).  He was the first member of his family to attend college (Roth 76).  By the time he graduated college, his mothers and sisters had moved back to Maine in a house near Robert Manning’s in Salem.  Hawthorne moved in with them and spent his time preparing his mind and developing his writing skills (Leone, Hawthorne, 16).

Late in 1838, Hawthorne met Sophia Peabody, daughter of Nathaniel Peabody, a Salem dentist.  By the end of the year, Nathaniel and Sophia were in love and secretly became engaged (Leone, Hawthorne, 19).  On July 19, 1842, he married Sophia (Roth 77).  He died at Plymouth, New Hampshire, on May 19, 1864 and was buried in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord, Massachusetts (Roth 77).

It is frequently noted that Hawthorne’s preoccupation with sin springs from the Puritan-rooted culture in which he lived, and from his awareness of two of his own ancestors who had presided over bloody persecutions during the Salem witch trials (Buckner 5829).  An early ancestor, John Hathorne, had been a judge at the Salem witch trials. Another ancestor, William Hathorne, had been a leader in the persecution of Quakers (Arp et al. 316).  The early Hathorne ancestors were of little significance to Nathaniel (Leone, Hawthorne, 14).  His readings in American colonial history confirmed his basically ambivalent attitude towards the American past, particularly the form that Puritanism took in the New England colonies.  Sin and guilt preoccupied him, as they did his Puritan ancestors (Roth, 76).  Hawthorne was burdened by the misdeeds of his notorious Puritan ancestors and assumed the guilt of what they did (Leone, Scarlet Letter, 11).  When he began to write, Nathaniel added the “w” to his name in an effort to distance himself from his ancestors and the personal guilt he felt concerning seventeenth century Salem (Leone, Scarlet Letter, 12).

The Scarlet Letter was published in Boston on March 16, 1850, and in England soon after (Leone, Hawthorne, 22).  It was one of the several stories in which Hawthorne explored Puritan past in New England (Arp et al. 316).  The Scarlet Letter is a story predominately centered around guilt and sin.  These themes are expressed repeatedly throughout the book.  All of the major characters and events in the novel revolve around guilt.  The characters display the guilt they feel because of the sinful actions they have committed.   The book focuses on how guilt and sin impact individuals.  Through Hester Prynne, Hawthorne portrays sin and how it strengthens her character. On the other hand, Hawthorne shows Reverend Dimmesdale's sin of adultery and how it makes him weak and ill.  And he also illustrates how Chillingsworth, Hester’s husband set on revenge, comes to live only for making Dimmesdale’s life miserable, which becomes Chillingworth’s sin.

Hester Prynne is the main character affected by sin in the Puritan society of the seventeen hundreds.  She is punished for her sin of adultery and is filled with guilt.  Hester is made to publicly acknowledge her sin when she is forced on public display with her infant child, Pearl.  Because Hester is able to declare her guilt openly, she is freed from excessive remorse and her sin serves to enrich and dignify rather than to destroy her.  “Those who had before known her, and had expected to behold her dimmed and obscured by a disastrous cloud were astonished, and even startled, to perceive how her beauty shone out, and made a halo of the misfortune and ignominy in which she was enveloped” (Hawthorne 53).  The Puritan intention of bringing the sinner into submission has the opposite affect upon Hester, who with a pride akin to humility, tenaciously makes a way for herself in the community (Roth 78).
Arthur Dimmesdale, on the other hand, is tormented by his sin and enjoys no peace.  He is a sickly man who takes his sin very seriously.  He spends the seven years since his indiscretion with Mistress Prynne trying to repent (The Scarlet Letter:  Character Profiles 1).  His character and actions are rendered somewhat ambiguous by his sin of adultery and especially by his failure to confess it (Newberry 106).  “More than once, he had cleared his throat, and drawn in the long, deep, and tremulous breath, which, when sent forth again, would come burdened with the black secret of his soul” (Hawthorne 148-149).  But to confess his act and receive the punishment that would satisfy his sense of guilt would be to lose his position in society, which he cannot live without (Baym 68-69).  He lacks the courage to risk his important position in society by admitting his sin publicly but is unable to achieve any inner calm while living with his hypocrisy, which is another sin held over him.  “The only truth that continued to give Mr. Dimmesdale a real existence on this earth was the anguish in his inmost soul, and the undissembled expression of it in his aspect” (Hawthorne 151).

Dimmesdale never doubts that he has sinned against God.  Despite the fact that he secretly wears a scarlet letter, he pretends to be saintly and self-sacrificing and full of Christian charity (Johnson 134).  Publicly he becomes more and more passionate and effective in his moral counsels to his congregation.  His orthodoxy, here as before, is perverted by his own guilt-obsessed mind (Bloom 175). Privately he is torn with self-hatred, and his body wastes away because of the remorse that gnaws at his soul.  “His form grew emaciated; his voice, though still rich and sweet, had a certain melancholy prophecy of decay in it…” (Hawthorne 123-124).  His secret guilt gnaws so deeply inside him that he views himself with scorn as a hypocrite, and is unable to make his peace with his God or to feel at ease with his fellow man (Buckner 5829).  He wears down his body with his penitence and his sin eats away his soul.  This eventually leads to his death.  In the end, he frees himself from his guilt by admitting to everyone his sin (The Scarlet Letter:  Character Profiles 1).

Roger Chillingworth is Hester’s husband.  He appears right when Hester is put on display on the town scaffold to confess her sins.  He is a man with no human warmth or compassion.  His desire for revenge is more for his own humiliation than for any harm done to Hester or Pearl (The Scarlet Letter Character Analysis 2).  Demented by his thoughts of revenge and hate, Hawthorne shows Chillingsworth as a mad man with an evil nature.  He himself commits one of the seven deadly sins with his wrath (Novel Analysis:  The Scarlet Letter:  Theme Analysis 1).  His is seen as the unpardonable sin—unpardonable not because God will not pardon, but because his own nature has become so depraved that he cannot repent or accept forgiveness (Buckner 5829).

Roger Chillingworth is engulfed by his sin.  He has become an avenger, set on ruining the life of Dimmesdale.  Chillingworth has become intimately acquainted with Arthur Dimmesdale both as his parishioner and his doctor, for the minister has been in ill health ever since the physician has come to town (Buckner 5827).  Chillingworth slowly comes to realize that the minister that he is tending is Pearl’s father, and he soon sets himself to destroying the minister’s health rather than restoring it, as he conjures up for the sick man visions of agony, terror, and remorse (Buckner 5827).  “…It grew to be a widely diffused opinion, that the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, like many other personages…was haunted either by Satan himself, or Satan’s emissary, in the guise of old Roger Chillingworth” (Hawthorne 131).  Chillingworth brings about his own dehumanization and makes himself “more wretched than his victim” (Bloom 171).

The scaffold scenes are central to the work and tie together the book’s main themes of guilt and sin.  These scenes are where the main points and crucial moments lie for the characters.  It is at the scaffold that both Hester and Dimmesdale are made to face and confess their sins to the people of the Puritan community. It also serves as the only place Dimmesdale can truly escape from the torments devised by Chillingworth (Roth 78).

The scaffold of the pillory on which Hester stood was situated next to the balcony of the church where all the dignitaries of the colony sat to watch her humiliation.  The ministers of the town call on her to name the man who with she was equally guilty, and the most eloquent of those who exhorts her is the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, her pastor.  Still Hester refuses to name the father of her child, and she is led back to the prison after her period of public shame has ended (Buckner 5826-5827).

In the first scaffold scene, Hester is put on display with her infant before the entire Puritan community and her guilt is made public.  The people of the community have come to witness the public punishment of Hester Prynne, who has committed the sin of adultery. The scaffold is used only to discipline criminals who have severely violated Puritan law. It represents sin itself.

As Hester stands with her daughter, the product of her and her lover’s sin, her pride fades as she comes to realize and accept her shame.  It is here that she realizes her husband, who now goes by the name Roger Chillingworth, is still alive.  “When he found the eyes of Hester Prynne fastened on his own, and saw that she appeared to recognize him, he slowly and calmly raised his finger, made a gesture with it in the air, and laid it on his lips” (Hawthorne 61).

Too weak to commit himself, Dimmesdale pleads with Hester to name her lover.  She does not do so, nor does she admit that Chillingworth, the doctor who pursues Dimmesdale, is her husband.  Three solitary people, then, are inexorably bound together by the results of sin but are unable to communicate with one another (Roth 78).  Seeing his wife on the scaffold brings great shame to Chillingworth.  He also asks Hester to name the father of her child.  This marks the onset of his quest to discover Hester’s lover. When she refuses to tell him, he states that he will remain in Boston to practice medicine, swearing at the same time that he will devote the rest of his life to discovering the identity of the man who has dishonored him (Buckner 5828).

The second of three crucial scaffold scenes appears exactly in the middle of the novel, occurring seven years after the first of the three scaffold scenes.  Here, Dimmesdale climbs the scaffold alone in the middle of the night and calls for Hester and Pearl to join him.  Here, the three stand together as Dimmesdale acknowledges himself as Pearl’s father and Hester’s partner in sin (Buckner 5827).  On the scaffold, Dimmesdale actually delights in the possibility that he may be discovered, even while, as the narrator comments, his behavior is a mockery (Bayn 77).  He makes a desperate attempt here to reach out and confess to passersby, but cannot.

The third and final scaffold scene occurs at the end of the novel.  After his sermon on Election Day, Dimmesdale climbs the scaffold with Hester and Pearl at his side for the second time and finally publicly confesses his sin.  Almost fainting, but with a voice terrible and majestic, the minister admits his guilt to the watching people (Buckner 5828).  “While Hester stood in the magic circle of ignominy, where the cunning cruelty of her sentence seemed to have fixed her forever, the admirable preacher was looking down from the sacred pulpit upon an audience whose very inmost spirits had yielded to his control.  The sainted minister in the church!  The woman of the scarlet letter in the market-place!  What imagination would have been irreverent enough to surmise that the same scorching stigma was on them both!” (Hawthorne 259)  “Then, down he sank upon the scaffold!”  (Hawthorne, 268)  Dimmesdale dies upon the scaffold while holding Hester’s hand, unable to make up for the years of shame he has forced upon them both (The Scarlet Letter Character Analysis 1).

Unfortunately, the consequence of the sin of adultery that Hester and Dimmesdale committed is eternal shame and guilt. But unlike Dimmesdale, Hester is able to accept and live with her sins.  Hester, whose guilt is openly known, grows through her suffering into an extraordinarily compassionate and understanding woman, a complete person who is able to come to terms with life—including sin (Buckner 5830).  Dimmesdale, who yearns for the relief of confession, but hides his guilt to uphold his role as a pastor, is devoured internally.  His well-being diminishes and eventually he dies for no apparent cause other than continual emotional distress (Buckner 5830).

Although Chillingworth eventually takes partial responsibility for Hester’s sin, admitting that as a scholarly recluse he should not have taken a young wife, he inevitably causes his own spiritual death.  He becomes the lowest in the hierarchy of sinners, for while Hester and Dimmesdale have at least joined in passion, Chillingworth is isolated in pride (Roth 78). When Dimmesdale dies, Chillingworth dies as well; with no victim to torture he is simply not alive.  His physical ugliness, combined with his ugly nature, renders him the personification of evil in Hawthorne’s eyes (The Scarlet Letter Character Analysis 3).

Both Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s lives are ruined as a result of their sinfulness. Since their wrongdoing is committed in the strict, moralistic Puritan society, their suffering is made even greater.  Hawthorne’s novel illustrates how one sin can escalate to encompass one’s self so that the true humans behind the sin are lost (Novel Guide:  The Scarlet Letter:  Theme Analysis 2).

