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ARSTRACT

The Scarlet telfer  has always baffled critics and the
reading public in general for the pervsistent elusiveness of its
meaning. The probings of a thousand different interpreters have
not vyvet exhausted its semantic possibilities. This dissertation
is an attewpt to account Ffor the underlying causes of this
semantic complexity. It tries to show that meaning in Hawthorne s
taxt is basically produced by the unrasolved tension between two
contradictory discursive trends, namely allegory and symbolism.

Allegory idis a teaditional rhetorical device that raduces all

reality to clearly ordeved, one~sided concepts of lanouage. It
thus tends to concentrate its wmeaning ian a single clear
statement . The sywmbol, as a notion charactevized by the modern

awareness of the complexity and many—-sidedness of reality, tends

to _fragment its meaning into a plurality of disparate concepts.

 In this dissevtation, Fhe Scarlet Leolfer is viewsd as  consisting

basically of an oscillation between these two con?licfing
approaches to reality. The intrvoductory chaplers present a
contrastive study of allegory and symbol which draws heavily on
the thegorestical writings of §. 1. Coleridge and 5. K. Langsar.
This _ study is followed by a detailed analysis of Hawthorne's
novel in which its most recurvent imagess are observed fivrst in
_their allegorical and then in  their symbolic context. The
conclusion attempts to examine the two conflicting aspects of the
novel together in order to determine how their tensional
Juxtaposition affects the veader’'s apprehension of the text as a

whole.



RESUMO

The Scarleft Letfer sempre causou perplexidade aons criticos e
a0 piablico ledor em geval pelo cardater fugidio de seu significa-
do. Fmwbora o romance tenha sido dissecado por  dimlmevos intér-
pretes, permanscem ingsgotadas as suas possibilidades sesminticas.
Este trabalho tem como objetivo descrever as causag subjacentes a
esta complexidade semdntica. Tenta mostrar que o sentido no texto
de _ Hawthorne € produzido basicamente pela tensBo nio resolvida
entre duas forgas discursivas contvaditdrias - alegoria‘e simbo-
lismo. A alegoria €& um dispositivo retdrico tradicional que reduz
toda a realidade a nogBes clavamente ordenadas e unilaterais. Ela
tendeg, assim, a concentrar o seu sentido num dnico ¢ claro enun-
ciado. 0 simbolo, enquanto conceito caractervizado pela moderna
conscidncia do carater complexo € multiface da realidade, tende a
Fragmentar 0 seu significado numa pluralidade de nogles dispares.
Este trabalho tenta descrever Ths Scarlst Leffer como consistindo
basicamente numa oscilagio entre estes dois modos conflitantes de
cabordar  a realidade. Comega ele com um estudo contrastivo da
alegoria e do simbolo que toma como base obrag tedrvicas de 8. T.
Coleridge e §. K. Langer. A egste gstudo segue-se uma andlise
detalhada do rémance de Hawthorng em Jug as imagens mais
fFreqlifentes do texto. s8o observadas primeiro em seu contexto
alegdvico €, em seguida, no simbdlico. A conclusfo tenta examinar
conjuntamente vs dois aspectos do romance para determlnac como a
justaposicio conflitante de alegoria e simbolismo afeta a maneiva

como o leitor apreende o texto como um todo.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Hawbhornse and RIs orifics

Critices of The Scarlet Lelfsr have usually ﬁeafch@d for &
maaniag in  the novel. The presgnt study aims al something
different: it attempts to investigate rhetorical strategies which
arg. in Ffact preconditions for the production of meaning. The
choice of a rhetovical rather than of a semantic approach needs
justification. Let wme begin to explain the reasons for this
choice by considering a few examples of meaning~0riented analyses
of Hawthorne s novel.

Iarrel Abel, in an article titled ‘“Hawthorne's Hester,"
interprets The Scarlef Lgfiger as a Lalvinistic atlack on a woman
who has committed adultery. Abel argues that though Hester
represeats  the Romantic individualist who sesks Fregedom From
social.festraints, Hawthorne does not adopt her position but uses
her merely to demonstrate the inadequacy of the Romantic approach
Lo li'ﬂl-‘e.i In his view, the author even expresses sympathy and
compassion For Hestec, who was "more a vicltim of ciccumstances
than a wilful wfongdoer," but he Finally condemns her for an  act
that was unmistakably avil.8

Ernest Sandeen rveads Thy Scarlel Ltelfer differently. He
begins by complaining that too many critics thave interpreted
Hawthorne's novel "as a story of sins and sinners." He supoests

instead that "the angle of attention Lshould bl shiflted so  that



the novel [will beld seen as a love story, that is as a fragedy of
the grand passion rather than as a tale of sinful passion."' The
shitTt of attention that Sandeen suggests herve is of course From
the narcvator’'s perspective to that of the hevroine of the story
herselsd, who never really believes in the sinfulness of her love
affair with Dimmesdale. Unlike her lover, Hester has no  sevious
commitment to the social and religious institutions which
wstigmatize the union betwsen the two; she dis  instead solely
committed to passion. As for tHe narvator’'s moral condemnation of
her, Sandsen intecprets this as ‘"Mawthorne's ironic mwck-
moralizing."4 Jarrel Abel expliciély attacks critics holding
such a Romantic view of JThe Srarigt Lebtlgr. He argues that those
who take Hester’'s perspective as the central one in the story
“ignore or even decry the larger tendency of the book, which
subordinates her and exposes hsr moral inadaquacy."c

A _ third critic, Frederic Carpenter, subscribes to nedither
the traditional Puritan view nor the Romantic one, but rather to
Aa. Transcendental view which tries to mediate betiween the two.
Like the Romantics, he places the focal point of the novel on
Hester rather than on society. Like the traditionalists, he also
takes morality into account. According to Carpenter, Hester did
g0 beyond the rigid laws of society in order to fulfTill a dream
of love, but her "love was neither blindly passionats  nov
purposeless. " Instead of merely escaping traditional morality,
Hestar aimed to found a higher and more libseal morality than the
traditional one guided by the Transcendental ideal of love. In
this way, she "transcended both romance and tradition."6 When

viewed as Transcendental, of course, Hester was not perfect. For



Carpenter she committed a “sin'" in that she tried to protect her
lover by ‘“deceiviing himl concerning the identity of her
husband. " By doing so, she was not wholly faithful to the ideal

_tvuth  that  she envissioned.7 Carpenter points out that Hester's
Transcendentalism  was prege;ted objectively (i.e. dramatically)
in the action but that it was denied subjectively by the
narvator, who limited himseld to traditional movality. The critic
‘regards these moralistic intrusions as a flaw in the novel.

o, These are examples of critics taking three clearly distinct
and mutually exclusive positions. I§f we were to expand our list
50 as to make it include a more significant part of the huge body

cof criticism on The Scarlef Lefter, we would cerctainly Ffind all
sorts of positions ranging from those widely distant from the
above, to those differing from one ov other of these by only a

-slight degree. In all cases, critics woulﬁ affirm the specific
meanings that they found as the wost adequate to explain the
hovel as a whole.

e oD awareness that so many critics have said so  many
different and sometines completely irveconcilable things about

L The Brarieft Letisr should make it embarvassing for us to force

. one wmove meaning into the novel. Insistence on such a reductive
procedure would clearly result futile, especially if we consider
that the diversity of c¢ritical positions wmay bg a sign of
richness and complexity in the novel s meaning. Fach critic, of
courss, being committed to the exgrcise of interpretation, wmusti
implicitly deny this complexity and reduce it to his own partial

view.



I+ searching for a meaning leads to no conclusive results
but .solely to entanglement in an endless dispute, it segems
therefore more sensible to tuwn owr attention to the more
fundamental problem of finding what rhetorical strategies
employed in Fhe Scarlel Leffer have engendeved its meaning. It is
to be hoped that with this shift of the focus from a supposed
message that the novel is intended to give to the very geassis of
a meganing that the war of critics itseld sugyests as problematic,
we will somehow be able to save the present study Ffrom being

just another partial, reductive interpretation.

The rhetorical approach: symbol and allegory

I will assume that meaning in T&e Scarleft Lgfter is
basically produced by two conflicting rhetorical devices, namely
allegory and symbolism. For the distinction betwegen these I will
depend on a theoretical tradition which dates back to the early
Romantic period. The Rowmantics Found it necessary to draw a
clear opposition between symbol and allegory in order to exclude
from the realm of poetry a literary mode that they saw as closely
associated with the traditional, Enlightened culture of the
eighteenth century against which they were Fighting. The
Enlightenment was a period in which the human mind was strongly
influenced. by the scientific obsession for the clear
understanding and communication of things. Thia obsession
obviously 1lsd man to blindly attach himself to the static and
clearly ordered notions of language (the unavoidable instrument

of understanding and communication) as though he werg in contact



with an absolute reality. The Romantic revolutionaries violently
rejected a  eeality that could aot be final because abstracted
from the vich innev life of the individual. To the empty, static,
liteless world of the eighteanth century, they opposed a new
reality of intuitive perception that was, as the German Romantic
fugust Schleygsl once stated, "in an eternal process of  bgcowming,

T an  incessant creation. Allegory needed to be cast out because
of its allegiance to the traditional, static view of the world as
determined by the limitations of a linear and discursive
language. Only the symbol, the Romantics thought, would be able
to express their revolutionary visions.

In the context of English Romanticism, 8. T. Coleridge gave

the ‘most significant contribution to the distinction between
allegary and symbol. His distinction was based on  that bslwsen

fancy and imagination, the two faculties that inspired each mode.

COF . these  Faculties, fancy was the lowsr one begcause it was
“gonfent .to deal with static and clear-cut images in such a way
as, to perfectly rvespect the pre-existing moulds of abstract
_language. Fancy was the aggregative Jfaculty: it merely put
together  "fixities and definites” without modifying their
Toriginal nature.io This mode of operation will perhaps be clearer
it we consider an actual poem inspired by fancy. It is Coleridge
himseld who gives this example, taken from Shakespeare’'s "Venus
cand Adonis™:

Full gently now she takes him by the hand,
A lily prisongd in a gnol of snow,

Or ivory in an alabaster band: i1
So white a friend gngivtes so white a foe.



It is easy to see that these metaphors refer to two kinds of
whiteness, and the elements lily/snow and ivory/alabaster neither

modify nov  are moditied by the original absitvractions, but are

mevely added to  them. Fach element here preserves its  own
original identity. Culeridge vegarded allegory as an

unsatisfactory device because it limited itseld o veproducing
the empty, static images of fancy. "Allegory,'" he says, "“is but a
translation of abstract notions into a picture-language, which is
dtseld nothing but an abstraction from objscls of the senses.“ia
By translating abstract notions into equally abstract images,
allegory merely ornamented pre~gxisting categories of languags
without re—creating them. For Coleridege, true poetry vequired the
other, higher faculty to be brought into action. Unlike fancy,
the  imagination did not conform to the limited, linear ovder of
language because it gnvisioned, at a primary stage, a living and
_complex . whole that could hardly be conceived of through this
medium. At a secondary stage, already within the realm of
language, it had to disperse the clearly ordered elements that it
found in order to blend them into a vivid unity that would be
Cdidentical with the original vi&;ion.13 Coleridge called this
faculty ‘Tesemplastic,” meaning that it "shaped” a multitude of
discovdant elements into one."i4 Another af his own examples
should render the esemplastic character of the dimagination
Clearer. The following lines are again from "Venus and Adonis':

Look! how a bright star shooteth from the ?gy
S0 glides he in the night from Venus  sye!

CThis complex metaphor is rich in meanings that are presented in a



single whole. As Colerigge himself comugnty,

How many images and feelings arve here brought
together without effort and without discord, in the
beauty of Adonis, the rapidity of hie +flight, the
yearning, yet hopeglegssness of the enamoursed gazer,
and aighadowy ideal character is thrown over the
whole .

Contrarvy to what bhappens in a metaphor produced by Fancy, where
each conmpongnt is kept within its own boundarigs, here "gach
element ... interacts with each other: each affects and is
17 .
C.atfected by the othey,™ s0 that the meaning that the metaphor
conveys resides in the whole complex of imaginative relations and
therefare can never be translated into abstract words. This kind
of metaphor corresponds to Colervidge’s concept of symbol, which
does not merely reproduce and embellish commonplace reality but
rather moulds a new and concrete reality that dis undetachable
From the specific symbolic form.
~ The Romantic interest in the symbol as a means of  conveying

ca _ricvher reality ‘than was expressible through ordinary language

.has vreached the twentieth century with unabated vigor. OFf the

. _.many modern theorists dealing with the problem, 8. K. Langer is

particularly intevesting to us since sheg explains in great detail
the nature of the reality of sensations which the symbol aims at,
and how this differs from the more limited world of rational
language. According to Langer, what characterizes a form of
intuitive perception is that it presents itseld as a siwmultansous
whole to the individual, who cannot divide what he rveceives into
discrete parts but can only perceive dinternal elements in

relation to the total picture.18 These simultangous Forms of  the



imagination, which Langer calls pregsentational forms, are beyond
the grasp of the forms of language - discursive forms — Derause
these are charactevized by a temporal ordering of élements that
misses the richness of information characteristic of the
imaginative orvdering. Besides, the elements of discursive Forms
(words) are discrete and rvefer to Fixed concepts that are
obviously distant from living objects of individual experience.
It is the function of the symbol to capture the Ffurms of the
imagination which eécapa ordinary language. Though the symbol
diteeldt is made up of words that are originally discrete and
temporal, Langer belisves that it manages, through appropriate
poetic artifices, to melt word boundaries so that the poem as a
whole will be impressed at once on the reader,. as a living
presgntation.

Based on Coleridge and Langey, we can define the differvence
 between allegory and symbol in terms of the acceptance of the
traditional, discursive order of reality in the case of the
former, and the rejection of this order and attempt at an
alternative version of reality that explodes the usual +Fixed
categories of language in ovrder to effect an immediate
presentation in the case of the lattef. Allegory can be defined
as a system of ong-to-one correspondences in which gach image of
a sequence is made to conform neatly, as ornament, to an abstract
concept that remains unchanged by and so can always be considered
independently Ffrom the image. The neat corrvespondence between
sign and meaning that characterizes allegory is an obvious. mark
of the naive tvaditional certainty in the representation of

reality. In the case of the symbol, in turn, since the static



notions of language are not accepted as ultimate but are seen
instead as a brutal veduction of an ever-changing rgality, the
image is associated with conflicting, irveconcilable notions in
an attempt to detfy the temporal ordevr of language and Fuse
disparate elements into a new and living whole. In the symbol the
reader. can never rest passively with a segcure message deliversd
by the text; he is forced instead to participate actively and
Cdmaginatively in  the making of symbolic meaning. For hegre the
representation of reality has really become a problem.

Criftics discussing allegory and syuhol in The Scarlet Letter

Among the critics who are interested in the rhetorical level
of The Seserlst fetfter, some beliesve that the novel is
allegorical, others that it is symbolic, and still others that it
is both.

. A critic who follows the allegorical'trend is Richard Chase,
who devotes part of a chapter of The American Nowvel and Its
Tradifion to interpreting some of the images found in the novel.
. Lhase’s argument, however, does not assume an extreme position.
He reproaches the notorious critic Yvor Winters for labelling the

. novel Ypure allegory" and claims that the novel is basically an
allegory but a complex one, a view that is suggested by the very
labored way with which he assigns meanings to the "allegorical”
Jimages of the story.ei He even defines Hester as ‘“various" and
“problematic,“Ea which seems vather to deny her allegorical

status,



A view opposite to Chase’'s is presented by Charles
Feidelson, Jv., in Symbolism and Amgrican Literature. Feidelson
acknowledges the inclination in Hawthorne towards allegory but he
spes The Scarleft Letfsr as "a special case among Hawthorne's
works" for  ite decidedly symbolistic charactmr.ea The entire
book, Feidelson believes, consistes in "a kind of exposition of
the nature of symbolic perception." He views Thy Scarlst leafltsr
as not imposing fixed meanings on events and objects but rather
as  letting these constantly accumulate meaning through the
contribution of different interpretive viewpoints. The novel thus
becomes For him a simulation of that very act of contemplating
objects of reality which gengrates "persistent meaning."84

F. 0. HMatthiessen, in Amgrican Renaisszxnce, places the novel
closer to Chaseg than to Feidelson bult makes concessions to  the

,latter too. He believes that Hawthovrne, at his most typical, is
an allegorist rather than a symbolist, and affirms that “even in
The  Scarlet Letter, the abstract, the idea, is often of greater
interest than its concrete expression‘"es Matthiessen, on the

other _hand, praises whatever imaginative symbolism can be found
in the novel. He refers, for instance, to a symbolic device used
by Hawthorne - multiple choice -~ by which the author presents the
ambiguity inherent in all physical events. After giving some
examples of this fertile device, he goes on to the move barrven
side of Hawthorneg, which is his familiar tendency to impose rigid

.and mechanical delimitations on material that ‘"would otherwise

have fresr symbolical ranga.“aé

Another c¢ritic, Galriel Josipovici, makes a point ot

10



emphasvsizing the doubls tenden&y towards allegory and symbol that
had already been noted by Matthisssen. According to him,
Hawthorne gives in  to the human need to make sense of nature,
i.e. "o turn nature into allegory, " but at the same time he is
unhappy about allegory due to his awareness that the allegorical
verbalization destroys naturve, which is always idrvveducible Lo
“human and meaningful discourse." In order to satisfy this
ambivalent attitude, Hawthorne both attempts to present nature in
its inscrutable silence, and forces it to speak rationally.a7 His
book  thus moves between two polar tendencies: presentation and

. . . 28
representation, being and saying, symbol and allegory.

MHypotbthesis, objectives, and procedurs

When these critical views are thus added togsther, they
_strongly suggest the presence of both allegory and symbolism in
The Scarlet Letfesr. As previously said, this is also the

hypothesis of the present study. To explain it in more detail: my
assumption here is that the novel expresses two contradictory
tendencies on the part of the author. The dominant tendency is
allegorical and consists in Hawthorne 's forcing the action of the
novel to systematically reflect the rigid Puritén notions and
valuegs that were so influential on his life. The novel, From
this point of view, can be clearly and unequivocally understood
as the story of an adulterous woman who suffers the consequances
of her misdeed. This is obviously the more traditional and
limited side of the novel, an aspect thalt is related to the

rational bias that compelled Hawthorne to search for clarity and

11



security in his representation of reality. This allegovical
tendency, however, is here and there counteracted by a hostile
tvend — symbolism - which confuses the clear truth of allegory as
it opens the action of the novel to other meanings than the vigid
Furitan one.  The symbolic corresponds to the modern side of
Hawthorne, the side that perceives a more complex truth than that
rendeved by allegory and expresses l1tseld obscurely, ambiguously
~ through dissipation of meganings. When taken in its complexity,
Hawthorne's texf becomes o conflict between these two tendencies;
it presents diteself, din other words, as an allegory that
constantly deconstructs itseld as it is infected by symbolism.

... The preéent study, then, aims to investigate The Scarlet
Lelter  as  an unresolved tension between allegorical aveas of
concentration of truth and symbolic argas of dispersion of truth.
The Tormer are those secfions of the novel in which Hawthorne is
Lcertain of what his images stand for. Truth here is onw: Hester
is a sinner; the A that she wears, by extension, stands for
"adullery'; Dimmesdale dis even more sinful for concealing bhis
dark truth from the community; Pearl is the evil product of their
union; Chillingworth is the devil who tries to win Dimmesdale;
Land the Tforest is the gloomy abode of Satan and his sinful
offspring. In the symbolic areas, on the other hand, Hawthorne
loses Faith in tradition as he is invaded by the wvision of a
richer truth which he can only gxpress by dispersing meanings.
Truth herve is plural: Hester is not only a sinnev but also — and
contradictorily enough ~ purg and sacrad; the 4 is not wmerely
"adultery'" but also “atfection,"™ "able," "angel'; Fearl ceases to

hbe an “emblem of sin' and becomzs vather a natural child beyond

i



good and gvil; and the Forest now contains not only the darkness
of hell but also the 1light of heaven. (Chillingworth and
Dimmesdale are not given much smphasis in the symbolic arveas
since they are more clearly allegorical.)

This practical  dnvestigation will be preceded by a
 theoretical study of allegory and symbol in which the concepts
briefly exposed hece will be expanded. I will focus basically on
Coleridge s and Langer’'s dichotomies (i.e. fancy/imagination,
- allegory/symbol, discursive/pregsentational Fforms) in ovrder to
reach a more precise definition of allegory and symbol than is
available in Coleridge’'s sometimes vaguse and gconomical
statements. The practical part immediately following this will
consist of two chapters offering separate treatmegnt to the
allegovical and the symbolic aspects of Fhe Scarlef Letler. For
my division of the novel into these two polar sides, I will take
its most recurring images, namely the fouy main characters, the
letter A, and the forest, and see how Hawthorng oscillates in
. dealing with these images, treating them sometimes univocally as
..allegorical imﬁges and sometimes plurivecally as symbols. The
concluding chaptey will attempt to see how this oscillation

affects the novel as a whole.
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CHAPTER I1

ALLEGORY AND SYMROL

In ¢trying to distianguish esymiol from allegory it will be
usetul to go back to the origin of this opposition in the
Romantic peviod. a&n alternative procedure would be to just lesave
the past behind and limit ourselves to a mmdern\ view of the
problem. But in the modern ags the same teasion of Forces that

_generated the allegory-symbol dichotomy in the late eighteenth
century is still active. In other words, in our ovwn tiwe ngither
has  the Enlightened ideal of the rational progress of man  been
given up, aor has the Romanlic dimagination cgased to vebgl
againat it. In this way, whensever the twentieth-centuwry literary
critic or theorist arguegs for the superiority of the symbol in
Irelation to allegory, he is in fact defending a position that is
ultimately Romantic. In returning to the ovigin of the debate,
therefore, we are likely to gain more than mere chronological
_information.

The cultural movement that the Romantics tried to defeat had
hega in preparation since the seventeenth cantury and was the
leading force in the next. Its fundamental aim was to improve the
human condition through the development of scisnce and its wore
visible derivative -  technology. The Enlightenment thus

represented a shift from the spiritual and religious concerns of
_previous ages -~ notably of the Middle Ages - to a thorough
materialism. It now no longer laid any hope in a supgrnatural

salvation {for humanity but urgéd man instead to effect his own



redemption by using his rational powers to conguer the natural
world that was all arvound him waiting for his control.

A necessary step towards achieving this dominion over the
Cexternal world was to impose a rigid contvol uwupon the use of
languagys . As used in cerfain contexts (such as in posms and the
spontaneous conversations of rustic people), language displayed a
natural tendency to be lively, metaphorical, and ambiguous. Since
the Enlightenment was solely concevned with the facts of the
outside world that could be clgarly observed and shaved by
everyane, it was important to protect language from the constant
threat of ambiguity and Fix it as a clegar and secure instrument
for | the description and ordering of thess facts. Only by using
words in this restricted way would it be possible for man to know
and thus to cvontvrol his world.

The new movenent reacted against this obsession for facts
and their clear representation, which sesmed to dominate all
sphevres of  life in that period. Though the factual world was
indesd attractive and obvious snough to lgad most pgople to  Fix
cit as a final rveality, the Romantics preached resistance to such
a temptation. Instead of naively trusting in so-called “bave
facﬁﬁ," as the Enlightenment did, they realized that facts were
~not bare but were a product of the very scientific mentality of
_the age that was committed to the building up of a clear and
secure picture of the world.

It is easy to see that the Romantic position has shifted the
focus  of ianterest From external objects to modes of  thought.
Indeed, if the central concevn of the eighteenth century was to

know the world clearly and securely, it is svident that the mind



of the age was confined to the kind of thinking that ouvcurs
within rational, discursive language, the only instrument that
can afford clear and secure knowledye. The Enlighteament, of
couwrse, insisted on the existence of an external and independent
world of which language was mecely "descviptive." Yet such =a
world,  being divided up into cleav—cut JFacts, wasg itseld a
product of the discursive medium that dominated the Enlightened
mind and made it see everything in éccordance with its own FTixed
and clearly defingd categories. Such a dominion was in fact so
thorough that the individual did not even notice its agency. He
accepted the world as static as though this were the natural
thing to do; he could not consciously rveflect on what he was
really deoing.

The Romantic revolution was an attempt to liberate the
gighteenth~century mind Ffrom its slavery to discursive thinking.
Its, aim was to ve—-awaken the human mind to a different mode of
thinking that reached beyond the Fixity and clarvity of discursive
S language and envisioned the world as living, dynamic, and in
constant creation. Its task in other words was to open the wmind
to the world of intuitive pevception -~ or imagination. But of
course the Romantics had before them a dead and static world that
would offer the greatest resistance to change. Such a world was
clearly and +Fivmly established and would repraess  any Fforeign
intrusions. It would do its best to block the fluid world of the
imagination, which was much wsakey bgrause not backed up by
clarity. So thig imaginative world requirved constant struggle in

order to be seen.
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It is the tension between a Tixed and lifeless veality that
everybody took for granted dug to the overwhelming aulhovrity of
discursive thinking on the one hand, and the new vision of a
vicher but elusive veality of imagination on the other that
accounts for the Romantic dinterest in  the symbol as an
alternative to allsgovy. Allepgory was a traditional, widely
accepted rhetorical device in the Enlightened Age. As a chiefly
didactic strategy, it segrved to propagate fixed notions that were
commonly shaved by eighteenth~century society. It did this Jjoab
by”pfoviding notions with explanatory or decorative pictucres lhat
would help people to hold the original abstyvactions more Ffirmly
in their minds. At a time however when thers was an dincreasing
awareness that there were alrveady too many notions around and
that it was these notions (as discursive elemeats) that vrendeved
the world dead, the didacticism of allegory would no longer do.
It was now necessary to resort to an alternative device that
would undevmine vather than perpetuate the discursive order in
which the age lived. It was necessary to Ffind sowe sort of
expression to an imagination that had hitherto been condemned to

silence by discursive supremacy.

Farly approaches to the nature of the imagination and its
literary expression — Lthe symbol - were made in Bermany by F. W.
von 8Bchelling and J. W. von Goethe even before the Romantic
movement was officially inaugurated. It was in England, however,
and already in the early nineteenth century, that the problem

Found its most vigorous Fformulation with 8. T. Coleridge.
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Contrary to what was habitual in the eighteenth centuwry,
Colevridge did not accept the view of the world as external to and
independent from man, as something that was alveady there waiting
to be discovered and conguered. He knew that the world was always
a function of the mind that conceived it. It was therefore on the
mind of his time that he focused hié critical attention. In his
writings, Colevidge wvehemently attacks the limitation of
ewighteenth—century mind to the mode of thinking that he calls
"understanding” and that corrvesponds to what I have referred
above as "discursive thinking." He regards the understaanding as
essentially empty and false since it does not afford any direct
cwontact with the living reality of man but only with images
already abstracted, already generalized, from perception. “In no
ingstance," he writes, "do we understand a thing in ditseld; but
only - the name to which it is re#erred.“i He sees the whole
society of his age as imprisoned in “the hollowness af
._abstractions."a
_ ... But in characterizing the abstract world of the
understanding so negatively, Coleridge is not simply condsmning
the mere wse of the understanding. He would not dare to do so
 wsince abstract, discursive thinking is an dingscapable human
Ffeature. It is the Imprisgnmsant in the understanding, the
attachment to the world of words as an end in itself, that he
actually abhors. It such an attachment on the one hand +Fills
one’s whole life with clear and distinct knowledge - and this is
comforting enough ~, on the other it effaces what there is of

nost vivid and profound in the individual. When letft to ruls  the



world, the understanding in fact destroys all idindividuality,
since it leads each individual that is born to progressively
forsake his degpest dnstinctual nature in exchange for
superticial notions that are prior to him and are equally shared
by all othey members of his community. The understanding venders
mankind uniform and dull.

When the understanding does not dominate an  individual’'s
whole mentality, however, such an individual can still presegrve
his. vital nature and pevceive the world without the mediation of
discursive categories. He can preserve, in other words, his
faculty of imagination. "Frimary imagination" is how Coleridge
terms “the living Power" that vareies out "all human Perception”
and is an "eternal act of cr'eation."3 Through the imagination at
can initial stage, that is, the individual perceives a world that
is wviwvid and dynamic and therefore completely Ffree From  the
Fixedness of the notions of discursive understanding.

But the understanding, as previously said, is an inescapable
Feature . of mankind. Its fixed concepts are in Ffact su0 deeply
rooted 4in us that sven the privileged man of genius can have no
more than a mere glimpse of the perfectly fluid world of pure
perception. As soon as thig ligquid vision presents itself to  him
= an _unconscious experience -, it immediately suffers the
intrusion of the static categories of the understanding that
constitute his ordinary conscious life. Because of the power of
the dimaginative wvision, however, the attitude of the man of
genius towards these categories differs From that of the common
Wan. The latter, because hopelessly enslaved to the

understanding, automatically freczes an originally fluid
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impression into a static notion. To this single notion he Firmly
attaches hiwmseld, leaving behind a vich dmpression of whose
existence he is not even aware. This effacement of the wvividness
of the original is exactly what assures him Uthe clarity of
knowledge which the tyranny of the understanding has caused him
to prize so highly. The man of genius, on the other hand, Jdoes
. not  yield to such a limited Faculty. Although he i also
inhabited by alrveady Frozen images Lthat make abstraction
inevitable, the unconscious enevgy of the imagination remains
strong gnough in him to prevent his choosing one of these static
images as a substitute for the original impression. Far from
clinging to a single notion, what he dogs is to waver batween
different and even contradictory notions in the very effort of
reproducing the rvichness and Fluidity of the original impression.
He thus still deals with the Tixed categories of the
understanding but without accepting their fixity. He uses them,
2in other words, only as means of captuwring the higher vision of
the primary imagination and not as ends in themselves.

. The stage of the imaginative process that involves dealing
with words in a subversive way Coleridge calls ‘“secondary
Simagination.® At this stage the individual frees himself from the
impulsion gxerted by the understanding towards his thinking with
words  in  a clear and logically consistent way and wventures to
bregak the setablished order of language. When placed in a logical
order, each word of a certain string gives its contribution for
the meaning of the whole unity to point in one divection, so that

the Final rvesult ies a concentric meaning. This logical ordev
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_obviously leads to the formation of a unity of words that forbids
internal contradiction. It yields a static and limited wunity,
Cfrom  which dincompatible elements ave simply excluded. The
secondary imagination could not possibly accept this logical way
of thinking, Ffor Coleridge considers it "as an echo of [Cthe
primary dmaginationl, co-existing with the conscious will, vyt
still as ddentical with Litd in the &ind of its agency, and
_differing only in degres, and in the mods of its operation."4 1¥
the  secondary imagination is didentical with the primary
imagination, which perceives a perfectly fluld and dynamic unity,
and yet operates differently Ffrom the latter - through static
images of conscious life -, it must therefore modify its vrigid
categories so as to recover fluidity. The secondary imagination
"dissolves, diffuses, dissipates'" the clear—-cut notions that it
“Finds "in order to re-creats" thwm.s That is to say, it places in
the same string of thought words that point in different and
irreconcilable directioas so that it produces dispersion of
C.omeanings. By doing so it seeks to destroy all allegiance of these
Cwords to a logical understanding that gsess them as clearly
distinct and thus produces a fusion between them at a deeper
level. It is with refgrence to this desper level that Colasridge
.calls the imagination "esemwplastic," by which he means that it
starts with 2 multitude of dispacate Fixities and, by wmeansg of
its own energy, presses them together so that they lose their
. surface boundaries and are "shapeldl into nne.”é The unity heve
produced is clearly far vicher and fuller than a unity of the
understanding, since it smbraces the very multitudinousnass of

life which the other must violently reduce. The imagination



produces  "unity in multeity";7 the understanding, "unity by the
gxclusion of multeity."”

To an imagination that modifies the static world of the
understanding by fusing its discrete elements into a living unity
Coleridge opposes another buman faculty - Ffancy - which adopts =&
more reactionary position. Fancy mersly "plays" with the Fixed
elements that it finds in discursive reality without changing
their {Tixedness. It ignores the Fluid world displaysd by primary
Jimagination and concerns itselt solely with associating clearly
vigsible "things" of the outside world with abstract notions
already found in the understanding. It obviously proceeds in
rvelation to these "things' as though they constituted a plain and
stark reality that the curious mind should then approach and
capturg, but we have alveady seen how obssgcvable and  thus
C'"reliable" objects are already a product of the discursive mind
that projects them as static. The "things" that Ffancy associates
.with notions are therefore as clear—cut and abstract as the
latter, and Coleridge in fact refers to both of them as "FPixities

f;éhd,Adefinites."p These “"things, ' we may confidently affirm, are
thamselves already notions. In dealing with these elements fancy

_does not endanger their original status (i.e. their fixity and

detfinitengss) because it ohly associates those that are
compatible with each other and thus do not threaten the
discretensses and good order of the understanding. It is not

fancy’'s concern to cause dispevsion and disovder of meanings that
would disturb the ordinary lite of the world with the infusion of

new and synthetical wholes. Fancy is not a ‘Ywodifying Fower,"
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. . i
like imagination, but merely an “aggregating power. "

It is on this opposition between fancy and imagination that
Coleridge bases his distinction between allegory and symbol. He
rejects allegory because it is wholly produced by fancy and so
conforms to the traditional abstract reality which the Romantics
found so unacceptable. “an allegory, " Coleridge affirms,

is but a translation of abstract notions into a
pictuwre-language, which is itseld nothing but an
abstraction from objects of the senses; the
principal being more worthless even than its

phantom proxy, both alikﬁiunsubstantial, and the
former shapeless to boot.

Allegory merely “translates' an abstract notion into an equally

abstract dimage. In doing so it adopts an uncritical and

subservient attitude in relation to the commonplace world of

discursive language, for it starte with a pre—existing notion

{which it obviously does not assume to be alrveady bound to

language) and adds {i.e. *aggregates”) another image to it mevely

Ffor the sake of illustration, or ovrnamentation; not to wodify the

original. The submissive attitude of allegory leads it inevitably

_to accept the arbitrary nature of ordinary language in relation

to . msaning, for allegory focuses on an emplty and commonplace
notion that (exactly because of its lack of substance) could very

easily be "translated" into (ur ornamented by) other images than

the chosen one. The allegorical form, in other words, is not

esseatial to its content -~ since it has nolt itseld gensrated the

Clatter ~ but is anly a Yphantom proxy" arbitrarily selected. Like

linguistic Forms in general, theg allegorical one dogs no more

than distantly point to - or represent - its object. It fails to
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participate in what it says.
The symbol, on the other hand,
always partakes of the reality which it renders
intelliagible; and while it enunciates the whole,
abides itself as a living parg in that unity of
which it is the represuntative.

This passage places the symbol in sharp contrast to
allegory. 6As a product of the imagination, the symbol <cannot
_accept already existent abstractions as its goal but must rather
transform these. The symbolic image is thus not just a harmless
ornament to an abstract notion that remains essentially foreign

to it; it actually fusss with that notion and with other

L contradictory notions so as to mould a new and living unity. The

Fact that it has shaped its own content makes the symbolic image
_natural - and not arbitrary, as in allegory ~ to such a content.
Instead of merely pointing to its meganing, that is, the image is
now . a vital part of a meaning that can never be extricated From
its gpecific Fform and "translated” into other words. For the
symbol has destroyed the very Ffixity and abstractneﬁs of words
and produced a vivid and concrete unity that repeats, as it were,
Lthe Tluid vision of primary imagination.

. For Coleridge thus the symbol functions as a most effective
weapon against the empty and abstract reality of the Enlightened
age. With its privileged power of transmuting originally static
elements into living unities, it captures the elusive vision of
the imagination that would otherwiss be inexpressible, and
imposes it on the world outside. By doing so the symbol can

easily win universal predilection and supersede an allegory that,
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being allied to fancy and the understanding, would only serve the
pUur pose of perpetuating the falsity and shallowness of
traditional, discursive reality.

Fowerful as it was, the Romantic vebellion did not manage to
demolish the sgstablished order and soon dts fervor subsided.
Towards the middle of the nineteenth century, interest again fell
on the now irresistible conquests of science and technology and
the . result was the reattachment of human minds to the static
world of discursive language. After Romanticigm, however, nothing

. would be the same again. Though temporarily obscured, the
Romantic struggle to infuse life and motion into veality would
never be altogetheyr abandoned. It would reappeay with
overwhelming strength, in fact, in our own century, when material

progress is move appealing than ever.

The First hald of the twentieth ce;tury is marksd by the
appearance of a good deal of theoretical writing that 1is
concernad with the forss through which man knows his world rather
_than with what is known. Theorists having such an interest simply
deny that anything exis£s independently of the medium that is
used to represent it. It is the medium, they affirm, that
actually shapes the world. Such a view clsarly contradicts the
naive FTaith of science in the "undeniable" facts of reality, +or
it science happens to see ¢eality as divided into such definite
and stable elements, this is an obvious mark of the linguistic
medium  through which it conceives the world. It is to language

thus that theorists now turn their attention.
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In spite of their awareness that the factual world is not an
ultimate reality but an imposition of language, not all- thess
theorists however vebel against discuwrsive tyvanny. Some of them
adopt an attitude of thocough conformity and affirm language to
be the only medium that man possesses bo conceive things. Such
theorists in Fact restrict man’s whols world to the vange of
things that can be thought and expressed through language, and it
L is exactly to determine the scope of the world so restricted that
_they study the nature of the medium. This theorvetical trend would
prove to bg a passing phase in the development of ideas in  our
century. I shall leave these traditionalists behind and
concentrate on the other trend - the rebellious one -~ which is
~Ffar more in tune with the Romantic and modern spirit and should
therefore bDg more relevant to the ideas we have been pursuing
heve.

Susanne K. Langer is a typical representative of the more
modern trend. In her book Philosuphy in a New Key she vadically
_opposes the traditional view of man’s reality as being confined
to . the poverty of discursive thinking. She believes that in its
intuitive, imaginative states, the human mind can in fact
transcend the narrow limits of ordinary language and conceive a
~Fay richer and more vivid reality than the discursive. Langer
very carefully explains the nature of this non~discursive mode of
thinking and of its expression through such wvarious media as
itual, music, and poetry. Though her comments on literature are
vather scanty and she does not concern hevself with the allegovry-

symbol dichotomy, hev description of the non-discursive forms of
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the mind and of how these contrast to discursive Forms ds clearly
relevant to our theory of symbol and allegory. Her exposition is
especially useful because it contains a few important notions
that are lacking, or at least not fully developed, in Coleridge’s
writings.

Langer devotes a whole chapter to the description of
discursive and non-discursive modes of thinking., A  discursive
form is made up of units of meaning that combine with each other
in a temporal sequence in ovrder to produce the meaning of the
larger unit. An essential feature of the smallev units (words) is
that they have fixed public meanings, so that although they do
relate with other elements of the sequence, this relation cannot
go Ffar enough to wix the original meanings. The very time gap
that exists between the occurrences of these words takes care of
preserving their clearly segparate identities. The Ffixity of the
meanings of words is dirvectly connected to another chavacteristic
of discursive forms: their generality. I+ word meaaings acre pre-—
existent to and independent from specific situations in which the
_words are used, it is cleary that discourse has a gsneral
reference, that it points to very broad categories already
_abstracted from parvrticular objects of perception.

The forms of sensations bear a sharp contrast to discursgive
forms as described above. The fundamental distinction, one that
makes the former far richer and more complex than the latter, is
that an  dimage of intuitive perception is not gathered in a
temporal succession but rather offers itseld in its totality to
the mind in a single instant of time. & non-discursive form does

not contain internal units with fixed meanings, as does a

29



Y

forms %

discursive proposition. The meanings of its elements are purely

relational, purely dependent on the total context in which the

elements are involved. Their meanings thus can only be grasped

through the meaning of the whole. Exactly because its slements
lack the stable, independent meanings of words and in fact only
exist weaningfully within a particular context, a non—-discursive
form never has a geneval, abstract meaning. "It is Ffirst and
foregmost a direct presgntafion of an individual object." For this
reason Langer calls the forms of sensations ‘“presentational
i4

_In dealing with this presentational mode of thinking, Langer
unfortunately shows little interest in the literary medium. Yet
the 1little she says about poetry seems to contivm the Romantic
ideal of the puem as symbol. She points out that "the material of

poetry is discursive but the product - the artistic phenomenon -

is npot; _ites significance is purely implicit in the posm as a

i3

totality. v That is to say, the poet starts with the ordinarvily

discrete and successive units of language and manages to modify
these by his gpecial way of manipulating elements such as rhythm,
the sounds of words, theivr aura of associations, rhyme, etc. By
doing so he manages to destyoy the separateness of the original
words and produte a simultaneous whole with a new meaning that is
forever bound to it and thus never to be translated into
abstract words. Only the unified totality that the post has
crveated is a bearey of "artistic truth," which is "the truth of a
symbol to the Torms of feeling."i

As I said betfore, Langer’s exposition complements
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Coleridge's comments on allegory and symbol. Her distinction
between discursive and presentational Forms is in fact essential
for his theory, and yel he never explicitly rvefers to the
problem. The central fact that his dmagination presents idts
constituents simultaneously and the undervstanding sequentially,
For instance, has to be inferred Ffrom tangential statements that
he makes, such as his requirvement that a poetic image should
reduce "suecession to an instant."iy Colevidge was definitely not

given to very systematic theorizing, as Langer certainly is.

. We now have enough elements for a more precise contrastive
definition of symbol and allegory. We can depart from the simple
consideration that both allegory and symbolism arve discourses,
their basic distinction lying in the different wavs in which they
behave towards the limitations of language as a means of
representing veality. The former is perfectly content with the
restirictions imposied by the medium; the latter tries somehow to
circumvent them.

. Allegory in fact belongs to a time when the representation
cof vealily was something quite simple and straightfocrward.
Feople’'s minds weve then mostly Ffilled with the discrete and
clearly ordered concepts of practical life and to represent these
the ordinary speech that everyone used was perfectly adequate.
Beforg the Romantic revolution indeed there was no veally
powerful and widespread vision of a more complex reality that
would make ordinary language insufficient. As a vesult, there was

also no suspicion that the static world in which everyone lived



was itseld a creation of word-bound thought rather than a reality
to be regarded apart Ffrom  language. Peoples blindly tixed
themselves upon geneval anofions about the world presuming  that
they were in touch with fke world. No one realized that the very
discreteness and good order of these notions were produced by a
mediuw  that opegrated in a temporal succession and so  kept its
units of meaning at fixed and clearly sepavate points of time.

In allegory we can gasily detect this naive presupposition
_fhat>;1anguage is not the creator of the world but only an
instrument for the description of what is already there.
Allegorical language takes pre-existent concepts of ordinary
language and limits itself to representing these through images
vther  than the familiar ones (allegorein, “to speak in  other
Mterms“ig). By wuncritically accepting these comwmon places of
discourse and leaving them intzclt, it sgads up adopting the same
temporal separatensgss of elements that normally characterizes
language. Allegorical images are added to ordinary speech: as
_inoffensive ornaments, as artifices intended to present abstract

_notions in a more attractive way. The process is never carcied to
the point of defying the temporal scheme of language and thus
synthegsizing a moreg vivid meganing. Mor.could we expect this fromw
a strategy that is essentially didactic, one whose function is to
spread and perpetuate traditional morals rather than to create
something new.

An allegory is essentially a pavrative in which characters,
objects, events and setting systematically represent abstract

concepts and the plot as a whole is designed to impart a message.



The whole meaning of an allegory thus is formed in the ordinary
discursive way: it results from the temporal assoviation of
smaller meanings that remain clearly sepavate from each other.
Also, as mentioned above, egach of the images fhat are used to
convey these meanings is clearly disjoined from its referent, as
in the Biblical allegory in which fat cows represent years of
plenty and lean ones yeare of famine. Although the images can be
related by analogy to the notions that they convey, there is no
doubt to anvyone that the cow is one thing, and the year is quite
another. The embodiment is merely a degcovative effect that Fancy
impases on the concept without affecting its original nature.

In sharp contrast to the naively submisgssive attitude of
,;ilegoryl the symbol displays its own awareness of the inevitable
intervention of language in the shaping of reality and hence its
rebellion against the traditional reality of fixed and empty
notions by subverting the very manner in which language
_traditionally operates. The symbol rejects the essential;y
temporal order of discourse which causes its elements to occur in
. isolation from the whole and thus to acquive permanent meanings.
It idis precisgly this temporality, after all, which entails the
separation between words and meanings, since the meaning of a
word, being a Ffixgd and stable locus of discourse, is not bound
tao that word arv to any one of a numbher of words or combinations
of words that can be used to represent it. What the symbol tries
to do is tu force language tq overcome the distances of time that
separate its words and meganings and to fuse disparate things into
ca _simultaneous unity. In other words, it takes superficially

discrete and static elemegnts and strives o transmute them into
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Functions of one another and of the whole, as in a living form of
the dimagination. In doing so the symbol seeks to gel rid of the
Fate of words to point to empty, worn-out ggneralities and thuas
to present iLts own new and particular meaning that is constantly
gengrated by the ever—-Fflowing, ever-shifting relations among ity
words. The symbolic image is said to be "organic® in relation to
its meaning since it is a living part of the whole; it therefore
_oppouses an allegorvical image that is '"mechanically" imposed on a
meaning foreign to itseld.

Symbolism is thus an attempt to suggest the posgibility of
non—discursive meaning in the very act of discourse. It trigs to
present a synthetic truth through a medium that is essentially
characterized by discontinuity. The unifying eFffect of the symbol
ig . thus always dependent on the reader’s displaying an
imaginative response to what he inevitably receives sequentially
cand . separately. If the reader happens to reside exclusively in
the down-to-garth reality of the understanding and to be
theretfore unaccustomed to the soaring flights of the imagination,
he is not very likely to apprehend the litecary work as an
organic unity. Being incapable of participating actively in the
moulding of symbolic meaning, such a reader will most probably
discard the ambiguity of the symbol as meaningless and give
prefacrence to the more simplified allegorical meaning. Allsgory,
aftter all, would afford him the clarity that he has been trained
to wvaluw o highly. With the symbol thinugs would have a useless

obscurity about them.

34



NOTES
1 Colevidge, #Ards to Reflection, ed. H. N. Coleridge
(Pickering, 1839) 169, qtd. in Owen Barfield, Hhat Coleridgs
Thought (Middletown: Wesleyan UFP, £9283) 100.

Coleridge, 7The Statesman's Hanual 503.

3 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria 167.

_4 Colevidge, Piographia 167 . Italics his.
5 Coleridge, Riographia 167.

& Coleridge, Piographia 91.

Colervidae, Theory of Life, Selected Focbry and Frose of 5.
¥. Coleridgs, vd. Donald Stauffer (New York: Random House, The
Modern Libvary, 1951) 575, qtd. in Bartield 79.
8 .
Barfield 104.

? Colevidge, Riographia L167.
~4° Colervidge, CLollected Letters, ed. E. L. Grigys
ALlarendom, 19357-993 1034, gtd. in BarfieldVBB. The Ffirst italics

are Colevidge's; the second are mine.

;T i Colevidge, Manual 503.

_iE Colevidge, fManual 303,

i3 Langer, FPhilosophy In a New Rey 76-8.

14 Langer 75-9. ltalics hers.
Langer £13.

16 Langer 2412-13.

47 Colevidge, Fiographia 177.

i8
"Allegory, " The American Heritage Dictionary of the

Fnolisk Language, 1970 ed.



CHAPTER 111
AREAS OF CONCENTRATION OF TRUTH

Critics who see The Scarlef Leéfer as a whole as clearly
signifying a Calvinistic attack on adulterous love are not much
to blame for such a simplistic view. For thg most part, the novel
is obsessively allegorical..Hawthqype makes up the whole story of

a fallen woman and her sufferings (0 vather, he develops it from

a supposedly true story) chiefly as a means of endorsing fixed

and traditional notions into which Puritan society has converted

the reality of lqye. He usually does not question these notions.

~

Only occasionally does he venturs to seek the nswngss and
Tluidity that the world of passion would involve.

Hawthorne s navvative, then, places predominant gmphasis on

-

,Ehe'fexternq}, public perspective that sees the essence of the

P

protagonist of the story as contained in the word Tadulteress.
Hester  Prynne transgressed a sacred moval law of her community
and should thus be vigwed as no othegr than a criminal. She really
is what the stamp placed on her bosom indicates: a damned
creature Fforever gxcluded from and Forever oppossd to pure  and
virtuous society.

- This rigid view of the heroine starts to be presented as
garly as the action proper starts, i.e. right after the brie¥
firet chapter that is the “threshold" of the narrative. The
second chapter opens with a sceng in which a  larvrge crowd of
RBostonians is gathered at the market place in order to watch

Hester Prynneg come out of prison and stand in the open with  here



badge of sin and her sin-born  baby. In most of the chapter it
is this external world of the community that is the center of
attention, Hester silently and passively submitting to its
dominion. Even before she comes out we already hear some of  the
spectators pour the hardest Judgments of Puvitan sovciety upon
her. A stern old woman thinks that her punishment was too mild
and suggests instead that “they should have put the brand of a
hot idron on Hester Prynne’s forehead." Another one goes even
Ffurther and affivms that "this woman has brought shame upon us
.all, and ought to die."1 When Hester finally appears and ascends
the scaffold, she is dominated by the severe gaze of the whole
multitude.

_One must admit, however, that the emphasis Hawthorne places
on this harsh public visw is still not wvery strong in this
chapter. He shows scavcely any sympathy for the old women. If he
lets  them condemn Hester Prynne, he also has the narvator vefer
to . them as coarse, ugly and pitiless, while Hester is described
- as having

. a figure of perfect elegance.... 8S8he had dark and
abundant hair, so glossy that it threw off the
sunshine with a gleam, and a face which, besides
being beautiful from regularity of Ffeature and
richness of complexion, had the impressiveness
belonging to a marked brow and desep black BYES .

She was lady-like, too, ... characterized by a
certain state and dignity.... (81)
The narvator seems indeed veluctant to comply with what he terms
the "dismal severity of the Puritanic code of law" (80). For the
moment, of cowse, he must conclude that “"the world was only the

darker Tor this woman’'s beauty" (83), but the sympathy that he
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displays in his description of her is already a siga that this
beauty may still cause some tvouble to the clarity and good order
of the Puritan system.

Hester ‘s dgnominious exposure goes on through the whole of
_Chapter IIT1. Here Hawthorne introduces the two other key elements
in  his allegoric%l_‘giiﬂilgj_gin. Hester's husband, a great

D ——
scholar and scientist, after a fatal absence of two yegars, makes
hig Ffivrst apparition in town on precisely this crucial day of her
lite. Mo sooner dogs he recoﬁnize her on the scaffold than he
shows his Ffirst sign of curiosity about who the partner of her
sin  is. The hidden partner, ivonically, is the wvery minister
Arthuwr Dimmesdale who is watching the whole sgcene with other
impocrtant membgrs of the community and is pressed by these to
tell Hester to reveal his own name. From the eminent position
occupied by such a partner we can easily deduce his suitability
~Ffor a rigid allegorical role. Being at the top of the socio-
religious structure, he will hardly be able to escapg the
influence of the external scheme of Puritan values in which he is
. s0. deeply entangled. This external influence will inevitably
Lause him to see himself, for what he has done with Hester, as no
othery than evil and sinful. The minister is thus very liable to
. Fall prey to any agent of the Puitan system who happens to
detect this Féeling of guilt in hiw and who devotes his whols
_heart to exploring and reinforcing the poor man’s hidden "truth. "
In the next chapter it becomes clear that Hester’ s husbaand (under
the fTalse name of Roger Chillingworth) will Till such a role. He
meats Hester in the prison where she is confined fur a brief term

after her public exposure and where he too is introduced in order
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to give medical assistance to both herseld and the baby. This
learned man assurss Mester that although she may hide her lover’s
name from the whole world, he will exert all the power of his
intellect and senses and will eventually Find him. "I shall seek
this man, as I have saought truth in books; as 1 have sought gold
in alchamy” (100). Even now it is clear that Chillingworth will
be a most superficial and flat chavacter. He will have no
existence apart from his function of securing the rigid meaning
which the Furitan system wishes attached to Hester and her secret
lover. His whole life, he himsgld promises, will depend on a
fixed relationship with these two people in which he will appear
splely as an  evil-segaccher. “"Thou and thing, Hester Prynne,
_belong to Me. My home is where thow art, and where he is" (1041).
In Chapter V Hestgr finally gets out of prison and starcts
Lher new life as an outcast Ffrom society. From now on she will
always wear the letter A which will kgep unpolluted citizens from
having any friendship with bher, and she will even be forbidden to
g0 on living in town: her home will now be on the outskicrts of
"Boston. The narrator here makes a comment on Hester’'s new life
which Dbegars directly upon theg allegorical vole that she is now
taking on. He points out that one should not marvel that,

with the world before hevr, - kept by no restrictive

clause of herv condemnation within the limits of the

Puritan settlement, so remote and so obscure, -

free to return to her birthplace, or to any other

Euvopean land, ... and having also the passes of

the dark, inscrutable forest open to her, wheve the

wildness of her nature might assimilate itselfd with

a people whose customs and life were alien ¥From

the law that had condemned heer, - ... that this
woman should still call that place her home, where
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and where only, she must needs be the type of

shame. (104)
It is natural that Hester should be compelled to stay because her
mind is alveady much too involved with the net of concepts and
values of the Furitan culture Ffor her to try to escape its
control . This culture has by now gliminated most of her original
wildness and Freedom and bound hey to its own “fixities and
definites." “Her sin, her ignominy, were the roots which she had
struck into the soil," the narrator explains (104). It would
hardly be easy for such a woman to start a new life in a
Euwrapean countvy pretending to be something diffevent from what
she "really" is, let alone in a wild, negar-npatural place where
her condition ~ so familiar to herself - as adulterous would mean

|

absolutely nothing to the wmore primitive pgople. No, Hester is
too much =a part of the survounding world of Fuwritaniem to do
anything other than survendegec to thg commonplace meganing which
others have stuck on her. She must indeed accept her allegorical
status. A good point about Hawthorne's allégorization of her {(and
indeed, about his allegorical practice in The Scarlef Lefler as a
whole) is that he often saves it from the nmaivete that is usually
associated with the strategy by showing his own awareness of the
violent reduction of 1life that it entails. In commenting on
Hester's status, the navrator even hints at some of the
theoretical points discussed in our Chapter II above:

. giving up her individuality, she would become

the general symbol at which the preachsy and

movalist might point, and in which they might

vivity and embody their images of women’s Frailty
and sinful passion. ($04)
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Ky ‘“symbol" he obviously means what Coleridge calls ‘“allegory."
In the Puritan community as wsll as in the novel that endorses
Furitan notions, Hester functions allegorically in that, having
been gmptied of her dinmost 1life, she becomes merely an
inoffensive ornament that the "preacher" may aggregate (as
Hawthorne is doing) to his clear notion of women’'s sinful nature.
Through such a “vivid" example as Hester's case, his audience
will be able to grasp the abstract notion much more Firmly and
permanently.

. _The obsessive truth.that Hester has hithevto been made to
represent remains still unchanged in Chapter VI sven though the
focus here is turned to Pearl, her little daughter. The qualities
with which Pegarl is endowed clearly show the artificiality of the
Furitan interpretation of Hester’'s love as evil. Born out of a
"ginful"” act, the child neQertheless displays no physical o
mental  defects that could be taken as a penalty Ffor what her
mother did. She is healthy, beautiful, aﬁd perfect in shape:
“worthy to have been brought forth in Eden,'" says the narrvatov
C(113). But Pearl is in fact a normal rather than a 'heavenly
child. As might be expected of one newly sprung from her npatural
source, she abounds in life and engrgy still uncontrolled by the
Puritan moral code. She possesses "infinite variety'": in her
dintense mutability she can behave Ffigrcely, JjoyFfully, tenderly,
according to the disposition of the moment. Fearl is as wild and
rich as nature itself, and thereforg beyond the categoviss of
gaod and evil undey which Furitan society operates. Some critics
even accuse Hawthorne of having exaggerated in her naturalness,

as is the case of H. H. Waggoner, who sees a “drastic

»
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gimplification of life" in his "giving Fearl existence only on
the natural plane.J
In spite of Fearl’ s naturalness, the Pwitans must impose on
her theiec old notions. Hester, as a good Puvitan, looks at  her
growing ¢hild and fears ‘“to detect some dark and wild
peculiarity, that should correspond with the guiltiness to which
.she owed her being" (113). Later, when the girl’s uwncontrollable
nature makes her act violeatly towards hostile Puritan childeen,
her mother discerns there "a& shadowy reflection of the evil that
had existed in herself" (118). Finally, lost in a "labyrinth of
doubt" as to the natwe and origin of the child, she rvemembers
the townspeople’s talk that Pearl is "a demon offspring" (122).
Fearl is ultimately a rather contrived device that
Hawthorneg, also a Puritan, constantly turns to in order to point
to his Fixed idea of sin. He makes her red in appearance (both in
complexion and in garb) so as to make her regsemble the scarlet A
. on Hester s bosom. Pearl is “the scavlet letter in another form;
the scarlet letter endowed with life," we are told in the next
chapter (1285). He gives her a strange, adult-like knowlédge of
the meaning that the Puritans have bestowed on Hester and on  her
badge, so that the girl is constantly calling attention to the A
and demanding "trulth" to its dwmport. Also, in the course of the
story he repeatedly draws ouwr attention to Pearl’s allegorical
meaning: she dis  an "emblem and product of sin" (147), "the
freedom of a Lroken law" (155), "the 1living bhieroglyphic, in
which was revealed the secret they so darkly sought to hide"

(223). HMatthiessen Tiercely attacks Hawthorne for making Fearl no
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more than an empty abstraction. He considers the child ‘“worth
mucrdering, ... since the tediouws reiteration of what she stands
for bgtrays Hawthorne at his most barren."s

Iin Chapters VII and VIII Hester is again shown as cowmpletely
dominated by the vigid Jjudgment of the external Puritan world.
This time we Find her in the mansion of the stern Governor
Bellinghawm, where gshe is summongd in ocdsv to be informed of what
has become a public issue concerning the removal of Fearl from
her care. In the official debates, we are told, two possibilities
have been considered that have equally recommended the separation
of mother and child: Pegarcl may really bg of "demon origin," as
extreme Puritan wviews have it - and in this case her company
would only lgad Hester into desper shades of wickedness —, or she
may possess the divine spark that will make it possible For her
~to be worked into salvation, a state which she would hardly
attain under the guidance of a wicked mother. But Hester is
already aware of the local government’s intention, and when she
_enters  the Bellingham mansion she is prepared to play her
_Ffamiliar role. As she walks through the house with Pegarl, the
coverwhelming authority that Puritan society has been exevting on
har is suggested by a vow of portraits of Bellingham’'s stern
ancestors, all "gazing with harsh and intolevant criticism at the
pursuits and enjoymeats of liviang men® 128). As previously
. stated, Hester’'s individuality is almost completely effaced by
Puritan authoritarianism. Hawthorne is careful to point to this
loss of substance and enthrallment to discursive categories -
that idis, hg calls attention to the very allegorization to which

society and himself are submitting her -~ by letting Hester's



image be distortedly reflected in Bellingham's breastplate, in
such a way that

the scarlet letter was represented in  exaggerated

and ygigantic proportions, so as to bg greatly the

most prominent feature of her appearvance. In truth,

she sesmed absolutely hidden beghind it. (128)
When Gavernor Bellingham finally appears, he threatens to take
Pearl from Hester’'s guardianship, as expected, but ends up
Lesuspending his decision due to a fit of passion on her part_ and
~to  the idntervention of Dimmesdalg, herA secret lmve{, who
vehemently defends her rights as a mother. It is to be noticed
that Hester’'s ex—~husband - Roger Chillingworth — also rveappegars
_heve as both the physician and friend of the minister, who is
beginning to show signs of infirmity. Hester perceives that the
doctor already looks uglier and more misshapen than before —  he
ds  Fast adjusting himseld to the davk role that he is very soon
going to play. The close of Chapter VIII indeed marks exactly a
shift of focus from Hester to Chillingworth and Dimmesdale. It is
_also - as a critic has observed — the point where the action
ceases to be directed by the community and starts to be entirely
“controlled by the physician.4 That is to say, it the external and
impersanal  community has hitherto been responsible for Hester's
Fartune by Fforcing its fixed rulss and values upon her world, it
now nominates a secret agent to carefully work upon the other
sinngr and bring his hjidden truth entirvely to light. As we c¢an
GRE, the change that heve takes place will not affect the
constant clarity that has been imparted tu us up to now sexcept

to make it stronger. We still continue in our Ffirvst and long area
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of concentration of truth.

From the moment that Chillingworth is introduced to us we
can hardly expect him to be a man very interested in or troubled
by the rvichness and complexities of passion. Even so early he
seems already predisposed to attach himself to - and indeed, to
be swallowed up by - the vigid and reductive view provided by the
Puritan code. Chillingworth is presented to us as being a wvery
cevebral person; he has developed his intellectual side so much,
the navrator tells us, that it has even "mouldledl the physical
to itseld” (87). We soon learn that he is an eminent physician -
~one of Hawthorng s typical scientists who, like Aylmer in  "The
Rirthmark," is so fascinated by the clear knowledge of his
scignce that hg places the whole world within its sphere. When
such a man has learned that his wife has committed adultery and
that the identity of her partage is still unkpnown, it is not
surprising that a desire for rvevenge should make his scientific
passion for discovery even stronger than usual.

It is thus with a hungry analytical mind that in Chapter IX
Chillingworth sets to work on Dimmesdale, to whom he had ¥felt
instinctively attracted Ffrom the moment that he had fFfirst seen
him. At Ffirst he approaches the minister as a parishioner; then
he c¢lings to him as a full-time physician. Once living in the
game house with him, he has a chance to inQestigate the
minister’'s world Ffrom the swface to the innermost recesses: he
Follows every step that he takes, he engages him in conversations
that reveal his principles and his rvecollections. OFf course

Chillingworth succeeds in isolating, amid the still wvaried
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interior world of the minister, what he is looking For, namely
the ministev s consciousness of having committed adultery and his
inevitable feeling of guilt at the "evil" he has done. But in his
fascination for his analysis, he cannot resist the temptation of
overemphasizing the objegct that he has found and enlarging it to
t he point that it dominates the minister’s whole being.
Chillingworth easily cegases to bg a detached observer and bgcomes
a  passionate manipulator of Dimmesdale’'s mind. He becomes a
torturer to the minister, inducing as much consciousness of sin
as. the minister s mind can possibly accommodate. Even the mere
eyes that the doctor sete on him, with their craving to sege evil,
can induce such a consciousness, in much the same way that
Aylmer s biansed gagze is sufficient to add color to the birthmark
and make it the most prominent Feature on the Face of bhis
sensitive wife.

s a direct consequence of his plunging deeper and deeper
into this obsessive quest, Chillingworth progressively loses all
resemblance to a rveal person and becomes perhaps thei most
narrowly allegorical of the main characters in the novel. "At
First, " the narvator comments, "his expression had been calm,
meditative, scholar—-like. " But as he goes on with his
investigation, his face grows uglier and move evil, and his body
more wmisshapgn, until heg is turned into a "diabolical agsnt"
C(14%9). Chillingworth in fact is not endowed with the minimum of
complexity that ong would expect to Find in a2 human creaturs. Ian
practically the whole story he is dowminated by a single state of
mind, by that unchanging urge to "win'" the minister into the

kingdom of evil. Ultimately, we can consider him as a mere
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embodiment = for the external, demonic force that comes From the
surrounding city and must inevitably taks over the individual and
keep him imprisoned in fixed concepts that were not originally
his. That the source of Dimmesdale’s torture is  not in
Chillingworth but in the city in which both are imprisoned is
made clear Dby the fact, noted by Jd. C. Stubbs, that ‘Twhen
Chillingworth 1is not present, we know from the bloody scourge
 that Dimmesdale himself plays Chillingworth's part.“s The doctor
is _Just an empty, arbitrary agent of the system. Hawthorne uses
him merely to dramatize - though as yet he doegs not d%re to dety
=~ the formidable authority exetted by thits system over the
individual.
The agency of the physician is the object of Chapters IX and
X. Chapter X1 is chiefly concerned with the effects thal this
external influence produces on the minister. Heve Dimmesdale is
_shown in a state of both physical and spiritual decay as a result
cof his _having for years been possessed by a fixed view of himself
as £#vil. It is not hard to imagine with what clarity such a view
1\_m;pregents itself to his mind and how intensely it torments him.
~Like Chillingworth, Dimmesdale possesses a very analytical mind -
we know that he has been a brilliant scholar at Oxford. As a
"trug priest"  that he is, wmoreover, his wmind is particularly
involved in the rigid Furitan distinction between good and evil
and is obviously committed to the constant pursuit and teaching
of the good. In committing adultery, therefore, he did something
that he had always firmly believed and preachegd to be no other

than evil. The position that he still occupies in the community -
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as a model of sanctity and advocate of good behavior — makes him
seem all the more sinful to himself for behaving hypocritically,
Ffor not revealing what is the one frufh about himself. As
CChillingworth, Dimmesdale thus also becomes iwmprisoned in a
single state of mind. His whole lite is dominated by the
imautable feegling of guilt that ruins his body and soul and
leads him to vesort to self-Fflagellation, fasts, and night vigils
as means of penance. In Chapter XII we see the minister in one of
his waking nights when he is particularly afflicted with guilt.
His torment is so intense this time that it compels him to leave
home and stand on the scaffold where he should have been with
 Hester seven years before. While he is standing there, amid the
perfect darkness and quietude of the night, Hester coincidentally
passes by with Pearl atter watching at Goveranor Winthrop's
deathbed, and Dimmesdale asks them to join him. S0 the three of
them stand together, hand in bhand, in an empty, mock display of
the ministEﬁ's sinfulness. Little Fearl, as we might expect,
perfectly understands the deceptiveness of the situation and
demands that he stand theve in the clear light of midday so that
everybody can see what he fruly is.

. However, at a moment of such density of truth as this - with
Hester and Dimmesdale on their pedestal of shame and Pearl
ingistently rewminding him of his adultery -~ Hawthorne seems to
lose control of hig allegorical narvative and, for the First time
since the beginning of the action, confuses things for a moment.
He suddenly interrupts the minister’'s conversation with Pearl by
producing a mysterious light in the sky that illuminates the town

in such a strange way as to disturb one’s ordinacy wview of
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things. Here we have one of the highest imaginative moments in
the novel. Since it confuses owr allegorical view so much, let us
gay no wmoreg about this sceag and leave it all for the next
chapter .

The confusion does not last‘very long, though. Things are
soon restored to theiv propzr ocder with the apparition of Roger
Chillingworth by the side o% the gscaffold. The doctor gazes at
the minister with such a malevolent expression that he looks like
an "arch—-fiend." Dimmesdale is Filled with tervor and asks Hester
wh the horrible m@man is. Little Pearl offers to answer his
Cquestion but only mocks him when he bends down to hear. She will
not be serious with him because

"Thou wast not bold! - thou wast not truet® .
“Thou wouldst not promise to take wmy hand, and
mother s hand, tomovrow noontide!™ (i7é)
Shortly after this Chillingworth leads the minister back home and
this is the end of his vigil.

A_hChépter XIIT marks the beginning of a new phase in the
novel. The focus of attention is now redivected to Hester. In the
Firet few chapters of the book we looked at hev From an entirely
Cexternal perspective. She was then the community’s passive and
resigned image of sin. In this section Hawthorne explores her
inngr world and brings out whatever of her orviginal enecgy is
atill alive and can momentarily shake the rigidity of the Puritan
world., It is not surprising, thervrefore, that this section should
be the one in which our allegorical view will be most seriously

obstructed.



After the rather straining chapterse on Chillingwovth and
Dimmesdale, in which our attention was wunrelentingly drawn
towards the minister s sinfulness, things become a little looser
in Chapter XIII as we move on from the doctor and his patient to
an account of Hester’'s life dwring the seven vyears since the
tirst scaffold scene. In this account the fallen woman of the
scarlet letter is described as leading a 1life of surprising
rurity, swlf-abnegation, and commitment to the help of those in
need. . As a result, people begin teo develop a liking for her and
soon other meanings besides the original oneg are attached to her
scarlet letter. But when the narrator shifts from these external
wisws to the intefior of Hester s mind, her world clearly loses
this richness of meanings and becomes much narvower. Hester has
‘heen dominated by the chiefly negative view that society hasg

Formed about her, and this has produced a violent effect on  her

mind: "311 the light and graceful Foliage of her character had
been witheved up ... and had long ago fallen away, leaving a bare
and harsh outline....*" Now “"there seemed to be no longer anything

_in Hester’'s face Tor Love to dwell upon; nothing in Hester's
Form ... that Passion would ever dream of clasping in its
“embrace; nothing in Hester’'s bosom , to make it ever again the
pillow of aAffection." The narvator entertains only a faiant hope
that a "“mwagic touch'" may transfigure her and give her back all
these lost things (181-82). Hester’'s life has mostly changed
“From passion and feeling, to thought.'" Like Chillingworth and
Dimmesdale, she also has at this momgnt =a predominantly
analytical mind. The only diffevence is that, while the two men

have completely disappeared inside the Fixed loci  that their
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minds have reserved for them, Hester is somgtimes capable of
detaching herseld FTrom her role and analyzing things a step above
her frignds. "In her longsome cottage,'" we arg told, “thoughts
visited her as dared to enter no other dwelling in New England.®
Her speculations arg so bold, indeed, asg to lead her to criticize
the entive social system that has excluded her and to envision
its very transformation. As the narratov is careful to point out,
Chowever, these reflections cannot lead her to any safe and
comfortable place, but only on and on through "the dark labyrinth
of mind." For "a woman never overcomes these problems by any
egxarcise of thought." Only passion can give a woman fresdom, and
this Hester has mostly lost (i82-84). The narvator ends higs own
speculations with a statement set in complete isolation that
byings us back to the vealm of uncertainty: "The scarlet letter
had not dong its office" ((184). Among other things, this

- statement refers back to the multiple meanings that people have
attached to the scarlet letter. Because of its ambiguity, let us

. leave it - together with the meanings the A bas acquived in  this
chapter — Ffor later treatment.

In Chapter XIV we begin to see Hester in  hev new active
role. In the midnight scaffold scene she had been shocked at  the
poar condition to which Chillingworth had reduced the minister.
Mow she decides to speak to the doctor in ovder to velgase
Dimmesidale from  his contfol. She meets him one day at the
seashora. At  this point the physician is already 1literally =a
devil: occasionally there even comes "a glave of ved light out of

his eyss"” (187). Hester trigs to pegrsuade him to  become human



again and forygive Oimmesdale. But of course this is not possible.
As we have already seen, Chillingworth has been trapped by
circumstances in a fixed allegorical roleg and all his life is now
reduced to his demonic relationship with the minister. The answer
that he gives to Hester’'s plea is in fact the only moment in  the

story in which he manages to detach himself from such a role:

"Paace, Hester, peacel” ... "It is not granted
me to pavdon. 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 suffer. By thy
First step awry, thou didst plant the germ of avil;
but since that moment, it bhas all been a dark
necessity. Ye that have wronged me are not sinful,
save in a kind of typical illusion; neither am I
fignd~like, who have snatched a Tiend’'s office Trom
his hands. It is ouwr Ffate. Let the black Flower

plossom as it wmay! ..." (191I-92)
Chillingworth's self-consciousness here is a veflection ot
Hawthorne s own awareness of the artificiality of the

_allegorization that he cannot avoid applying to his chavacters.

At this privileged moment the doctor knows that he is not
objectively é devil, as the other two characters are not really
sinful, but neither he nor they can escape these vigid categories
Jdnto which they have all been dragged by forces both external to
~and uncontrollable by themselves. Each ong is condemned to
blindly act Lis own part by the narrow definition of evil
allegorically defined once and for all.

After Chillingworth is gone (Chapter XV), Hester turns back
to Pearl, who can now rvesume hav ordinary function of pointing to
hevy mother ‘s sin., She takes some of the seaweed that she had been
gathering by the water’'s edge and arranges it around her bosom in

such a way as to imitate Hester's A. She then contemplates the



result “with strange intevest; even as if the one only thing for
which she had been sant into the world was to make out its hidden
import® (196). For the rest of the chapter she insistently asks
Hester about the meaning of the letter.

Chapter XVI is the first of a series of fouwr chapters that
are set in the forest, where Hester decides to meget Dimmegsdale
(on his way back from a visit to a religious man living amang the
Indians) in order to tell him about the true identity of Roger
LChillingworth. The shift of setting brings us to an area in the
novel where our clarity of vision will be most upset: survrounded
by the wild forest, Hester’'s instinctive and passionate side (or
what has remained of that) will be stimulated to come to surface
again and thus to offer momentary resistance to the authority of
the external Puritan world. But in Chapter XVI she is still  not
atfected by the wildness of the scenery. As she walks to  the
megting-place with Pearl, the forest that surrounds her footpath
is presented to us through her eyes in the following manner:

£Itl stood so black and dense on either side, and
disclosed such imperfect glimpses of the sky above,
that to Hester’'s mind, it imaged not amiss the
~moval wilderness in which she had so long been
wandering. (201>
This is an allegorical wview that strictly Ffollows FPuritan
notions. The Puritan mind draws a clegar opposition between the
city, which idis a place of light and good moral orvder, and the
Fforest, which is dark and immoral and is the very abode of Satan
and his evil followers. It is this view that dominates the whole

of Chapter XVI. Pearl is here once more the arvtificial device



that helps Hawthorneg to convey his wmessage. In one of her many
improbable ulterances, the child makes a point of emphasizing
that her mother is kept in the darkness of the forest because of
her sinfulness, wheveas Fearl hervseld is  illuminated by the
little sunshine available because she dis «till innocent: "I  am
but a child. It will not flee From me; Ffor I wear nothing on my
bosom yeti" (£01) She thsn suggests the association of naturs and
passion with evil by asking hey mothey to tell her a story about
the "Black Man' who haunts the foregst at night and puts his wark
on the bosoms of his initiates. According to a story that Pearl
heard, the scarlet letter is the wmack of the devil, whom Hester
_often meets in the dark forest. Hester resignedly confirms that
she has once met him, and that the scarlet letter is his wmark.
When Dimmesdale Finally appeavs, Fearl points out, as she had
doneg several times before, that "he has his hand over his heacrt."
She suspects that this is the exact place where the Black Man set
his mark on the minister (2035).

In Chapters XVII and XVIJII we are Finally 1in hostile
territory. These two chapters, howsver, do not deprive us
altogether of ouwr static allegorical view. They both constantly
oscillate between the clacity of the Puritan perspective to which
Dimmesdale dis Firmly attached, and the confusion produced by
Hester's division between her newly—-ravived passionate side and
her old Puritan background. The first area that we can didentify
in Chapter XVII is clegarly allegorical: it is marked by
Dimmesdale 's submisgively acting his ovdinary fixed vole of a
sianer. When asked by Hester whether he has found pegace these

SEVEN YEears, he answers that he has only Ffound ‘"spirvitual
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torment, " which has been caused by the sharp contrast between the
purity that he outwardly displays, and the "black reality" that
is inside him. He considers Hester to be much happier than him
because her scaclet letter is visible to everyone, whereas his
"burne in  secret" (208-%). ATter he Finishes speaking, Hester
gains courage and tells him the whole truth about Chillingworth,
which shocks the minister and makes him very angry. He will not
forgive her for her long concealment of his torturer’s identity.
But at this point Hester’'s submerged passion has already reached
surface level and she cannot bear his unforgivensss. With sudden
Ctenderness, she throws her arms around the minister and here we
gnter the first symbolic area in the chapter. Even Dimmesdale
_here is shaken out of his rigidity. But this is svon interrupted

by Dimmesdale himself, who suddenly thinks of Chillingworth and
shivers at the idea of going on living with his worst enemy. He
L£an gavision no way out of the narrow world in which he is
Cdimprisoned. “The judgment of God is on me," he says. "It is too
- mighty for me to struggle with!'" (214) He asks Hester for advice.
It is at this point that Hester cornfuses things again by showing
him  that the world is not limited to the static reality of
Furitanisem. She tries to make him see the whole complexity of
their situation by pointing to the two opposite directions in
which the forest track can lead themn: back to the prison of the
city, and deeper into the freedom of the forest. But of course
Dimmesdale can only gee the freedom of the TForest From the
perspective of the city, i.e. as 3 sin. So he brings us back to

hig rigid view again by saying:
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I am powerless to go. Wretched and sinful as 1 am,

I have had no othgr thought than to drag on  wy

carthly existence in the sphere where FProvidence

hath placed me. (213)
But Hester is  so swayed by passion that she deems it really
possible to get rid of thz Puritan past altogether and beggin life
anew. The chapter ends with her tempting the minister to run away
with her.

Chapter XVIII is the one in which Hester’'s interior energy
most threatens the Puritan order. It begins with the narvator
commenting on her strength and individuality, on how her hard
exparience 3s a social outcast bhas enabled her to win
independence of both thought and feeling in relation to Furitan
sociwty. The focus than shifts to Dimmegsdale, who, by contrast,
has never had a chance to transcend the principles, laws and
prejudices of the gocial system at the head of which he stands.
It is clear that the Free and new life of which Hester speaks is
impossible in his case, since he is forever to carrvy the memory
of hie having transgressed a Puritan law that is so deeply rooted
in his miand. é&s the narrator affivms with reference to him: "the
breach which guilt has once made into the human soul is never, in
this mortal state, repaived" (218). So that when the minister
decides to Flee, it is clear enough to his own mind that it will
g as a criminal. In this chapter, of courseg, he cannot sustain
this clarity all the time due to the influence of Hester Prynne.
Hester's energy starts to disturb the Puritan order as soon  as
the minister’s decision is made. This area in particular is

forbidden to us at the moment, since it idis precisely the



climactic symbolic momant in the novel.

After the confusion and twbulence of the last two chapters,
the next one brings us back to clarity and repose. It is Pearl
herseld who undervtakes to restore the old order. At the end of
Chapter XVIIT the c¢hild had momentarily forgotten her usual
interests and had added force to the world of nature by playing
in pecfect harmoay with the wild animals and things of the
forest. Now Hester intervupts her play and demands that she Jjoin
the minister and herself. After great reluctance, Pearl slowly
advances in their dirvection but then stops Jjust beforve the marvgin
of a brook and refuses to cross it. She keeps  pointing  hev
~ forefinger at Hester’'s bosom as a sign that she must resume the
badge of sin that she had discarded in a moment - of intense
passion. As soon as Hegter does this, Fearl comes happily back to
her and kisses both her chegek and the scarlet letter. But of
course she does not yet recognize the minister. First he needs to
go back to town and walk hand in hand with Hester and Pearl. When
he tries to make friends with the child by kissing her brow, she
runs to the brook and quickly washes the kiss off. So this is how
the two lovers are brought from their momentary illusions back to
harsh reality.

We have seen how the peculiar constitution of Dimmesdale’s
mind has led him to capture the complex sxpsrience of the forest
ryeductively as evil. Chapter XX shows him back in town under the
effect of this experience. As the minister walks theough the
streets, he overflows with the wild energy newly rveleased From
his innegr self. But, as we might expect, this wildness manifests

itseld solely in the form of wicked impulses. He comes across



N
several townspeople on his way home and in each case he feels

strongly impelled to do something bad: to say a blasphemy to =2
deacon, to destroy an old lady’'s religious conviction, to teach
bad words to Puritan children. He has to exgct a lot  of selfw
control in aovder to rvesist these temptations. Aftey some time he
Cdis  led to believe that he is really given over to.a fiand, with
whom he made a contvact in the Forest. When he gets back home it
ig still with this demonic gnergy (in sublimated form) that he
sets to write the sermon that he will preach on Election Day and
Crcompletes it on a single night.

The next three chapters are all concerned with the FPuritan
festival wheve this sermon will be preached. After the depths of
inner life that we reached in the forest, we are here brought
back to that exterior, wmidday-light wovrld of the community with
which we started owr analysis. Since these are veally the last
chapters before the Conclusion, we arg no longer to mest with any
. abstruseness as has impaired our allegorical vision on a few
. occasions before. Chapter XXI basically describes the human
. picture that gradually forms itseld in the market place before
the official cecremonies are initiated. Here we find Hester in a
sharply contyvasting position to that which she occupied in the
forest. Whereas she was an essential element theré in that she
was able to threaten the stability of the outside world through
her own inner strength, she is here once again reduced to  her
~empty allegorical role. The very appeavance that Hawthorne gives
her today cvalls attention to this: she is dressed "in a  garvrment

of coarse gvay cloth® that makes her “"fade personally out of
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sight and ocutline," while the scarlet letter stands in greatest
prominence (241). Wherever she stands in the crowded market place
a vacant area forms itself around her so as to leave her in  a
*magic circle of ignominy." As in the beginning of the story, she
i again subjected to the cool analytical gaze of the public upon
the token of her shane. By now she knows that this is her one
inescapable reality, for even her plan to flee with Dimmesdale
{(no Jlonger to the forest but to Europe) has been thwartsad by
Chillingworth, who has made arrangements to be in the very ship
in which they wer; going to travel.

fdnd so it is in strict observance of the clear meanings of
the Puritan system that the novel reaches its climax in Chapter
XXIII, which is aptly titled "The Revelation of the Scarlet
Letter. " We slowly advance in this divection as wg move with the
procesuion of magistrates, clevygymen, soldiers, and common
citizens that startg in Chapter XXII. The procession makes its
first stop at the meeting—house, where Dimmesdale delivers such
an inspired sermon that the spellbound audience takes him to be
no less than an angel. After the sermon, the parade starts again
in the direction of the town-hall, where further cevemonies are
to take place. When the minister appears in the market place, the
multitude shouts in unison in honor of his holiness. But the
minister can no longer go on with his hypocritical behavior. Now
that his strength is fast Qithdrawing from him, he must make a
final bold effort and assume the place where he vightfully
belongs. Accordingly, he pauses in front ot the scaffold and
calley Hester and Pearl, who are standing nearby, to go up with

him. Chillingworth desperately tries to dissuade the minister



from the one action that ‘will free him Ffrom the doctor’s grasp.
Unsuccessful in  this attempt, he goss up with them “as one
intimately connected with the drama of guilt and sorvow in  which
they had all been actovs'" (244&6). Once on top of the scaffold,
Dimmesdales delivers a  last discourse in which he uanburdens
himseld of all his tevrible truth., Hevre dis his Ffinal and
ingvitable survender to his allegovrical role. From the very
beginning we could suspect that this vevelation would sooney or
later occur becausg Dimmesdale had no other life apart from his
tixed concern with the adultery he had committed. From the very
beginning it was clear that Hawthorae had meant him to be no more
than an embodiment for sin. Without this final public confession,
of course, his allegorical destiny would never be fully realized.
But it is in the minister’'s next move that he actually completes
his revelation and his allegocical nature reaches dts highest
degree of artificiality in the novel: he tears the ministerial
. band that covers his breast and there the truth is vevealed in
the form of a scarlet letter imprinted in his own skin. Now that
his allegorical mission has been fulfilled, he is ready to die in
peace. Chillingworth, too, whose only Ffunction was to keep
Dimmesdale always bound to the Puritan allegory, has lost his
raison d'etre and practically disappears. Pearl is also released
from her allegorical function of pointing to the truth of the
scarlet letter and the navrator promises us that she will From
now on be human. Only Hester, of course, cannot be affected by
this climactic event.

After the clarity with which Dimmesdale’s confession was
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presented to us above, the Conclusion throws some confusion into
the sceng. The confusion is rather slight, though. In this final
chapter Hawthorne lets different spectators of the scene give
conflicting explanations tor the appearvance of a scarlet letter
on Dimmesdale’ s breast. The narrator refraing from choosing the
one true version among thesge. He also reports that somg “highly
respectable witnesses®" have denied that there was any mark on the
minister’ s breast or that he had admitted a share in Hester's
guilt. This last version he rejects, however, attributing it to
the loyalty of Dimmesdale’s friends which led them to defend his
character. He thus maintains the central fact that the minister
did reveal his sin and that this was embodied in his own chest.
fis  regards Hester, the Conclusion brings no more obscurity
to our vwvision. On the contrary, at this Ffinal moment things
become. clearer  than ever. We are told that some time after
_ Dimmesdale’s death, Hester disappears with Pearl. Years later,
hawever, she comes back and resumes the scarlet letter even
though no longer obliged to wear it. The narrator is quick to
_.dndicate the reason for this return: "Here had been her sin;
here, her sorvow; and here was yet to be her penitence® (274). So
Hawthorne finally decides to confine Hester to the narrow
allegorical truth. After her earliev, delusive hopes of freedom
and even of subversion of the Furitan code, he now brings her
mind completely under its contvol. The scarlet letter has done
its office. And his own previous unassured attacks on the
severity of the system are at last converted into a  full
endorsement of an oppressive powey that he gsimply cannot see any

escaps from.
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Owr  long journey through e Scarlet Leffer must have made
it cleat that we are dealing with a largely eceactionary novel.
Hawthorne starts with a traditional Furitan notion about which he
is particularly concernad - "adulterous love is evil" —  and then
looks For appropriate material to illustrate and rveinforce
(rather than to modify) this notion. All the main images of his
story  thus most of the time have littile or no importance apart
from the Fixed truth which it ig their function to point to: they
are poor, flat images that Hawthorne's fancy mechanically imposes
on A meaning essentially unaffected by and disjoined from them.
Nimmesdale is such an image, with his persistent guilt For  hisg
cevil  act and (at the end) with this guilt beging visible in  his
own physical body. So is Hester (or relatively so0), with the
defining letter stuck to her bosom from the beginning to the very
end of the story. Much more so are Pearl, with the scarlet color
of sia in her whole appearance and her rather contrived interest
in the truth of the letter, and Chillingworth, whose eyes emit a
red light in token that he is a fiend who is dragging one more
sinner into hell.

When we say that the novel is mostly allegovical, however,
cwe still need to set a fucther boundary within this broad
category. As previously suggested, allegovy in Fhe Scarlel Lebber
cis  not always of the most naive gort. It indeed reaches a  high
level of naivete whenever Hawthorne compulsively, unsel f-

conscionsly veduces his images to rigid notions. This happans,
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for instance, when he endows Pegarl with a vred complexion and
constantly calls ow attention to her allegorical meaning, or
when he literally brands Dimmesdale’s chest with the stigma of
adultery. Here we are not far from the situation in John
Bunyan's The Filgrim’s Frogrsss, ong of the young Hawthorne's
favorite books, where characters like Christian, Hopeful, and Mr
Worldy-Wiseman are Jjust ong-word notions disguised as people.
_Hauwthorne's allegory does come to a more problematic level,
however, when he is troubled by the awargness that the clear—-cut
tfuth that a person represents is not an absolute truth but a
brutal reduction of a much vichegr and morg complegx veality.
,Specitfically, he realizes that an adulterous person is not
ultimately evil but only imprisongd in this category by his
involvement in an external scheme of static meanings. When
Hawthorneg 1is disturbed by this awarengss, he has to be morse
_tentative in an allegorical reduction which he must by necessity
carry out since he is also involved in such a scheme. And s0 he
is forced to practice an allegory that calls attention to its own
process. This mostly happens when he deals with Hester, of
course. Early in the staory he lets the community place a defining
letter on hevr breast but he is always, as we have seen, pointing
at its artificiality and the sacrifice of her rvich individuality
that it entails. In Chapter XIII he even makes Hester hevrseld
aware of the static role in which she has been confined. A
certain degrege of self-consciousness is also pressent in his
treatment of Dimmesdale in Chapters X and XI, where he shows us
all the violence with which the coasciousnegss of evil is Fforced

into the minister’'s mind.
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The next step after Hawthorne 's progress from a naive to a
gself-reflective allegory is of course his bolder effort to modity
the vigid notions whose artificiality he is now aware of. This
attempt at newness and change is exactly what occursg in the few
obscure aveas of the novel that we bhave gquickly passed over in
our allegorical Jjournsy. It ig to the rich disocrder of these

areas that our focus of attention will be shifted now.
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CHAPTER IV

AREAS OF DISPERSION OF TRUTH

Even before we move into Thy Scarlsd Lofler praper, we are
given a hint in "The Custom-House'" that the obsession for clear
and static notiuns is not all that Hawthorne’'s mind is about. It
is thus that the author describes his first contact with the
pigce of red cloth that inspired his novel:

My eyes fastened themselves upon the old scarlet
letter, and would not be turned aside. Certainly,
there was some deep meaning in it, most worthy of
interpretation, and which, as it weve, streamed
forth from the mystic symbol, subtly communicating
itseldf to wy sensibilities, but evading the
analysis of my mind. (&68)
The scarlet letter is too vich to be grasped by analysis. This
camplete obstruction of discursive undervstanding by imagination
is of vcourse the effect of Hawthorne’'s First and intense
experience with the matevial of his novel. From the previous
~chapter we know that when it comgs to the novel idtseld it is
~vather the analytical faculty that blocks the imagination and
replaces its richness with fixed notions that it displays asgs if
really grasping the original reality. But we have also seen that
the imagination dogs manage to appearc at times. In an
investigation that sastrives to avoid reduction, we could not
.neglect the few precious occasions when this faculty springs up
and infuses tension and meaning into the novel.
The slight deviation in Hawthorne's text from its obsessive

Furitan notions ies alveady announced in the briefd Ffirst chapter



that dintroduces theg narcative. The chapter is practically
restricted to a description of the scene where the protagonist
will sovon be presented to us in herv ignominious vole. What we see
is a large crowd of Rostonians in austere clothes standing before
an ugly and gloomy prison-house. In front of this building theve
is a grass—-plot with gqually ugly and poisonous plants, which
were  evidently led to grow there, the narvrator explains, by the
influence of 'the so0il that had so early borne the black Tlower
of civilized society, a prison" (75-76). It would even seem that
. Ffrom the wvery beginning Hester Frynne would be entirely
surronnded by the hostile world created by the Puritans, a world
whose evil and falsity the narrator momentarily recognizes but
from which he is unable to escape. Yet another glement is added
ta the scene. Right beside the old and stern prison—door, there
is a wild rose—-bush which, offecring its besuty and fragrance to
the criminal, might be taken as a sign that “the deep heavt of
Nature could pity and be kind to him" (76>. The narvrator
concludes the chapter by picking one of the roses and offering it
ko the reader, in the hope that it may vrepresent ‘“some sweet
maral blossom, that may be found along the track, or relieve the
darkening close of a tale of human Frailty and sorvow" (76).

Once ouwr  Jjourney is started, we have to walk a long way,
indeed, before we can find any velief to the prevailing darkness
of the novel. The Ffirst blussom of the imagination is

Cappropriately revealed after the gloomiest and most ¢igid part of
the story, the part concerning Chillingworth’'s analysis of
Dimmesdale. This analysis, as we have ssen, makes the wminister

progressively move imprisoned in the static concept through which
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FPuritan society must see his past act of love, so that by Chapter
XII his burden of evil has become wuch too heavy to beg borne and
he is forced to go out and stand on the scaffold one late night
in a simulated expiation of his sia. So we bggin the scaffold
scene with the focus still heavily divected to the wminister’s
sinfulness: at first he feels "as if the wuniverse were gazing at
a scarlet token on his naked breast,' and later he feavs the
gffect of the cvold on his legs will make him unable to descend
the steps and so he will be put to the shame of being discovered
by the whole town the next morning (168, 170-71; italics mioneg).
Shortly afterwards, however, the approaching change is announced
by the unexpected reappgarance of Hester Prynneg, who had besn
absent since the closing of Chapter VIII. At Dimmesdale ' s request
Hester goes up the steps with Pegarvl. Once on the platform she
holds one of the child’s hands and the minister immediately takes
the other. The moment that he does this,

there [comesd what seems a tumultuous rush of new

- li¥e, other life than his own, pouring like =a

forvrent into his heart, and hurrying through all

his wveins, as if the mother and child were

communicating their vital warmth to his half-torpid

system. (172>
Pearl still tries to stick to the allegorical order by idnsisting
that the wminister should return to the scaffold the following
midday befuare the whole waking town. It is too late, however, for
the passage that follows is the one that Henry James cites in its
full extent in his essay on Hawthorne as one of the "imaginative,
impressive, poetic" momgnts of the nwvel.i Here Pearl’s dema%ds

for a clear and fTinal version of rveality are suddenly interrupted
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by the appeavance of a light iﬁ the sky that illuminates the
world in a rather different way than would have pleased her. The
meteoric light shows things "with the distinctness of midday"
indeed, ‘Ybut also with the awfulness that is always imparted to
familiar objects by an unaccustomed light." Due to the effect of
this light, we ses all the scene avround the scatfold -~ the
houses, the garden-plots, the wheel-track — "with a singularity
of aspect that seemls] to give another moral interpretation to
the things of this world than they [havel ever bovrane before"
(1733 . And indesd for the first time in the stury we areg given a
.rest from the narrow, obsessive Furitan interpretation of Hester
and Dimmesdale and are allowsd to have a vicher view of them. The
last sentence of the paragraph quoted by James displays exactly
that dissipation of notions which we have seen to be an essential
_feature of Coleridge s "secondary imagination':
They stood in the noon of that strange and solemn

splendor, as it it were the light that is to reveal
all secrets, and the daybreak that shall unite all

~who belong to one another. (174
This. passage contains both the Puritan interpretation and
anather, gpposite view. As the light reveals Hester and

Dimmesdale on the platform of the pillory, it obviously endorses
the Furitan view of their union as evil, as shameful. But the
navrator compargs this light not only to a noon light ~ to “the
light that is to reveal all secrets,' but surprisingly also to
the Final dawn that will somshow sanction the union of all true
dovers. That is to say, the passage does not present the two

characters’ union as being clearly and decidedly evil, but rather
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as being both good and evil. By Jjuxtaposing these contrary
notions in such a breathtaking fashion, it has the effect of
almost destroying their abstract motionlessness and providing us
with a fluid, a concrete view of the two lovers’  reality. For a
momeant we can entertain the illusion that Hester and Dimmssdale
tand Pearl between them) have ceased to be empty, arbitrary
images of sin and are instead fused with contradictory meanings
s0 as to form a new and simultaneous whole. We might momentarily
see them, 1in other words, as sywbols 1ian the organic sense
originally intended by the Romantics.

All this in spite of Dimmesdale. It seems that not even
 Hester s  presence and her physical contact through Fearl are
sufficient to relieve the minister of his burden of guilt, For
during the whole spectacle of the meteov he stands "with his hand
over  his heart" (173), and whan he looks upward to the sky, he
sees the same sign of Adultery that is on his chest:_"an immense
letter, - the letter A, - marked out in lines of dull red light."
JBut  the narrator’s wvision no@ is much too disturbed by the
cunusyal light for him to sympathize Qith Dimmesdale. This timg he
Ccannot  help subverting the minister’s clarity. Fivet he denies
the appearanceg of the A altogether, discarding it as a mare
figment of the minister s “guilty imagination® (i75). Later, at
the end of the chapter, he contradictorily allows the sexton to
tell the ministery about the "portent® that was seen the 'Previous
night:

A agreat ved letter in the sky, -~ the lettef A, -

which we interpret to stand for Angel. For, as our
gaod Governov Winthrop was made an angel this past
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night, it was doubtless held it that theve should

pe some notice thereof! (L77; italics wmineg?
Here is a classic example of multiple choice, the symbolic device
which Matthiessen vegards asione of Hawthorne’s Tmost fertile
resources."e Through this device Hawthorne extends his symbolic
approach to the three chacvacters to the very imags that was
intended by the Furitans as an aid in their allegovization of
Hester: the lestter A. Dimmesdale, being entirvely enslaved by the
FPuritan ideology, must see an A in the sky which has the same old
meaning that he is so obsessed with. But the narrator immediately
rejects  the allegovical apparition, and when the sexton retakes
it later, he reads an opposite meaning into the iwmage in such a
way as to make it richer and more complex and thus no longer
allegorical but symbolic. It is trug that the clash of concepts
that takes place now is not so impressive as  before and may
accordingly not give us so strong an illusion of syafhesis.

(James even condemns Hawthorne's recourse to the celestial A as

Wsuperficial.a) But what really matters in the end is that this

last device rvreinfoirces the new view of vreality which the scaffold
scene has aftforded us. Now we can no longer see things so clearly
and concentrically as the Puritans would wish them to be. The A
As  bofth Adulterer(ess) and Angel. We are beginning, in other
words, to bw presented with a2 view of reality as characterized
not by concentration but by dispersion of meaning.

The scaffold scene may be viewsd as a prelude to the new
phase that the novel enters in Chaptey XIII: the phase in which
the focus is heavily divected to Hester's world and in which most

of the symbolism of The Scarlef Leller is to be found. Before the
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scene of the scaffold Hester had either been altogether absent
(as during the whole section concerning Chillingworth’'s analysis
of Dimmesdale) or had been veduced to the condition of an empty
and passive image of an extgrnal Puvitan notion. In the scaftfold
gecene we  could alrveady notice a cevtain dmprovement in  her
position: there it was certainly her prassnce thatl, togsther with
the unusual light, invited a momentary departure from the gtatic
- Puritan notion cherished by Dimmesdale and Chillingwonrth towards
a richer interpretation of the two lovers’ reality. In this new
phase of the novel Hester moves gven more to the forgground as
she becomes an active Fforce that seriously threatens the clarity
and good order of the Puritan world.

The First chapter after the scaffold scene already embodies
the new spirit and is significantly called "Another View of
Hestev . " Herve, din an account of her life since her public
Cexposureg  in  the market place, Hester is described as bravely
resisting the allegorvical reduction to which the Puritans have
bgen trying to subject her. By fixing a big and shining letter &
on her bosom, the Puwritan authorities have obviously intended to
make adultery the essential guality about Hester and thus to
veduce hey  whole being to thé category of evil. But in their
long if distant association with har, the people of Boston end ué
perceiving the complexity of her character and the insufficiency
of the Puritan category to contain her essencs. It soon turns out
that the woman whom the scarlet letter defines as so wicked in
fact leads the purest and most virtuous Life in town. Besides

submitting patiently and uncomplainingly to the severe penalty
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that was imposed on hey — hey almost total exclusion from society
-, Hester even helps this society whenever it needs hev: she
gives food and clothes to the poor, she offers valuable
assistance to the sick, she gives comfort to those who are
suffering. As we might expect, people are affected by her good
deeds and they soon begin to attribute to the scarlet lstter

meanings that diverge from the one intended by the authorities.
They continug, in other words, that enrichment of the image which
began in Chapter XII. To some people the & means “Able," since
Hester has “so much power to do, and power to sympathize" (4180).
In othey people we can detect the very conflict of perspectives
that constitutes the essence ol the symbolic approach to reality:
“in the eyes of the very men who spoke Levil of herl, the scarvlet
letter had the effect of the cross on a nun’s bosom. It  imparted
to the wearer a kind of sacredness ... " (4i8%).

We have already seen that as the nareator moves from these
Cexternal opinions about Hestevr to the intervior of hev gwn mind,
- shg no longer possesses the symbolic.richness displayed above
since she has been much affected by the predominantly bharsh view
of socigty and has inevitably given in to the static locus that
saciety has’ resevved for hev. As a result, all her beauty and
graceg ‘has depatted from her, leaving behind '"a bare and harsh
outline, " and she has also turned “from passion and feeling, to
thought, " so that now there is “nothing in Cherl bosom, to make
it ever again the pillow of Affection.' Yet the narrator does not
rule out her symbolic possibilities altogether. In his theoriziang
about the “feminine character," he is at first pessimistic about

the capacity of women’ s passionate nature to survive hardship.
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When a woman has facsd a particularly ssvere experience, he says,
“the tenderness will éither be crushed out of her, or ... crushed
so deeply into her heart that it can never show itseld more." But
he immediately adds, in a more optimistic mood:

She who has once begen woman, and cegased to be so,
might at any moment become a woman again, if there

were only the wmagic touch to effect the
transfiguration. We shall see whether Hester FPrynone
wers gver atfterwards 50 touched, and S0

transfigured. (182>

He is obviously refervring here to the traansfiguration that Hester
will sooun expevience in the Fforest. That is to say, in spite of
everything, the A is still opsn to Affection.

The sentence that comes at the end of the narrator’'s account
provides a focus where the twd aspects of his sketch of Hester
converge: "The scarlet lettery had not done its office" (184). The
"office" of the A, as assigned by the Puaritan authovities, was to
FTix Hester s reality by manipulating the minds of both Hester
herseld and her observers. The letter has not yet done its office
because neither have people limited themselves to the prescribed
interpretation - Adulterzss - nor bas Hester’'s mind completely
lost the imaginative energy that can still allow her some freedom
from hey confining category. It is especially Hester's passionate
side that will still delay the Fulfillment of this office Ffor
several chapters to come.

in the following chapter this passionate side of Hester’'s
does not yet emerge into view but it dogs begin to give signs of
its existence through the actions to which it prompts her. 1t is

cevtainly Hester’'s still surviving love for Dimmesdale that makes
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her try to rescue him From Chillingworth’'s grasp after she has

witnessed the state of almost complete ruin to which the minister

has been reduced. First she tries to pereuade the doctor to
forgive Dimmesdale and stop torturing him. “ds  the doctor
obviously refuses to give up an activity that has becoms his

only means of intercourse with the world, Hegter decides to
withdraw her formeer promise not to reveal his ddeantity to

Dimmesdale. By making such a prowise, after all, she acted

Falsely to and was thus responsible For the suffering of one to

whom, because of her love, she was forbidden to do any evil. Once

free Trom  her vow, she is now ready to look fovr the minister

Cand vepair her past misdeed.

The two lavers ' meeting takes us straight to Chapter XVII,
the first of our two crucial chapters that are set in the forest.
After the long periaod in which they have been separated by the

agency of the Puritan system, it is with great difficulty that

their connectian rnow starts to be re-established. At first they

stand "coldly shuddering, in mutual degad" (2073, Then Dimmesdale
extends his hand, "“chill as death, and touchfes]l the chill hand
of Hester Prynne® (208). It is only after they have sat together
for a while on a heap of moss that some timid conversation
starts. The conversation gradually moves to the centiral concerns
of their lives. Dimmesdale tells Hester about the great "agony of
heart' that he has gong through during these seven ygars as  a
result of the violent contrast between his exfernal appearance of
holiness and his inner reality of sinfulness. He says that it

would greatly relieve his soul if he had a friend, or even the
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worst enemy, with whom he could shave hie black truth. This last
statement, of course, gives Hester the very occasion to make her
confession: that the enemy he is looking for lives in  the same
house with him and is ber ex-husband. As she.observes the effect
that this revelation produces on the minister, for the first time
she becomes Ffully aware of the serious injury that hev
concealment has caused him. The ministerv is seized with sudden
angey and fierceness and says that he will not forgive her. But
Hester cannot bear to have such bitterness come Ffrom the man
“"once, = nay, why should we not speak it? - still so passionately
loved!" (241> In her next move indeed we begin to see all that
passion which bhad remained dormaat in her Puritan dimprisonment
coming to life again in the fovest. "With sudden and desperate
tenderness, she threw he% arms  around him, and pressed his  head
against her bosom; little caring though his cheek vested on  the
cscarlet letter.' This passion immediately releases Hester’'s mind
from the narvow limits of Puritan ideology and enables it to
gncompass, if only for a short period, a plurality of wmeanings.
_Now the wmeaning attributed by the Furitans to Dimmesdale and
herselt suddenly ceases to dominate her whole consciousness and
becomes mevely a passing element within a wider and richer
totality. As she holds Dimmesdale’ s head against her bosom, the
minister vainly strives to get free. She will not release him for
foar that he will once again look at her with an angry froun.
CDuving all these vyears, says the navratoy, she had bravely
survived the frown of all the worlid and sven of Hgaven. Y“But" -
and the reader must note the modest position that the Furitans’

favorite adjective now occupies among many others -~ "the Ffrown of
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this pale, weak, sinful, and sorrow-stricken man was what Hester
could not bear, and live!" Most importantly, Hester cannot Dbear
his  Frown because to her own mind he is, of course, in addition
to all these things, sacred. "What we did," she says, ‘“had a
consecration of its own. We Felt it so. We said so to sach other.

o5

Hast thou Fforgotten it?% Here we find her mind in full
imaginative operation, diffusing and dJissipating static notions
of the understanding in a desperate attempt to grasp the flow and
the endlgss creation of reality. This imaginative energy is so
intense that even Dimmesdale, with all the pressure of his rvigid
moral precepts, is swayed by her vision. To her question he
answers, "Hush, Hester! ... No; I have not Fforgotten® (2i2).

But  his empathy with Hester only lasts a brief momant, of
course. He soon pubts an end to this first symbolic area in
Chapter XVII by fixing the focus again on the familiar things of
his Furitan reality. He draws attention first to Chillingworth
and the awful course that his revenge will take fvom now on, and
then to the severe judgment of his Puritan God upon him, which is
Mtoo mighty for LChiml to struggle with" (214). Yet Hester will
not accept this veduction. Using all her vhetorical power, she
tries somehow to impart to him the whole width and complexity
that she sees in reality:

"Is the world then so narrow?" ... "Doth the
universe lie within the compass of yonder town,
which only a little time agu was but a leaf-strewn
desert, as lonely asg this around us? Whither leads
vonder forest—track? Backward to the settlement,
thou sayest! Yes; but onward, too! Deeper it goses,

and deeper, into the wilderness, less plainly to be
seen at every step; until, some Taw miles hence,
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the yellow leaves will show no vestige of the white

man’'s tread ...." (214)
In this passage we have a very faithful depiction of the kind of
reality that Hester now inhabits. Hester attains fresdom From the
Furitan world not by completely erasing this world from her mind
and plunging into the forest. Her position in the forest is  one
from which she can discevn both the possibility of going back to
the Puritan city and that of venturing deep into the wilderness.
Here lies the +freedom that her passion momentarily gives hev and
here liegs  her symbolic nature: in  the movement between the
different possibilities of life that she envisions and not in the
complete exclusion of the Puritan possibility. So whea the
intensity of her passion leads hev, at the end of the chapter, to
urge the minister to vun away with hevr, this should be viewsd as
just a stage in  her symbolic movement and pot as a  Final
solution to her complex situation.

The next chapter begins with another of the narrator’s
Ancursions into Hester s mind. In Chaptar XIII, as we saw above,
he described her as one whose mental life had twned away From
passion and feeling since she had been strongly influenced by
the hard judgment of society upon her, so that there remained
only a remote chance that she would ever again be capable of
affection. Now, however, the narvator finds it necessary to make
adjustments to his theory about a mind that has surprisingly
become all passion and that is tuwrning out to be the wmain sowrce
of symbolism in the novel. This time hg is forced to conclude

that Hester was not totally dominated by society’s rvigid view
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after all. Living'¥or %0 many years in almost complete isolation
from sociely, he now believes, she not only was capable of
looking at Puwritan institutions with a detached and critical eye
but, morge importantly, she was able to pressrve much of the
original wildness of her nature Ffrom the rigidifying influence of
the Puritan system. Had she occupied a more central position in
society, she would certainly have been purged of all this rich
and chaotic individuality and bound to the clear, public notions
~of the Puritans. In her peripheval position, however, she could
wandzr,
without rule or guidance, in a moral wilderness; as
vast, as intricate and shadowy, as the uantamed
fourest.. ... Her intellect and heart had theiv home,
as 1t were, in desert places, wherg she roamed as
freely as the wild Indian in hig woods. (217
H?EtET'S world becomes particularly rich and intvicate when
contrasted to that of Dimmesdale, who “[Chasl never gone through
_an experience calculated to lead him beyond the scope of
generally received laws" (2417). The minister, having reached a
leading position in Puritan society, is by now almost completely
enslaved to the Tixed notions and values generally shared by the
Puritans. In his mind there has certainly remained very little of
that untamed passion found in'Hester which would lead him to
transform the Puritans’ vigid view of theiv union into a lively
and ebullient confusion. In this chapter, of course, being under
the irresistible influence of Hester’ s energy and being also far
from his doctor’s allegovizing eyes, he is not entirely incapable
of imaginative operations. At the instant whea he yields to

Hester ‘s pressure and decides tou flee, he suddenly Fforgets the



aobvious sinfulness that his escape would bear in the eyes of
society, and the immediate result is that "a glow of strange
enjoyment Cthrowsd its Fflickeving brightness over the trouble of
his breast.'" Hevre we sge him at a racve moment when he actually
deparvts From the oppressive pervspective that must always reduce
wild passion to evil, and recovers this passion in its original
wild and untamed Fforwm: as pure Jjoy. This passion inevitably draws
his attention to the equal}y wild Forest arvound him, and for the
first time his clear religious view ouf the forest as a place of
sin gets confused. His joy, the narrator says, is the effect "of
 breathing the wild, Free atmospherve of an unredeemed,
unchristianized, lawless region." The Fforest is "unredesmed" and
it is here, paradoxically enough, that "his gpivit [rises]
and attainlsl a neaver prospect of the sky, than throughout all
the misery which had kept him grovelling on the earth" (219).
I+ +the mere prospect of freedom can gxtract dwagination
U_fﬁqm such & rigid and analytical creature as Dimmesdale, it is
not hard to imagine what it can do to Hester, his very source of
inspiration. Hester soon becomes so excited, indeed, that she
tells the minister that all their Puritan past is gone and should
not even be thought about anymore, Tor now they are already
enjoying a new and free life. As it to prove the reality of what
she says, she immediately takes the scarlet letter Ffrom her bosom
~and throws it away. Once free from her stigma, she heaves 'a
long, deep sigh, in which the burden of shame and anguish
Ldepartl Trom her spirvit." And here Ffinally bhegins the
"transfiguration which the ﬁarratwr had wvaguely promised in

Chapter XIII and which marks the culmination of Hester s symbolic
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role in the novel. As she also rgmoves the cap that confines her
hair,

down it +Fell upon her shouldevrs, dark and rich,
with at once a shadow and a light in its abundance,

and imparting the charm of softness to hev
Features . ... Her sex, her youth, and the whole
vichness of her beauty, came back From what men
call the irrevocable past, and clustered

themselves, with her maiden hope, and a happilness
vefore unknown, within the wmagic girvcle of this
houy . 220

This passage depicts Hester at the moment when she most seriously

threatens the clacity of the Puritan system. ATter ygars in which
saciety strove to crush her individuality and (o reduce her
whole being to the word Adulteress, this unexpected resucgesnce of
all her wild beauty represents an obvious defeat of the reductive
effort and places Hester ivresistibly in the vealw of ambiguity.
Faced with so much beauty, hery observer now, even before thinking

of Adultersss, is very likely to read her as Angsl. He may also

see her as Able, since she had so much power of resistance. I+

the reader is imaginative enough, he may in fact bring =2all her

Cprevious meanings together and pouwr them at once into this single

appearaace of Hester, since her richness and complexity herse

Copens her to all of these and others,

The sudden rebirth of so much passion and bwauty in Hester

makes it inevitable that the forest should also be relieved of

its Puritan gloom in order to Jjoin her moud. With dits own

transfiguration, the forest finally consolidates the symbolic

status that it began to acquire through the vestigial imagination
displayvyed by the minister, and thus completely breaks with its

previous allegorical position. In Chapter XVI, as we saw in  our



last chapter, the forest was presented in strict accordance with

Furitan ideology, which saw it as a place of darkness and evil,

in clear opposition to the city, which was all light and viectue.

When Dimmesdale cast enraptured eyes about the still dark forest,

the Puritan schemg was already bgginning to be shaken because it

was exactly 1in this unredeemed place that he had a bholier
sensation than in the whole of his previous city life. Mow,
however, the intensity of Hester’'s passion upsets the Puritan

. _order altogether:

All at once, as with a sudden smile of heaven,
forth burst the sunshineg, pouring a very flood into
the obscure forest, gladdening each green leaf,
transmuting the vyellow fallen ones to gold, and
gleaming adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees.
(220)
As  we can see, the heavenly sunshine that should be a privilege
of the city is now also permitted to illuminate the forast. But
what really happens here is that, in an oscillation that is
typically symbolic, the forest embraces both this newly—-acquired

“light and its old familiar obscurity. The navrvator immediately
adds,

Such was the sympathy of Nature -~ that wild,
heathen Nature of the forgst, ngver subjugated by
human law, nor illumined by &Kigher Cruth — with the
bliss of these two spirits! (220; italics mineg)

It is  apparent that we do not have heve a decided rvebellion
against the perspective of the Puritan city which sses nature as
dark and evil, but we are rather between the transgression and
the submission to the ovriginal view. A decided transgression, in

tfact, would not even be desirvable heve, since the reduction of



the Forest to the categories of light and good would Fforever
remove us from the Fluid reality of nature and passion and place
us  in a world as static as the Puritan city. Rather than thisg
decidedly bright forest which in the g#nd would be nothing but
allegurical, what we and Hester pow inhabit is a wmorve complex
forest which includes bouth the Puritan view and its opposite, an
oscillating forest situated between light and dark, good and bad,
which is all the more threatening to the authority of the city
because it questions the very static categories upon which the
cily so essentially depends. This ambiguoué forest is not wvery
different +Ffrom the one that suwrrounds the Rrotagonist of that
other story by Hawthorng which is also praised for its symboliswm
-~  "Young Goodman Brown." The story beging with the same clear-
cut distinction between city and forest that we found in  the
novel: as the end of the day approzaches, Goodwan Brown must leave
the willage of light and purity in which he lives and venture
~into the dark and gloomy forest where he is momentarily tempted
to  do something evil. But once he is in the forest things soon

*

become. confused. At the witches Sabbath in which he takes part
or imagines to do so, it is not darkness that reigns throughout
but rather a befuddling alternation between light and gloom that
successively reveals the participants and hides them in shadow.
és he looks at these participants; he recognizes the holiest and
most reputable people of the village - the minister, the deacon,
high dames and pure virgins - and finds them all mixed with wen
and women of tainted life and with Indian priests of the forest.

It is in this uncertain world that Goodman Brown resides fTor a
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while: a confusing world where “the good Cshvinkd not  from the
wicked, nor [Lar2l the sinngrs abashed by the 5aints."4 Like
Hester s, his complex nature also leads him to encompass, in &
dangerous movement, categories that the Puritan system would
vathey keep clearly sepavate from each other.

After Hester has gensgrated so much tension and  turmoil  din
the forest, it idis not suwrprising that her energy should be
diminished now and that we should soon be back at the static
L Puritan  order. What really bappens, however, is that the forest
sceng  turns out to be the last symbolic momgnt in the novel and
Hester never again recovers her former strength. The shift Dback
to the Puritan world is announced rvight after the description of
the trangtfiguration of the forest, when Hester suddenly decides
to call Pearl to the place where she is sitting with Dimmesdale.
For the rest of Chapter XVIII FPearl still remains playing with
the animals and plants of the forest, but when she doss come to
Hester in the next chapter, she fipally puts an end to the forest
scene by demanding tbat Hester resume the scarlet lettec. As soon
.as Hester does this, "her beauty, the warmth and vichness of her
womanhood, Cdepartl, like fading sunshineg; and a gray shadow
seemlsl to fall acrouss her® (2288). From this point on Hester will

be no more than an inoffensive, an ornamental image of sin.

And so, five chaptevs before the end of the novel, we ave
alvready forced to end our analysis, which - it must be
remembered — only began as late as Chapter XI1. Even i¥f s small

a part of the novel has been covered in this second analysis,
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what we have gatherced in the forggoing pagss should be sufficient
to show that there is much more to The Scarlef Letfer than the
naive vreinforcement of abstract, static Puritan notions. In the
Cprevious chapter we had already seen Hawthorne occasionally go
beyvond this naivete by recognizing the artificiality of thease
notions and calling attention to the very allegorization to
which he could not avoid subjecting his images. In this chapter
we see him take a further step. Now it is his imagination that
comes to the surface, to the detriwmeat of his fancy, and
disperses and confuses the clear notions of the Puritans in an
attempt to recover the very wildness and fluidity +rom which the
Furitan fixities were abstracted.

Most of this imaginative effort is centered upaon Hastey, the
only character in the story that achieves a really dangervous
level of complexity. It is Ffrom Hazster that the othegr symbolic
images in the story (chiefly the A and the forest) derive their
~asymbolism. Hester vrepresgnts a problem to the Puritan system
because she is always threatening to bying back to the city that
wild and chaotic nature which the Puritans violently remove from
its spheve. She simply rvefuses to be fixed to the category that
was reserved for her and keeps vather moving begtween disparate
categovies, this movement dangerously communicating itselfd to
the survounding city and to the novel. We Tind this confusing
movement, for instance, in Chapter XIII, where people, at the
Cvery heart of the city, are disturbed by Hester’s complexity and
begin to read a chaotic multiplicity of meanings into the letter

that was intended to be a clear sign of sin. We find it also din



Chapter XII, where it is Hester ' 's presence, coupled with a light
that is not daylight but a strange midnight light, which makes
possible our view of her union with Oimmgsdale as both good and
evil and of the A as both Adulteress and Angel. We Ffind it
mostly, of course, in the forest chapters, where Hester s chaotic
nature manifests itseld most intensely.

In each case above, what we see dis the intense activity of
an imagination which tries to fuse disparate notions into a unity
that can be grasped in a single instant of time. Since notions,
ho&ever, are always bound to a discursive medium whose
constituents are sequentially ocrderved, their synthesis can  never
be objdectively achieved in the text but can only be Tovrged by the
reader who is imaginative gnough to fuse the discrete words that
he receives. Only by such an act of imagination is it possible to
grasp the timeless unity beyond good and evil which Hester’'s
movemeats seek to engendev. In the absence of an imaginative
reaponsg, no unity at all will result in the end but the vreader
will be left merely with the fragments of meaning which were used

to produce it.
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ROTES

Hemry James, Hawlhorne, LIftwgrary Criticvism, ed. Leon Edel
(Mew  York: The Library of America, 1984) 408. This dis an
exceptional moment in James's book in which he deals with the
symbolic aspect of The Soarlef Leffer. For the most pact he is
concerned rather with censuring Hawthorne for the mechanical and
allegorical quality in his works. Most critics now belisve that
SJames was in fact using Hawthorne to affirm himself as a writer
closer to the "realistic" tradition that uses the symbol as a
~means of expression than to the more abstract one that uses
allegory.
& Matthiessen, Amsrican Renaissance 276.

James 408,

4 Nathaniel Hawthovrrne, “Young Goodwan Brown,' The Scarlet

Letter and Selected Tales, od. Thomas Connolly (Harmondsworth:

Fenguin, 1986) 3I25.



CHAPTER V
CONCLUSTION

In this study I have tried to describe two contradictory
discursive trends which are present in Jhe Scarlef Leffer and
which account for much of the complexity of this novel’'s wmeaning.
One of these discouwrses, as we have seen, is much more wvisible
than the other and tends to reflect the teaditional, eighteenth-
century way of thinking that naively reduces all reality to the
static and clearly ocdered notions of language. The allsgorical
discourse tries to make the whole novel into @ logical and
simplified unity of meaning; it manipulates the novel’'s wvarious
images — the characters, the setting, the letter A — so that they
will point to one clegar statement: the 0ld Puritan doctvrine that
adultery is Dbad. The other, less widespread discowrse, on  the
other hand, tends to bring the novel towards the more modern
_approach éhat sees static notions not as ultimate realities but
merely as rigidified Fragments of a living and total reality
which needs desperately to be reconstituted. @ The symbolic
di5cour58 tries to bring many heterogensgous notidns together in
such a way as tou make these notions lose their rigidity and merge
~infgm a vich and complex unity of mganing. It is basically on
Hester that the efforts to achieve such a unity are centerved.
Hester dis obviously a special case among the chavacters in  the
étory. Whevreas the oathers are wvery superficial images that
represent a single, clear-cut notion, as they must necessarily do

in ovder to suit the didactic puvrpoase of the allegory, Hes ter



displays the wvariety, ambivalence, and internal contradiction
whiéh makes her the richest charactey in the novel. Hester is not
s0o clearly an adulteress as Dimmesdale is  an  adulterver  ov
Chillingworth a demonic scientist. She is somehow Sofh adulteress
and angel and affection saad move. Through her the symbolic
discourse tries to modify disparvate notions about love into a new
and complex whole whith, despite the temporal discontinuity that
charactervizes language, can be simultaneously perceived. It tries
to produce Yunity in multeity,” and not the wmore cepductive sort
of unity rendered by allegory which violently excludes multeity.

I  have thus included in this analysis two discourses that

~move  in  diametrically opposed divections and whose. tension

definitively complicates the meaning of Hawthorne's text. An
altevnative procedure, a more tempting one since it would have
made the novel easier to bandle, would have been to consider only
the predominant side - the allegorical one -~ and discard the
other, minor Aaspect as meve  "noise.'" Against thig more
camfortable alternative, however, several objections could be
raised. Lest my own choice should give the impression of having
been too hastily made, let us now consider a few of these
objections in some detail.

The First and most obvious argument that could be made
against {the allegorical choive is that if weg looked solely at
allegory we would be neglecting the rich totality of the novel
and taking only a part of it intuv account. We would bg vommitting
the same 0ld crime of reduction so often referved to in previous
chaptecs — in this case the violent reduction of the novel to one

af its trends. Such an argument would probably be endovsed by
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most contemporary authorities on critical theory. Roland RBarthes,
Ffor example, has made repeated attacks on the sori of vcriticism
that insists on discovering a single trend in a particular text
and transforming it into a Ffinal dinterpretation. This procedure
should be avoided, he believes, because it limits the
possibilities of meaning in the text, which areg sndless. What the
critic should do instead is to try to locate different trends in
the text, or vather =~ to wuse Barthes’'s own terminology -
different codes of reading which will enable intevpretation to
move in differeat directions -~ and not to exclude any of them. He
should leave these codes undecided so as to enter into and "live
the plurality of the text "

Adnother rveason for not siding with allegory is that in doing
0 we would, be reifying the sort of mganing rendegred by allggory,
a meaning whose artificiality is indicated not only by the
symbolic discourse but sometimes by the allegorical as well. The
symbol, as I said before, arousing ow interest in the rich and
ambiguons rvreality of the imagination, leads us to see the clear,
one-sided notions of allegory no longer as rveal objects but
merely as empty shadows artificially abstracted from vegality. The
allegorical discourse, as we saw in Chapter 111, also
acknowledges the illusive natureg of its notions in a few
scattered but important passages such as the oneg in which the
highly allegorical Chillingworth admits that the category to
which he belongs - that of a.devil - ig ultimately an illusion
and is wmade to seem real only by a dark necessity. It would be

extremely unwise of us, then, to rveinforce a gimpliftied meaning
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that we know to be basically Ffalse. IT we were to take any sides
at =all in this conflict, it is rather the symboul that would
deserve our preference, since its complex meaning transcends and
gncompasses that of allegory, the symbol thus functioning as a
criticism of allegorical limitations.

But perhaps the strongest argumsgant against the allegorical
choice  is this: that we cannot be absolutely certain that if we
chose allegory we would really be choosing the pradominant trend
in the novel. When we say that allegory is predominant, we are in
Ffact using the most obvious criterion for our decision - the
criterion of quanéify. We arve considering that the allegorical
argas are by far more numecous and lavger than the symbolic ones
cand on this basis we are assigning allegory a central position in
the novel. But such a basis 1is by no means necessarily
privileged. We might, for instance, by an egqually plausible
criterion of infensity, conclude that it is vathee the symbolic
trend that predominates. We might argue that the forest scene
along is more powerful and intense than all the alleggorical
scenes put together and more than compengates for their numerical
supgrivrity, thus bringing the symbol to the center of interest.
Since neither of these criteria can be conclusively assigned a
privilegged status, it is better not to make any choices at all
but merely accept the two contradictory trends displayed by the
novel. In this c¢ase, referenceg to Roland Barthss will again
confirm ws in this direction. When Barthes says that the coritic
cannot choose one code against the other, he is not just paying
tribute to the infinite plurality of the text. He regarvds the

codes  as "undecidable™ also (and above all) begceause of the wvery



relativity of any criterion thal will gstablish this o¢ that
cade as the most important and thus as the "true'" one. As he
himseld states,

Undecidability dis ... a structural condition of

narration: there is no unegquivocal determination of

the enunciation: in an utterance, sevevral cades and

several voiczs are thersg, without priority.

If neither symbol norv allegory are to be discarded, then,

Hhow will the co-presence of these two Forces in tension affect
_our apprehension of the novel as a whole? In previous chapters it
was pointed out that the attempt wmade by the symbolic discoursse
to bring disparate notions together leads ultimately not to the
ocrganic unity originally intendsd but, owing to the ingscapable
linearity of language which keeps different elements at separate
pointﬁ of timeg, solely to a collection of unreconciled Ffragments.
When the novel is taken in its totality, this fragmentation is
only vreinforced: if the text displays two opposite discourses
that could never be rveconciled, it hecomes detfinitively
impossible to read it as a unified, cohesive whole. What we have
in the end is neither the simplified unity of allegory nor the
more complex unity of the symbol but vather a multitude of
scattered meanings that is an inevitable counsequence of the
collision between these two contradictory discourses. We can
Finally see the text as an allegory whose reductive view of
reality is repeatedly questioned by a symbolism that discerns,
beyoand the wne established meaning of allegory, the possibility
of ditferent and even opposite meanings. What the symbopl tries to

do, aof course, is to bring all its meanings toget her into a



single whole; what it actually manages to do is to deconstruct
the allegorical discourse by questioning the predominance of the
allegovical meaning and by introducing pluralism into the novel.
It succeeds in doing this in spite of the narvator’s attempt to
priviiege allegory at the end of the novel. We have seen that
atter several oscillations between allegory and symbolism, the
narrator’s final decision is in favor of the reductive unity
proposed by allegory and against the symbolic possibilities: in
Chapter XXIII he lets the minister reveal his awful “truth®" to
the community and in the Conclusion he makes Hester resume the A
in final resignation to the Putitan interpretation. Yet once they
have been suggested by the symbél, the other meanings areg always
already incorporated into the reality of the novel and become
pvaerywhere present in it. In this wider reality the allegorical
meaning inevitably loses its position of duminance and becomes
meraly ong among the multiple meanings that the novel now
POSEESSES .

What this conflict of discourses finally yields, then, is
radical ambiguity. The reader is confronted with a text that
articulates itselt basically ar?und the passion that has united
two people and yet will not give him a clear meaning in which the
essence of this passion would somehow be contained. It suggests
instgad many different meanings Ffor this passion so that in the
end the reader is no longer intervested in a final meaning but in
the wvery vichness of possibilities that presents itself to  him.
The Scarlef Leffer in fact displays that ceaseless production of

meanings which Roland Barthes assoviates with all good literature

?3



and especially with the modern text.s The novel refuseé to impose
a finished message that the reader would passively consume and
encourages him  instead to actually produce the text by freely
exploving its semantic possibilities. The result of this activity
uniting text and vreader is that the novel acquires not just
several or even many Ffixed meanings but an unlimited plurality of
meanings. It becomes open, in other words, to the potential
infinity of associations which can be established among the
elements of discourse and which rendegrs the number of possible
meanings also infinite. This vadical ambiguity is ultimately what
accounts for the Tact that Fhe Scarlef {effer continues to  have
such a power to hold people’s interest more than a century after
its publication; it is no doubt what underlies the "mysterioug"
quality which readers constantly experience in the novel and
whichk makes them return to it again and again. It also explains
why many of these readers, each one paradoxically betraying the
very spirit of the novel, have produced such a large amount of

one-sided, reductive interpretations.
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NOTES
1 Roland Rarthes, “Textual Analysis of Foe's ‘Valdemay ', "
trans. Geofd Bennington, {nfying the Text: 8 Post-Strucfluralist
Reader, ed. Robert Young (Boston: Routledge & Kegan, 1981 13941
2 -
Barv thes 158.

Barthes, “"Theory of the Text," trans. lan MclLeod, {netyving

Lhe Jext: A FPost-Structuralist Reador 41-42.
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