
AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONTRARY ON THE SCARLET LETTER

The Scarlet Letter was the first, and the tendency of criticism is to pronounce it the . and self-knowledge of the
characters can supplement the author's analysis. . This contrast, or, perhaps it is more correct to say, mingling, of the
opposite.

Rappaccini's Daughter, Young Goodman Brown, Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure, and The Artist of the
Beautiful, on the one side, are the promise which is fulfilled in The Scarlet Letter and the House of The Seven
Gables, on the other; though we should hardly have understood the promise had not the fulfillment explained
it. The force, reserve, and dignity of his demeanor win our respect at the outset, and the touches of quiet
pathos in his first interview with Hester prepare us to feel a more cordial sentiment. Hester, then, the social
outcast, finds no invitation to repentance in the law that crushes her. Finally, the author points toward many of
the images that are significant to an understanding of the novel. Hawthorne, in both cases, inclines to the
brighter alternative. God, as a direct consequence of the sin which man had thus punished, had given her a
lovely child, whose place was on that same dishonored bosom, to connect her parent forever with the race and
descent of mortals, and to be finally a blessed soul in heaven. But between that and other kinds of robbery
there is this difference, â€” that he who is robbed wishes not to recover what is lost, but to punish the robber.
For the controlling purpose of the story, underlying all other purposes, is to exhibit the various ways in which
guilt is punished in this world, â€” whether by society, by the guilty persons themselves, or by interested
individuals who take the law into their own hands. This would seem an unconventional and rather
venturesome proceeding; for the average mind, in modern English fiction, finds itself under moral obligations
to use every precaution, lest the reader fall into some mistake as to the legitimate objects of favor and of
reprobation. Except for that small expenditure in the decoration of her infant, Hester bestowed all her
superfluous means in charity, on wretches less miserable than herself, and who not unfrequently insulted the
hand that fed them. Like nature and animals, she is anterior to moral law; but, unlike them, she is human, too.
This accomplice is unknown; that is, society has not found him out. But her status as a single working mother,
completely responsible for the well-being of her daughter but also free to raise Pearl however she likes, makes
Hester a model of female self-reliance. 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. He simply penetrates to
the heart of each, and discloses the secrets hidden there, â€” secrets whose general and permanent vastly
outweighs their personal and particular significance. She was patientâ€”a true martyr. It is the beauty which
sin wears to the eyes of the tempted, â€” a beauty, therefore, which has no real existence, but is attributed by
the insanity of lust. The rosebush, its beauty a striking contrast to all that surrounds it â€” as later the
beautifully embroidered scarlet A will be â€” is held out in part as an invitation to find "some sweet moral
blossom" in the ensuing, tragic tale and in part as an image that "the deep heart of nature" perhaps God may
look more kindly on the errant Hester and her child the roses among the weeds than do her Puritan neighbors.
Amidst such surroundings, then, the figure of a woman stands, with the scarlet letter on her bosom. But to
acknowledge our sins before men is, in very truth, to acknowledge them before God; for the appeal is made to
the human conscience, and the human conscience is the miraculous presence of God in human nature, and
from such acknowledgment absolution is not remote. To Hester Prynne it might have been a mode of
expressing, and therefore soothing, the passion of her life.


