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Abstract 

The literary and socio-politieal environments of early ninel€'enth­

century America demanded from Hawthorne a new formulation of the 

allegorical mode, which in turn afforded him means lo critique lhat same 

historical situation. His metonymic and realistic uses of allegorical 

techniques invert the emphasis of traditional allegory, permilling him 

subversively to critique the idealist principles of contemporary historiography 

and the Transcendentalist movement. Hawthorne's discontcnl wilh 

antebellum historingraphy's conflation of th(;' Puritan colonists and the 

Revolutionary fathers, and with Transcendentalism's disregard for the darker 

side of human nature, led him to critique lhese idealisms in his fietions. His 

appropriation of allegorical conventions allowed him ta enacl this critIque 

subversively, without alienating the increasingly nationalistic American 

reading public. This subversive program exerts a global influence on 

Hawthorne's work. The first chapter of this thesis defines my use of the Lerm 

"allegory." The second situa tes Hawthorne within the allegorical tradition, 

the third within the American ideological contexl. The Jast lwo chaplcrl-> 

identify and ùiscuss Hawthorne's appropriations of the allegorical 

conventions of personification and procession as they are found in each of 

the three forms in which he most commonly wrote: the sketch, the talc, and 

the historieal romance . 
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Résumé 

La situation littéraire et socio-politique au début du 1geme siècle en 

Amerique exigeat que Ha wthorne introduise des changements dans le 

modalité allégorique, des changements qui lui donnent le moyen de critiquer 

la même situation historique dont il faisait partie. Ses techniques 

allégoriques aussi bien métonymiques que réalistes, inversent la direction de 

1.1 motion figurée de l'allégorie traditionelle, lui permettant de critiquer 

subversivement les principes idéalistes contemporains de l'historiographie et 

le Transcenùentalisme. Le mécontentement de Hawthorne avec l'association 

des colons Purilans et pères révolutionnaires dans le projet historiographique 

pt ses objections aux notions de la nature humainp dans le 

Transcendenlali~me, lui menent à critiquer ces idées dans ses oeuvres. La 

façon dont il utilise les conventions allégoriques, donne à Hawthorne la 

possibilité de faire un critique subversif, sans offenser le publique Americain, 

qui devenait de plus en plus nationalisle. Ce pro gram subversif touche d'une 

façon globale l'oeuvre de Hawthorne. Le premiere chapitre de cette recherche 

précise la façon dont le terme «allégorie» est utilisé. Le deuxième explique le 

rôle de H,lwlhorne dans la tradition de l'allégorie et le troisième lui place 

dans un contexte idéologique Americain. Les deux derniers chapitres 

présenll'nt deux conventions allégoriques, personification et procession, tant 

qu'ils se trouvent dans le formes favorisées par Hawthorne: J ..!squisse, le 

conte, et le roman historique. 
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In trod uction 

In his introduction to The Alla/os}! of tlle Fllt'r;e QI/CL'I/C, Jallles 

Nohrnberg posits the god Proteus ilS the mythical corrl'liltive 10 allegory, and 

indeed the two share a common property in lhal l'ach b l'xcccdingly difticult 

to apprehend with any sense of finality. J L ike Protl'US, i111l>gory i1SSUIlWS 

many shapes. The purpose of lhis thesis will be more compll'll'ly 10 

understand one writer's use of the mode; like Hcracles, 10 gr(1~p Prott'US if 

0nly for an instant. 

Any originality to which this study can lay claun re~;ults from it~ 

synthesis of the insights from two oHen disparclte strcams of J Iawthorlll' 

criticism. A long line of critics has read IIawthornc in term~ of tlll' literary 

modes of symbolism and allegory; another, newt.'r movcrncnt in criticism 

stresses his relations to contemporary ideological, hislorical, and politlcal 

formations. The hope here is to show how Hawthornc's parllcular l1~es of 

allegorical conventions have important idl'ological rcsonances. 

Along with other writers such as Franz Kafka and Thomas Pynchcon, 

Nathaniel Hlwthorne participa tes in the modern incarnation of a Iiterary 

mode that was for centuries enabled by the presence of authoritative anJ 

culturally shared religious, philosophical, and politicaJ configuration~. Thb 

thesis will explore the ways in which Nathaniel Hawthorne appropria tes two 

------------- --

1 Fletcher also sees the relation; he tcrm!> allegory a "protean de vice" ln the firM 1>entence 
of the introduction to his Allegory. The Theory of a Symbollc Mode. 
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allegorical conventions, personification and procession, and the degree to 

which his use of lhese conventions affects and reflects the clirnate of his 

fictiunal world. 1 hope to show, finally, how Hawthorne's appropnations of 

these allcgorical conventions are part of his generai attack upon the radical 

ideali . .,m charilcteristic of both contempurary Amerkan historiography and 

the philo!'>uphical movemeni of transcendentalism. 

While tradiliunal medieval and renaissance allegories emphasize the 

disparity belween the ideal and real, and tend to move from ground to figure 

tuwards il stress on the ideal, Hi1wthorne subverts this traditional emphasis. 

By sit'J(l ting many of hl.': allegorical works in actual historical contexts, he 

highlight~ temporality, and the realistic ground behind any ideal image, 

subvcrting lraditional allegorical hlerarchies in the process. Redirecting 

traditionùl allegorical emphasis from the ideal to the real is perhaps the most 

ingcniolls aspect of Hawthorne's attack on rnid-nineteenth-century idealism. 

IIawthoTlw's allegory differs profoundly from that of his Puritan 

predecl'ssors Spenser ùnd Bunyan. Byatt Waggoner has noted that, although 

"traditional allcgory, whether in prose or in verse, was more help to him 

than anything cbe," Hawthorne's contemporary social environrnent meant 

th.)( "allegory as it had becn known and practiced was impossible to him in 

al1y but .1 limited and peripheral sense" (248). Although both Spenser and 

Bunyan were Puritan allegorists (anà Hawthorne may have envisioned 

himsl'lf sOIlll'what in thal lineage), the possibilities afforded by traditional 

alll'gory were pl'rhaps too hmited for Hawthorne's taste or use. John Becker, 

though, SUggl'sts that Hawthorne was drawn to experiment with al1~gory for 

l.ll'k oi a modl'rn fmm more appropriate to his literary purposes: 

.. .Ill' \Vas faced \VIth the prob: _m of writing allegory in a world 
whkh l'ontinued to produce masses of written material, aIl of 
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which was almost immediately impl'ftinent and unn'.1dc1hle, 
except for the realistic tlashes of journalism. It is no wonder Ih<1t 
he was uncertain, havmg, as he did. to shape allegory .1lWW 11\ .1 
world whose literature had dried up. (69) 

Both of Hawthorne's mentors in the tïl'ld of allegory are known 

primarily for one extended allegorical work: Spcllst.'r for his rlll'nl' QIlI'I'IIt' 

and Bunyan for Pi/grlitz's ProgrL'ss. Hawthorne, however, was, il "nt morl' 

proficient than these two, perhaps more varied in lus use of litcr.1ry forl1\~. 

He wrote scores of allegorical works in difterent {orms and lt'ngths, induding 

the sketch, the short story, and the historieal romance novel. 

The sketches an·' as a whole Hawthorne's most palentIy allegorical fonn. 

Usually based in ahistorieal settings,2 the ~ketches often involvl' str.light­

forward, traùitional personification allegory, as in works such as "The 1 [ail of 

Fantasy" and "The Celestial Rail-Road." TIll' short sLorll's comprising 

Hawthorne's two collections, Twice- Tald Tnlcs and Mosset> from ail Old 

Manse, are allegorical to differing degrees, though as a whole more subtly so 

than the sketches. The she.,rt stories, however, generally work with cl larger 

variety of allegorical conventions--inc1uding personification, pwcessions, 

threshold symbols, contagion, etc--than do the sketches. In J lawthorJ1c'~ 

romance novels traditional allegory plays even less of a role, or allcast cl quite 

different role, than it does in his shorter works. The Scarlet Letta and Tite 

Marble Fazm are most often read in terms of alJegorical processe'i. John 

Becker finds in Hawthorne's Histonenl Allegory thal these nr'vels in volve 

what he terms "multiple leveIs," or "allegories within al1egorieb" (175). In 

The Scarlet Letter, for extimple, Hawthorne Introduces hls own allegoricai 

2 Even "The Celestial Rail-Road," one of the most contemporanly allw.>/ve ~kctchcs, It> 

based upon a drcam of the narrator'~. 
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commenlary on the Puri tan community's dehumanizing, allegorical 

inlerprEtalion of Hesler as the living embodimenl of adultery. 

Many types of discourse can be considered "aUegorical," as is noted by 

Deborah Jones, who suggests that lack of attention to this fact is OiLe of the 

major problems cntiClsm has confronted in dealing with Hawthorne's 

ill1l~gory: 

many kinds of narrative technique (not just two) assemble under 
the rubric of allegory. The genrE' itself is 'mixed' in an exemplary 
fa' hion--many kinds of ailegorical discourse participate in the 
grnre; which is lo say, in any given allegorical lext. (153) 

Ilya tl \tv'~1r,goner also seems to sense this multiplicity of modality in 

Hdwlhornc's work: "what we must recognize is that he wrote different kinds 

of storil.'~, and created different kinds of characters, often in the same stocy" 

(73). Waggoner dcdares in lus nexl sentence, however, that the critic can in 

('ach ca~e categorize Hawthorne's process of composition as belonging to a 

single mode of writing: "recognizing the range of variation, we may th en try 

10 decide what is the typical or normal procedure" (73). The purpose of the 

present study, however, is not to recogmzE' a "typical or normal procedure" at 

work in Ilawthorne's use of the allegorical mode, but to show how 

1 Iawthornl"s lise of specifie allegorieal c0L1ventions in each of the three forms 

11\ which he must commonly \Vrote is informed by an underlying, subversive 

ideologiclll program. 

The thesis is divided into five sections; a chapter on allegory theorYi 

one situc1ting Hawthorne within the literary tradition of allegory; a chapter 

situ.lting his \York wlthin the ideological context of nineteenth-century 

America; .lnd two chapters delineating his use of specifie allegorical 

convl'ntions, personification cmd procession. This analysis will focus on 

• 

• 
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several Hawthorne texts traditionall)' regarded tro111 tlH' t111egoriclll 

standpoint. One novel, The Scarlct Letta; two tales, induding "My KinsI11<\n, 

Major Molineux" and "The Minister's Black Veil"; and two sk:..-tclll's, "The 

Celestial Railroad" and "The ProceSS1011 of Li/c," wlil L"ll' t1naly:tl'J within the 

eontext of the two previously mentioned allegorical I.'onventions. 

Much recent crHical eHort has be€n devoted to the aifirmi\tion of 

Hawthorne as an important modern participant in the allpgorkal tradition} 

The last two deeades show signs of a significanl trend in this direclion, 

cu]minating in the publication of an unprecedented flood of studies in tilt' 

mid-1980s that detail various facets of Hawlhorne's allegory. Max Autrey, Hill 

Christopherson, Richard Freed, Beverly I--Iaviland. Deborah Jones, ~.1arcid 

Marzec and James Walter a11 conlributed articles on aspects of the subjeC'l in 

the years from 1985 to the present. Those most eoncerneJ wilh the rhetorkal 

implications of Hawthorne's allegory, Haviland and Jones, partIcularly 

dramatize the faet that this élpproach participcltes in a sort of ZcitSI'IE;t; both 

arrive at "cry similar readings of "Rappacini's Daughter" wilhin a year of 

each other from either side of the Atlantic.4 

While this renewed Îlüerest has resul ted in a profusion of allegoricaI 

interpretations explicating either a group of the tales or one or tW0 of 

Hawthorne's romance novels, the most compelling studies in t'nis rccenl 

wave of criticism manage to situate the interpretation of a particttiar tale or 

novel within the larger cc'üext of Hawthorne's unique uses of allegorical 

discourse. What al 50 emerges, however, upon investigation of this rapidly 

growing area of Hawthorne studies, is a broad :ange of definitions, both stated 

3 Jonathan Arac, for one, describes him as "an allegorbt of uncanny power" in 19ï9 (43). 

4 1 have as yet founJ no 5tudles which spccifIcally arc concerncd with Hdwthornc'~ UbC of 
allegorical conventions. 
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and implied, which crities use for the term "allegory." 1 will therefore begin 

this thesis by defining precisely my own understanding and use of the term, 

both theoretically and as it appHes to the particular case of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne in mid-nineteenth century America. 
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Chapter One: Allegory 

Theorists of allegory tend to faU into one of two camps: those who stress 

its metaphorical aspect, and those who stress its metonymic aspect. TIlt' 

former group includes critics who, like Maureen Quilligan, regard allegory as 

a genre in itself; the latter group includes those who, like Angus Fletcher, sec 

it not as a genre but as a rhetorical mode which can be found in host genres 

such as the epic, the novel and the romance. The fact that allegory supports 

both paths of thought leads one to believe that the exclusive use of eithcr 

term, "genre" or "mode," is insufficient, because each marginalizes mllch of 

what is valuable in the other. The generic quality found in allcgory is hascd 

upon similarities in the meanings and structures of works traditionally 

regardect as allegorical. This involves a stress on allegory's paradigmatic, 

metaphoric tendency. Theorists who regard allegory in this manner tend to 

canonize, exclu ding works in which the literary forms do not point to a 

structuring ideal--to a "paradigm" outside of the work itself. Those who refer 

to allegory as a "mode" are more likely to base their definitions on 

similarilies in the rhetorical mechdnics of works, including as examples for 

their definition works in which allegory is not a primary element. Here, as in 

aIl classificatory systems, an either/or situation is confronted: breadth L 

gained at the expense of precision, and vice-versa.5 

5 Quilligan is aware of and acccpts the restrictions of her generic approach to allegory: 
"What is offered here is not the kind of cornprchcn&ive hi&torical treatrncnt of a mode so 
omnipresent that it can, as Fletcher show&, appear di!.guiscd in the robc& of such othcr 

. 
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Ali5tair Fowler writes in Kinds of Literature that the difference between 

genre and modE:' is most manifest in the grammatieal category of the terms we 

use to denote members of each group. Names of genres are most commonly 

nouns, while modes have adjectival names. Frequently, a gen.re will have a 

correspnnding mode; Le. comedy is a genre, and comie is a mode. Moreover, 

while genres can exist independently, modes require a ho st genre, because 

they "have always an incomplete repertoire, a selection only of the 

corresponding kind's features, and from whieh overall external structure is 

absent" (Fowler, 107). Following Fowler's definitions of the terms "genr~" 

and "mode," we find that allegory participa tes in both: it is a genre, but it can 

also act modally. 

Kinds of literature are defined by :i:owler in gen~tie terms. Just as the 

members of a family share similar traits and yet look different from one 

another, 50 do the members of a literary genre. The key task in defining a 

genre then becomes to identify the various features through which each 

genre manifests itself. The degree to which a work of literature participa tes in 

a specifie genre depends upon the number and importance of the genre's 

(calures, or conventions, that are displayed by the work. 

Perhap., allegory's most characteristie generie feature is the idea of the 

paradigm. The sine nua non of allegory as genre is that every element of the 

work points lo a significance not overtIy stated in th~ r:'ftrrative. This is the 

"olher," tlw alIos of allegory; it generally involves a recelVf d body of ide as, a 

cultural code which structures the work. This alterna te significance is the 

informing and motivclting factor behind, in and around an allegorical worki 

genres olS romance, novd, dr.mla, epic, or science fiction. Instead 1 argue that among aIl the 
tl\ultitudinuus works displaying allcgorical modalities, there is a pure strain, that is, a 
group of wllrk~ wluch rew.ll the c1asslc fOrln of a distinct genre" (14-15). 

• 
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it generates the quality of a work's narrative actions, as weIl as the nature of 

its conventional imagery. The importance of this feature is sueh thal aU 

theorists are compelled to address it, though widely varying lL'rms ,ln' uSl'd: 

Edwin Honig terms it the "anagoge" and the "ideal"; Quilligan calls il the 

"pretext"i and for Fletcher it is the "hidden tenor." ln order to draw upon 

aspects of aU these ideas, 1 will use the tenn "paradigm" to denote this 

particlilar feature of allegorical narratives. 

Honig observes thal this feature undergoes a change wlll'n allegory 

confronts the modern world. His "anagoge" connotes Christian dogma, the 

anagogical being one of the four levels of Christian exegesis. Jt is "the sense of 

over-aU purpose" in a work. As Honig traces allegory's l'volulionary changes, 

especially through the Enlightenment, during which Christianity begins to 

lose its political and cultural power, the term "anagoge" slides into the more 

abstract, less ideologically loaded term "Ideal," which în modern aJlegory can 

assume a Protean array of forms: 

The îdeal then appears in various fonns: as an implied norm from 
which men have strayed (particularly in satire); as a desired good Lo 
which men need to he converted, and hence allied to sorne social, 
politieal, or religious idea (often in allegory and pastoral); as an 
unattainable state of past or future perfection, and consequenlly a 
juridical principle by which everything mundane is measurcd (in 
aU types of symbolic fiction, including the epic). (Honig, 152) 

Quilligan, who, because she defines allegory generically, spcnds almost a 

quarter of her book on this concept, names it the "pretext," the character of 

which will de termine that of the resulting narrative. For her, the pretext is 

"the source that always stand~ outside the narrative," and is "the text that the 

narrative comments upon by reenacting" (97), The pretext's function is far 

more irnportant than a cornmon narrative source, for its influence over the 
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narrative is global, and actually de termines th(> configuration of imagery and 

action for the entin. work, not just for selected passages or themes. In many 

cases the prctext is not a text at aIl, but an irlea, a cultural text, or a system of 

beliefs: 

The pretext is not merely a repository of ideas, it is the original 
treasure house of truth, and even if that treasure house has been 
plundercd and is assumed to be empty, it still retains its privileged 
status in guiding not only the in~erpretation but the possibilities of 
the allegory. (Quilligan, 98) 

In addition to a work's adherence to an extra-textual paradigm, other 

alIcgorical conventions would include the following: personification; 

emblemalic imagery and progressions; daemonic agents; cosrnic images; main 

characlers who generate subcharacters; significant clothing, places, objects, 

actions, battles, and journeys; moral didacticism; and threshold images. 

In addition to ils own features, an allegorical narrative will cornmonly 

display fcalures of other genres. When allegorical features predominate the 

work is calegorized in the genre of "allegory"; when another genre's features 

predomina te the work is seen to be operating in an "allegorical" mode. For 

examplc, Prudentius' PsycflOmachia, which lj:)cks features of genres other 

than allcgory, is most commonly called an allegory, or a "pure" allegory. The 

}-ilcrie QllCCIlC, which incorpora tes epic and romance as well as allegory, is 

commonly referred to as an "allegorical epic." Paradise Lost, which is referred 

to solcly as "epic," also con tains passages of an allegorical modality, 

particularly in the personifications of Sin and Death. 

In Hawthorne's writings, any informing paradigm is often strongly 

qucstioned. This leads me to see his works not as allegories in the generie 

sense, but as sketches, tales, and novels involving allegorical features. As 

they do in aU allegories, these features imply or point to an enabling cultural 
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or ideological paradigm, and also serve as the tools for self-r~!flexive analysis 

of these paradigms. They work to declare, interpret, and/or critique the 

various beHef systems and ideologies that exert an influence OVl'r the cultufl' 

of which the artist is a part. 

Allegory is a literary means of investing the forms of this world wilh 

structure, hierarchy, and moral purpose. The most fundamental reason why 

Hawthorn(-~'s all~gorical writing differs from that of his Purilan predeccssors 

is simply that the worlds of Spenser and Bunyan, 01 even the world of his 

own New England ancestors, were far removed from Hawthorne's. He is the 

first major writer of allegorical fiction in the modern world.6 

Configurations of beHef in Western culture shHt radically {rom the 

Renaissance to the Romantic period, a shift that necessarily has ramifications 

for the literature and criticism of Hawthorne's day. One dear manifestation 

of this cultural shift is the emergence of a hotly-debated opposition bclwecn 

the two dominant modes of figuraI discourse, allegory and symbolism. 

During the medieval and Renaissance periods, allegory was uscd primarily to 

transmit sacred wisdom and information indirectly, in a sort of code. Il was 

respected as a method for keeping this sacred wisdom and information away 

from the corrosive influence of the unlearned and lheir profane 

interpretations. In these periods, almost all figuration, whethcr in the verbal 

or visual arts, was seen to operate allegorically: the presented lorm was seen 

to point to a meaning which was not directly present. The symbol's 

6 Becker finds that "Hawthorne differs From Dante, Spen~r, Ta!>5o, and Bunyan, nol bccauc,e 
he engages the farm more loosely, but because a new phase of Western culture had brokcn 
~own their world of Shal.!d cultural valuc~, changed the relation!>hip between arti!>t and 
society, and made it neccssary to reformula te the allegoncal mode" (170). 
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ascendancy over allegory begins early in the Romantic period, during which, 

as Paul de Man notes, "the rhetorical key-terms undergo significant changes 

and are al the center of important tensions" (173).7 These tensions revolve 

around questions of politieal and interpretive hegemony. The ascendancy of 

the syrnboI is a rhetorical consequence of the greater Romantic agenda which 

emphasized the individual consciousness and imagination. For the 

Roman tics, duali ties such as subject/object, self /other, and 

consciousncss,'rcality arc no longer reconciled, as Honig points out, by "an !! 

priori ralionale based on dogmatics," but rather by virtue of the power of the 

individual creative imagination (49). By the end of the Neo-Classical period, 

lhe fundamental relation between Same and Other had been profoundly 

disrupted. De Man notes that "the secularized thought of the pre-romantic 

period no longer allows a transcendance of the antinomies between the 

created world and the act of creation by means of a positive recourse to the 

notion of a divine will" (190). The specifie Christian paradigm that had 

cnabled previous allegories had collapsed. 

The most influential English voice on this issue is Coleridge, who finds 

lh:~ rhetorical workings of allegory incompatible with--in fact a dangerous 

threat to--the workings of the symbol so valued in his philosophy of 

langu<lge. Honig warns that Coleridge's famous attacks on allegory are too 

often sel'Il in a vacuum, without taking into account the greater agenda that 

motivaled lhem: we "risk missing his main reason for setting up the symbol­

vs.-allegory distinction if we fail to see it within the perspective of his generai 

critidsm and his philosophy of the imagination" (47). The Romantic writers' 

7 For my discussion of the Romantic distinction between allegory and symbolism 1 am 
primanly IIH.i~bt~d to de Man's article and Edwin Honig's Dark COflCeÎt: The Making of 
AIII·~ory. 
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distinction between alle~')ry and symbolism is only cl "part of tht' largl'r 

campaign they fou~~ht to disentangle themselvl's from ,lll r.ltiOI1<llistil.' 

predeterminations" (Honig, 3), and so this dbtinction slides b.1Ck and forth 

between a stress on purely linguistic considerations and a more gener,ll 

concern with philosophical issues. 

In purely lin guis tic terms, both symbol and allegory aH' kinds of signs, 

but the allegorical sign always has only an indirect, arbitrclry, convcntion.l} 

connection to what it signifies, whereas the symbol is sccn to have ,\ more 

direct, intrinsic identificatÎ1Jn with what it signifies. For tht.· ROllldntics, 

allegory is usually attacked as mechanical, while the symbol is secn 10 Lw 

organically linked to its referents. In TIll' Staft.'small's MllIIlIllI, Colt.·ridgc 

complains of allegory that it is language abstracted to the pomt 01 irrelcv.tncl': 

it /lis but a translation of abstract notions into a picturc-Ianguage, which is 

itself nothing but an abstraction from objects of the senses; the principal being 

more worthless ev en than its phantom proxy, bolh alike arc llnsllbsldntial, 

and the former shapeless to boot" (503). Coleridge then holds up by conlrasl 

the "symbol," which speaks for the possibiIily of a figura! language not 

abstract and insubstantial, but natural and organic. Paul de Man summarizes 

Coleridge's definition of the symbol as follows: 

The symbol is the product of the organic growth of form; in the 
world of the symbol, life and form are idenlical: "such as the life is, 
su ch is the form." Hs structure is that of synecdoche, for the 
symbol is always a part of the totality that il represents. 
Consequently, in the symbolical imagination, no disjunction of lhe 
constitutive faculties takes place, since the matcrial perception and 
the symbolical imagination are continuous, as the part is 
continuous with the whole. (176-77) 

The Coleridgean symbol is exclusively synchronie; notable by Hs absence 

in this formulation is the element of time. Thus, for de Man, the 
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allegorY/bymbol opposition in the Romantic era can be seen as lia conflict 

bet ween a conception of the self seen in its authentically temporal 

predicamcnt and a def(~nslvc strategy that tries to hi de from this negative self­

knowledge" (191). With the sym!')ol, the relation, actually an identification, 

belwecn substance and rl'presentation /lis one of simultaneity .. .in which the 

intervention of Lime is merely a matter of contingency" (de Man, 190). On the 

other hand, in allegory, diachronie sequence must be acknowledged, for "it 

fl1mainb nccessary, if there is to be allegory, that the allegorieal 1:Jign refer to 

another sign that precedes it" (de Man, 190). With the symbol, the enabling 

paradigm--which, like the sign itself, is subjectively generated--is contained by 

and present in ils re~lresentation, while in allegory the paradigm, usually a 

cultural heritage, is necessarily antecedent to the images in the work, or 

foreshadowed by them. 

The Romantic "spirituaHzation of the symbolll actually sees the symbol 

fulfilling many of the basie functions of allegory: 

The reference, in both cases, to a transcendental source, is now 
more important than the kind of relationship that exists between 
the reflection and its source. !t becomes of secondary importance 
whether this relationship is based, as in th~ case of the symbol, on 
the organic coherence of the synecdoche, or whether, as in the case 
of allegory it is a pure decision of the :nind. (de Man, 177) 

The main difference between the conceptions of allegory and symbol here 

conccrns the element of time. Though both symbol and allegory refer to lia 

lransct>ndental source," de Man's use of the indefinite article (lia" 

tr.lnSCClH.iental source) quickly alerts the reader to the possibility that they do 

not necess.lrily refer to the saille transcendental source or paradigm; de Man's 

formulation also stresses again that in each case the temporal positioning of 
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the sign in relation to this source is what will differentiate the two types oi 

figurai language. 

The Romantic celebration of the symbol was influential enough that in 

the twentieth century, allegory has been exiled to the margins of critical 

disc.ourse. Paul de Man could write in 1969 that "The supr('macy of the 

symbol still fundions as the basis of recent French and English sludies of the 

roman tic and post-romantic eras, to such cm extent that allegory is trequ(,lllly 

considered an anachronism and dismissed as non-poe tic" (175). The ncxl 

chapter will explain how and why Hawthorne disregarded this litf..'rary­

theoretical tendency in his attempt to open up an allegorical inh.>rcoursc with 

nineteenth-century America. 
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Chapter Two: Hawthorne and the Allegorical Tradition 

Inn uenced by the critical prejudice against allegory, Hawthorne's 

champions frequently emphasize his symbolist tendencies. We repeatedly 

arrive al the picture of Hawthorne as master symbolist, inferior allegorist. 

Bevl:rIy Haviland finds it not surprising "in retrospect, that other twentieth­

century crilics wouJd insist that Hawthorne was a 'symbolist' or 'a 

mythmaker' wh en these qualities were required for membership in the 

canon" (280). When the subject of allegory is approached in reference to 

Hawlhorne's work, it arouses a variety of comments, from complaints about 

the Jack of any didactic content whatsoever in his allegoricaJ works--"What, 

for instance, IS the moral, what the spirit, what the meaning of 'The Great 

Carbunde?'" (Cameron, 44)--to mockery of the apparent triteness and 

simplicily of his stories' morals: "Allegorical messages, in Hawthorne, are 

commonplaces by definitIon" (Dauber, 14). 

The present is a study not of Hawthorne's work in the genre of pure 

allegory, but of his use of allegoricaJ conventions, which are the rhetorical 

el('mcnt~ in his work having recognizable antecedents in previous allegories. 

Solely by virtue of their repetition in a series of works spanning hundreds of 

years, these elements are authoritatively called allegorical conventions. 

Rather th,m take sides in the long-standing dispute over whether Hawthorne 

is an allegorist or a symbolist, l will refer to him as an author of allegorical 

fictions. To c1ssert that Hawthorne was an "allegorist" who wrote lIallegories" 

is ~ess dt'fensible than to say that he was an author who wrote "allegorically." 



1 

Folkerth 17 

The former appellation does little to improve our undl'rstanding of 

Hawthorne's art, the very nature of which, in ils extreme idiosYlll'racy, l'l'sists 

sueh blanket summations. 

The best question to ask, initially, may be why Hawthorne chose to write 

allegorically in the first place. Hawthorne indeed asks himsclt this l]lll'stion, 

worrying about the ramifications of his own undeniable tendl'ncies low.ud 

allegorieal thought and writing. In his preface lo "Rappacini's D~1Ughll'r," 

published in 1844 under the title "Wntings of Aubépine," Hawlhorlll' POSl'S 

as his own editor to lament the laek of life in his creation~;, whkh hl' 

attributes directly to his penchant for allegory: 

His writings, to do them justice, elre not allogelher destiLulc of 
faney and originality; they might have won him greatcr rcpulation 
bul. for an inveterate love of allegory, which is apt to invesl his 
plots and eharacters with the aspect of scencry and people in the 
clouds, and to steal away the human warmth out of hb 
conceptions. (CE 10:91-92)8 

This is not an isolated instance of self-criticism. Sevcn years later, prcfacing 

the second edition of his Twice-ToLd Tales, he complains that the works 

collected therein 

... have the pale tint of flowers that blossomcd in too rctireù a 
shade--the coolness of a meditative habit, wluch diffuses itself 
through the feeling and observation of l'very sketch. Instead of 
passion, there is sentiment; and, even in what purport to be 
pictures of actuallife, we have allegory, not al ways so warmly 
dressed in its habiliments of flesh and blood, as to be taken into the 
reader's mind without il shiver. (CE 9:5) 

8 AlI quotations from Hawthornc's works arc takcn from The Centenary Cdition of tht' 
Works of Nathan:p [ Hawthorne. Gcn. Ed. William Charvat ct al. Columbu~: OhIO Statc 
UP, 196'~. 16 Vols. 
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Following Coleridge, Hawthorne fauIts allegory for its coId, mechanical 

rationality which, varnpire-like, drains the IHe from his fictional creations. 

Why thcn, did Hawthorne choose ta wrile what he would later caH, in a 

letter to his publi~her James Thomas Fields, "these blasted allegories," 

especial1y when in thcse prefaces to his own works he acknowledges that the 

mode ~e('med ta have eHects more harmful than beneficial to his creations? 

Of cour~e, Hawthorne cannot truly be taken at face value in his prefaces: he is 

wriling in a self-consciously hterary style. taking on the persona of "the 

AuLhor" or "the Edllor."9 The previous citations suggest, nevertheless, that 

lhi~ is a question he wan ls his reader to raise, ard to ask of him. And, indeed, 

throughouL the history of criticism on his work. his writing is faulted for 

whatls scen as its "allegoncal" quality. 

One influential factor that p:obably énrouraged Hawthorne to write 

tlIlcgoril.'c1Ily is that allego:ical interpretation, as a mode of understanding and 

ordering the world, was a central aspect of his New England Puritan cultural 

inhentancl'. Much 01 the histrt"y Hawthorne learned about his New England 

tlncestor~ was handed down in allegorical fonn, precisely because of this 

Pllrilan habit of perception F.O. Matthiessen notes that the histories of 

Pllrilall New England with which Hawthorne was undoubtedly familar, sueh 

as WillIam Bradford's Of Plymouth Plalltatio/l, were already allegorized 

vl'rsions oi actu.lI lustorical occurrences and situations: 

... Olle rp<lson why these events fell so naturally into allegoricai 
[orm lor Hawthorne was that the emphasis of the early historians 
hlld tllready leaned in that direction. In Bradford, for instance, the 

II Michael Colacurew notl'~ that "HawthorIll"s self-criticisms arc by no means insincere, but 
\\'l' ~hlltlld LWW,Hl' llf Tl',ldmg tllL'm too Iiterally. Everywhcre he turned, his irony mocked 
Ill'. l'.lrnl'stlll'~". ,md lor tlll' mo~t part his habits survivcd repentance and confession" (73). 
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settlers = Christ's chosen; the lndians = devils; Morton and his 
cohorts at Merry Mount = agents of Satan. (272n.) 

Matthiessen is not alone in suggesting that the Puritan prLlctice of 

observing the world allegorically informed Hawthorne's own highly selt­

conscious literary style. Ivor Winters, in Mmlle' s Cursc: Sevl'II Stl/dies III tlzl' 

History of American ObscuYalltism, investigates this plll'nomenon's 

influence not only on Hawthorne, but on aIl New England writf!rs ( ... f the 

nineteenth century: "the Puritan view of life was allegorical, and Hw 

allegorical vision seems to have been strongly impressed upon the New 

England literary mind" (4). Winters blames the enduring Puri tan habit of 

allegorical perception for what he sees as the failure of New England 

literature. He pronounces Hs "obscuranlism" a "curse," and rl'stricts 

Hawthorne's successful ventures in allegory to one work, The Scarfl,t I.t'ttcr, 

for which, however, he has unreserved praise. He prunounces it "f,wltless, 

in scheme and in detail/fI and C'onsiders it "one of the chief mash~rpieces of 

English prose" (3), in which the "meth( d of allegorization lt> that of the 

Puritans themselves; the substance of the allegory remained m cl crude form a 

part of their practical Christianity in spite of their Calvinism, jusl as il 

remained in their non-theological linguistic forms" (16). 

Another reasor, why Hawthorne wrote allegorically is thal il was lhe 

mode in whîch his favorite at.thors had written. The longevity of his 

appreciation of the great Puritan all,~gories is evident when one notes thal the 

first book he purchased wiJh his own money was é1 copy of The faerie 

Queene, and that he named his first child, a girl, "Una," after the heroine and 

personifkation of truth in the first book of Spenser's poem. 

To understand his disappointme·,1t in the contemporary literary f.cene b 

also to understand more fully why he wrote allegorically. Hyall Waggoner 
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observes that "no existing form of fiction very c10sely approached being 

suitable for his purposes" (248). The only contemporary literature that he Id 

fascination for him was journalism, because it seemed to possess sorne spark 

of life he found cxtremely rare in fictional literature. His disdain for 

Jilerature&, both old and new, that daimed to provide a privileged window to 

sacred truth is evident in the description of his initial foray into the library of 

his ncw home, during the "Old Manse" period: 

The eider books, nevertheless, seemed to have been earnestly 
wrillen, and might be conceived to have possessed warmth, at 
sorne former period; although, with the lapse of time, the heated 
masses had cooled down even to the freezing point. The frigidity 
of the modern productions, on the other hand, was characteristic 
and inherent, and evidently had Httle to do with the writer's 
qualities of mind and heart. In fine, of this whole dusty heap of 
literature, 1 tossed aside all the sacred part, and felt myself none the 
less a Christian for eschewing il. There appeared no hope of either 
mOllnting to the better world on a Gothie staircase of ancient folios, 
or of flying thither on the wings of a mo-Jern tract. (CE 10:20) 

The olLier works are given a more sympathetic treatment; he imagines that 

they mûy at one time have had power to stir the imagination and the soul of 

contemporary readers. The modern works in the library, however, are so 

removed from cven their writer's own heart that they are pronounced 

worthless for eternity. The only literature I-iawthorne countenances as 

containing any truth is that which does not pretend to aspire to it. 

Paradoxically, then, to write for the moment is to write for eternity, and to 

writl' for elernity is to Wllte for the moment: 

Nothing, strange lo say, retained any sap, except what had been 
written for the passing day and year, without the remotest 
pre tension or idea of permanence ... .!t is the Age itself that writes 
newspapers and almanacs, which therefore have a distinct purpose 
and meclning, at the time, and a kind of intelligible truth for aU 
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times; whereas most other works--being written by men who, in 
the veryact, set themselves apart from their age--are likely to 
possess little significance wh en new, and none at aIl, when old .... A 
work of genius is but the newspaper of a century, or perchance of a 
hundred centuries. (CE 10:20-21) 

It was not enough for Hawthorne to choose to writl' allegorically. The 

contemporary aesthetic dimate and the philosophical undcrpinnings th.1t 

supported allegory dictated that he reformulate the mode. The major change 

that takes place in Western culture between the Renaissance and the modern 

world which has the most impact on Hawthorne's allegory, cmd on allegory 

in general, is the shift of dominance in the relation between an ideology based 

on culturally-shared conventions and one based on subjectivl'ly-gcncratcd 

beHef. Deborah Jones observes that older, patristic allegorics "construet a 

rnystical (and rnystifying) epiphanic climax by displacing the narrativc's 

ontological contradictions and epistemological uncertainties into a biblieal 

discourse which is mediated to the narrative through the conventions of the 

Catholic Church."10 Any indeterminacy, she contmues, "has already becn 

resolved by the normative soteriological context provided byan ecdesiastical 

interpretation of the Bible" (167). In contrast, Honig finds lhal modern 

allegories, which lack such a paradigm, and so cannot rely on a normative 

context, are characterized by their ambiguity: 

Sorne explanation for the elusive pattern and the increasing 
ambiguity in modern allegories may be found in the destruction of 
the rigid base of cultural authority upon which allegory 

10 Though Jones is here discussing Catholic allegories such as Piers Plowman and The Divine 
Comedy, the same considerations readily apply to the Puritan allcgories of Spenbcr and 
Bunyan. 
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traditionally depcnded, and in the relatively greater stress put 
upon the aulonomy of the artist sinee the Reformation. (87) 

WriLing speciflcally about Hawthorne's allegory, Waggoner echoes 

Honig's sentiment, though he feels the beast has changed shape 50 much in 

the modern world that to caU it by the same name is misleading. Intuitively, 

he is reticent even lo use the generic term "allegory" in relation to 

Hawtho:rne's work, and when he is compelled to do so it is wi ~hin quotation 

marks: 

... Hawthorne's "allegories" are more subjective, more complex, 
and more ambiguous than anything in Pilgrim' s Progress or The 
FI/erie Queene. If these tales are allegory, they are allegory in a new 
mode which it might be less misteading lo caU a highly 
intellectualized form of symbolisrn. (99) 

ln the post-Cartesian world, the paradigm (Honig's "rigid base of cultural 

authority") ceases to be the major generator of allegorical narratives, which in 

turn dcvote themselves to exploring subjective themes rather than to the 

taulological lask of verifying shared beliefs. Quilligan notes that as 

configurations of knowledge and belief (what she terms the "pretext" in 

allegorical forms) change in time, so must the allegorical method, which 

reflecls the status of language in the society out of which it issues: 

it is primarily the status of the language in the pretext [paradigml 
which determines the development of the allegory; if its language 
can name truth, then the language of the allegorical narrative will 
be able to. If its language is not felt to have special powers for 
revealing reality, th€!l the language of the allegory will have a 
corresponding difficlllty III llrticulating the truth of the human 
condition. (98) 

The absence of il clllturally-shared paradigm that informs and generates 

narrative is what distinguishes modern allegory from traditional allegory, 

and is largely what separates Hawthorne's writing from, say, that of Spenser. 
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As Waggoner notes: "the one thing most obviously demanded by allcgory, a 

clear, fixed, publicly accepted scheme of values, was not available to 

Hawthorne" (248). Hawthorne was deeply ambivalent about his Puritan 

theological inheritance, and, as we shaH see in the next chapter, he was 

equally ambivalent about many of the prominent philosophical and religious 

movements of his own era. Also, Hawthorne wrote for and entcrtained an 

audience far different from that of Spenser and Bunyan. His was a 

nineteenth-century American audience that did not take time to sît back and 

meditate upon "fairyland." It was an audience that hungered for tales 01 

national history and for more pragmatic forms of writing. Becker contrasts 

this American audience to the "European audiences of the gre.ü allegorists," 

who "were willing to acC'ept the validity of comments on life made within the 

setting of a fictitious narrative world" (8): 

Because the medieval allegorist, and the Puritan later, shared a set 
of accepted values with his readership, author and audience could 
watch together as the allegorical hero proved once more the worth 
of those accepted values. By the time of the romantic era, 
however, the last vestige of this shared structure of values held 
dissipated. (Becker, 83) 

Allegory adapted to this major shift in configura tions of bclief and 

knvwieube by de-emphasizing its paradigmatic aspect. With the waning 

power of culturally shared ideals in Western culture came an emphasis on 

the temporal element of the allegorical equation. In the modern cra, 

allegory's atemporal "verticality" becomes overshadowed by the "horizontal" 

sequence of its images and plot action, which implicates it further, as de Man 

has shown, in the temporal domain.ll Hawthorne's allegory exhibits this 

Il Fineman's definitions of the vertical and horizontal a!>pects of allegory are di~m.M!d at 
the end of this chapter. 
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very adaptation, which, as we shaH see, is rhetorically reflected in his 

heightened use of the trope metonymy. To understand this, we need to refer 

to the foundational work of Roman Jakobson on metaphor and metonymy. 

Roman Jakobson states that lia combination between both devices, 

melonyrnic and metaphoric, is manifest in any symbolic process" (126). The 

difference bclween the two tropes, metonymy and metaphor, is not one of 

kind, but of dcgree. The main point of difference between kinds of tropes 

concerns the nature of the relation between entities undergoing comparison. 

In metaphor the relation is discovered or created; in metonymy it can be 

mulually a:,sumed by both artist and audience; and in synecdoche, often seen 

as ù form of metonymy, the relation is actual (that of a part to a whole). 

Metonymy stresses comparisons of contiguity between elements both present 

in an actual scene; metaphor, on the other hand, stresses relations based upon 

pcrcei ved simitarities between objects which are recognized as different and 

separa te. 

Though both rnetonymy and metaphor are present in aIl verbal 

discourse, one or the other is usually privileged as the result of cultural, 

generie, or individu al stylistic influences. For instance, Jakobson rnaintains 

that mclonymy is the more prevalent deviee in realistie literature of the later 

nine1l3 enlh-century. Joel Fineman bases his definition of allegory on 

JlIkobson's matrix, defining it in terms of the following graph as 

the poetical projection of the metaphorie axis onto the metonymic, 
where metaphor is understood as the synchronie system of 
differences which constitutes the order of language (langue), and 
metonymy as the diachronie princip le of combination and 
connection by means of which structure is actualized in time in 
speech. (31) 
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Syntagmatic dmchrony (mctllnymy) 
Axu, of tcmporahty, contlgulty, CIIll'Il1.\hc rc,lh ... m 

The difference between the two axes might be underslood by analogy lo lhe 

distinction between the photograph and the motion piclure--the latter 

involving the conscious introduction of time or narrative sequence into 

representation. Within Fineman's general definÏtion of allegory, he allows 

for different strains that privilege metonymy or metapll(lT .0 differing l'xll'nts; 

he includes non-narrative, rnetaphorical allegories lh", arc primarily vertical 

or photographie in orientation, such as the emblem and certain versions of 

pastoral; and horizontal, filmie, primarily metonymic aspects of allcgory 

"such as picaresque or quest narrative in which figurative struclufl' is only 

casually and allusively appended to the circuit of advcntures through lime" 

(31). 

John Dolis notes that by stressing metonymy, Hawthorne cmphasizes 

the horizontal, temporal, filmic aspect of allcgory: "Unlike the photograph, 

for example, which fixes its content by virtue of a single and constant extl'rnal 

horizon, Hawthorne's description subjectively unfolds in lime" (367): 

Hawthorne's gaze reveals his habituai inclination loward 
contiguous relationships, relations which "logically" digress from a 
continuously uniform setting in spa ce and time. Like the cubists, 
his gaze transforms the object into a set of synecdochic o~cillations 
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(arrns/hand!:./legs/feet) whose visual orientation strives toward a 
dcterminate whole. It obtains only in 50 far as the reader-perceiver 
"cornplele~1I Il hirnself. (Dolis, 366) 

I-Iawlhorne's use of allegorical conventions implies paradigms, but then 

allows him lo work with and critique lhese ideals. Thus, Hawthorne's 

melonyrnic, realislIc use of allegorical conventions enable hÎln subversively 

to critique the idealism characteristic of sorne movements in the social and 

POliticcll though t in his day, as we will see in the next chapter. 

, 
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Chapter Three: Hawthorne and Amerkan Ideology 

The Puritans understood themseives and their migration to the new 

world as the fulfillment of Christian prophecy. The degree to which this 

belief informed the works of Puritan historiographers su ch dS John Winthrop 

and William Bradford is described by Sacvan Bercovitch in his introduction 

to The Americall Puri!'l1 Imagmatioll: 

[The Puritans'] summons from Europe was an evangelical caU, 
their Atlantic crossing was tantamount to conversion, their 
hardships in settling the country were the temptations of Satan, 
the biossoming New World "garden" made tangible, as it were, the 
hortus conclus us of the redeemed sou!. (11) 

This typologicai vision is representative of the Puritan tendency to read 

history and daily life allegorically. Il sets the tone for Iater historiographers,12 

who, in Hawthorne's era, appropriated the typological vision for politieal 

purposes, as a way of justifying America's Manifest Destiny. 

The election of Andrew Jackson in 1828, the first federal clection to be 

decided largely by popular vote (in which the populace, not the lcgisiature, 

determined the eiectorai college), marked the end of oligarchy and the rise of 

democratic rule in America.13 Hawthorne was involved III the direct party 

politics and party patronage of his day, and was, as is noted by Johnson, a 

12 Bercovitch notes that "the Importance of their vbion to sub~equcnl Amertcan thought can 
h.udly be overestimated" (12). 

13 Jackson's e1cction broke a 32-year pattern of two-term Prc~idcnt~ who wcre 'ilJccccded by 
their own Sl;!crdaries of State; Jcffcr~on to Madl~on, to Monroe, and (inally to John Quincy 
Adams <Johnson, 905). 

• 
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!:>upporter of jackson's populist campaign (937).1 4 Frederick Newberry 

rcmarb that Ilawthorne wrotc most of his tales during this "predominantly 

jubilant, nationalistk pcriod of ]acksonian democracy, which marked the 

culminatIon of Amcrican efforts to legitimize the Revolution by establishing 

a cohc1live democratic tradition in colonial history" (59). The task of 

establishing the national myth was accomplished through the efforts of 

"political and cultural spokesmen [who] venerated the Revolutionary fathers 

and Iinkcù them to the Puritan founders, giving the prophetie tradition a 

decidcdly political cast" (Newberry,59).15 The Puritans' religious conception 

of lhemselves as the divinely ordained fulftllment of Christian prophecy 

(evidcnccd in Winthrop's r'hrase "wee shaH be as a Citty uppon a Hill, the 

cyes of ail people are uppon liS") metamorphosed into the new Republic's 

conception of itself as the divinely ordained epitome of truly egalitarian self-

government, an example Lo aIl nations. 

Appropriating and politicizing the Puritan myth of America as the 

promised land enabled the new Republic to transcend latent contradictions in 

ils idcology. lndeed, the Puritan vision enabled the Puritans ~hemselves to 

lranscend thdr own contradictions, as is noted by Sacvan Bercovitch: "the 

Puritans denied the very fael of invasion by investing America with the 

l1lC'aning of progress and then identifying themselves as the people peculiarly 

destincd to bring that meaning to IHe" (Ends, 183). Theorists of myth tend to 

see this ilS one of myth's primary functions. Robert Clark explains that myth 

is besl understood as the "methodical translation of the dominant social codes 

14 Jllhl\~(l\l tlnds that "Apart from R,llph W,lldo Emerson, most of Amerka's writers seemed 
tn h.lVl' b,1Ckl'd Jackson ,11 this time" (937). 

15 Ol\l' cnnsl'qul'I\Cl' ot the contl'mporary juxtaposition of these two periods in American 
lush1ry W.IS the l'st"bh~hml'nt ot Thanksglving Day as a nahonal holiday. 
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which can occur whenever their POlitiC,11 and id{'ological fe.lturrs art' 

repressed. Th~ main cause of this repression would seem lo be the discovery 

that dominant ideology is inadequate" (21). My th sublimates history into 

metaphor, invoking in the process what Richard Slotkin calls "the authority 

of the dominant ideology, the givens that sh.lpe cultural and politic,ll 

discourse" (77). My th, Slotkin observes, is used as "a means of deriving 

usable values from history, and of putting those values beyond the reach of 

critical demystification. The language of nlyth reflects the conditioning of 

socializeà minds to accept as true or valid certain metaphoric renderings of 

history" (83). The American myth of progress and Manifest Destiny, for 

example, allowed the country to transcend the fundamcntal ideological 

contradiction of westward expansion; namely, that a nation based upon the 

premises that "aU men are created equal" and are "endowed by thcir Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights," would actively engage in the slaughter of 

indigenous peoples for the purpose of expropriating land. 

White the northern Whigs wanted a slower, more controlled pace of 

development, the Democratie south needed rapid westward expansion to 

further its land-based economy, which required the immediate and continued 

expropriation of indigenous lands. The question was not one of whether to 

commence with further land acquisition, but of wlten to do so. Both parties 

believed in the moral rectitude of America's civilizing mission. As Clark 

notes: 

... only by expropriating the original inhabitants cou Id America 
fulfill its promise of being a superior farm of society. Neither of 
the two dominant political persuasions opposed territorial 
expansion on ethical grounds, rather the reverse. Both Whigs and 
Democrats believed that because the United States was white, 

• 
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civilised, democratic and technologically advanced, it had a self­
evident right to dispossess th(l Indians. (3) 

ln the years preceding his political career, General Jackson gained notoriety 

and even popularity as a particularly tough Indian fighter, thereby earning 

himself the nickname "Gld Hickory." The contradiction of Jackson the 

Indian fighter championing the cause of egalitarian democracy was 

surmountable because of the contemporary belief that America was destined 

to set an example for the rest of the world. What Jackson the political idea 

was, Jackson the man was not. It is most probable that Hawthorne was a 

supporter of the political idea--though he recognized tha t it, too, had its own 

contradictions in American practice. 

The American myth also allowed the transcendence of an ideological 

contradiction within its very own structure; that the Puritans, with their 

hierarchical social structure and intolerance of heterodoxy, were the pioneers 

of egalitarian, democratic ideals in the new world. Acting against this 

emergent mythology, Hawthorne refused to join those representing the 

Puritan settiers as the genesis of democratic practice, let alone democratic 

ideals, in America. As Colacurcio points out, he "became and remained 

compelled not 50 much by 'origins' as by stories about origins; and, whoever 

tlctually invented America, the Puritans had evidently got the drop on the 

American imagination" (159). Hawthorne's knowledge of Puritan history 

prohibited him from accepting the myth as reality. Puritan society had been 

Loo hier.lrchical and intolerant of heterodoxy to be representative of 

democracy. Newberry observes that Hawthorne 

knew Loo mu ch about [the Puritans'] intolerance and self­
righteousness to view them as seminal democrats. Anyone 
reasonclbly interested in New England history for its own sake had 
to view sueh figures "s John Endicott and Thomas Dudley as 
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antipathetic to dernocratic ideals, and, less extrerne, leaders such .lS 

Winthrop and Bradford as theoretically opposed to egalitt1ridnism. 
(60) 

Beverly Haviland suggests that Hawthorne' s use of allegory .lctcd <1S ~l 

challenge to the unchecked optimism contained in this emergent national 

mythology: "his choice of allegory was aesthetically aI1achronistic, to be sure, 

but more important, it went against the spirit of l'very message of hopc for a 

better world that the audience of the utopian 18405 yearnl'd for .lIH.t 

devoured" (279). Clark suggests thal Hawthorne used his considerable 

knowledge of American history to bring the antinomies fogged over by the 

American myth back into focus: 

... his beHef that the crimes of the past were transrnilted into the 
present by the very aet of denying their existence ... prevented clny 
simplistic agreement with the prp.vailing optimism about the 
regneration of human nature and the inherent perfection of the 
United States which dominated social thought in his day. (54-55) 

Although historical circumstances prevented Hawthorne from wriling 

allegorieally in the exact tradition of his Puritan forebcars, his own 

adaptations of elements of the form enabled him to critique the world around 

him as he saw it. The allegorical mode, used by writers both to declare .md to 

critique the belief systems (or paradigms) exerting an inf]uence on thcir 

culture, allowed Hawthorne to confront the rampant "idealism~1/ of his day, a 

word 1 will use as an urnbrella term to denote the unchecked oplimism that 

prevailed in a nurnber of political and intellectual movements of the period, 

including progressivism, utopian reformism, Transcendentalü,m, and thé 

nationalist mythology of Manifest Destiny; the last of which inforrning 10 

sorne extent aIl the rest. l feel it is important to darify here that Hawthorne's 

critique of contemporary idealisms does not encornpass a critique of the 

democratic ideal as an ideal. To even imply such an assertion would be to 
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portray him as somewhat of a nihilist, and actually strip away any motivation 

he might have to wnte subversively in the first place. Rather, the purpose 

behind his ~ubversive program seems to be to alert his readership to the all­

too-frequently unrecognized discrepancy between ideal and practice--a 

phenomenon with which his stay at Brook Farm would undoubtedly have 

left him familiar. 

The American audience, trying to build a sense of national idzntity and 

culture on the basis of a limited history, did not look kindly upon social 

critique. This growinz nationalism, however, was not without its beneficial 

cffects for wri ters like Hawthorne; it Ied to a bigger market for American 

wrilers, who had perennial trouble competing with fa mous English writers 

whose works were not yet subject in America to international copywrite laws. 

In pointing out the inconsistencies in the American myth, though, 

Hawthorne had to tread lightly, because, as Clark points out, the reading 

public wanted verification of the myth: "in the United States the beHef that 

America was the tclos of world history engendered a restrictive attitude 

towards the critical intellect" (22). Hawthorne, therefore, had to find a mode 

that would allow him to walk the tightrope, one that would allow him to say 

one thing and mean another. Allegory, with Hs mystification of the literaI 

and promise of sorne unnamed moral pretext, afforded him just this 

opportuni t y. 

Reynolds recognizes in Hawthorne' s fiction the use he makes of 

allegory's promise of a moral pre tex t, writing of The Scarlet TJetter that "the 

very capacity of the Ietter and other allegorical elements to radiate meaning, 

the very sllggestivcfless of these elements is an assertion of value when 

contrasted with the flat sensationalism Hawthorne detested" (268). The 
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conventional hints at morality in Hawthorne's works sugar the idcological 

pHI. 

Deborah Jones shows that lhe aHegorical mode not only t.'l1<lblcd 

Hawthorne to critique contemporary political and philosophieal 

configurations, but it also allowed hirn to create what Jones l'aIls an 

"autodeconstructive" narrative, one capable of criticizing its own modality: 

''Rappaccini's Daughter" violates the laws of allegorical discoursc 
in order to evoke and to deconstruct these very laws which arc the 
enabling conditions of the narrative. Hawthorne plays upon the 
deja lu by establishing an intertextual framework of rctcrenœ, unI y 
to disappoint the semantic expectations created. (168) 

Indeed, several cri tics suggest that Hawthorne uses the allegorical mode l'ven 

against allegory itself--which is only logical, since the genre of allegory tends 

to promo te a sense of hierarchy that is antithetical to egalitarian ideology. 

Sharon Cameron, for one, notes that "Hawthorne St'<.'ms to turn 

conventions of allegory back upon themselves" (80). The Purilans, wilh their 

habit of allegorically interpreting l'ven the most mundane uccurcnces, are a 

natural target for this type of "autodeconstructive" narrative. In his 

discussion of The Scarlet Letter, Ivor Winters suggests that "Hawthorne lurns 

hi::; instrument of allegory, the gift of the Puritans, against the Puritans 

themselves, in order to indicate the limits of their int.elligence" (15). Becker 

sees the same process at work throughout Hawthorne' s fiction, c1aimir,g 

"Hawthorne is an allegorist who uses the techniques of the form lo altack one 

of its basic imaginative requirements" (58). Speaking of The Scarlel l,t'tter, he 

also finds that Hawthorne "uses the literary form of allegory wi th devaMaling 

accuracy against the who le tradition of thought, exemplified in an exlremc 

way by Puritanism, which tries to control reality by imposing an allegorical 

interpretation on it" (Becker, 59). 
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Hawthorne's historical situation demanded from him a new 

formulation of the allegorical mode, and this new formulation enabled him 

refleA.ively to critique that same historical situation. For the purposes of this 

thesb, il is cnough to identify these elements at work in Hawthorne's fictions, 

without going into the grey area of trying to ascertain relations of 

intention;dily or causality between these two notions. In many ways his 

writmgs work as an inversion of traditional allegory's (in the generic sense) 

pro gram of solidifying shared cultural values. Looking around at the 

intel1ectual and political scenes of his day, he recognized a gap between 

profes~ed ideal and actual practice. As Beverly Haviland notes, he drew 

attention to this gap through his use of allegory: 

Hawthorne made al1egory do ... what none of his illustrious 
predecessors had done when he valorized the real world, 
clmbivalent about it as he might have been. Thus, he irritated 
many of his readers because they recognized allegory, but could not 
make sense of il according to the tradition in which the ideal was 
by definition a better world. (280) 

The manner in which specifie allegorical conventions enabled 

Hawthorne Lo accomplish his specifie critiques of contemporary idealisms, 

incJuding those of the American nationalist myth and the Puri tan allegorical 

viewpoint, will be investigated in the next two chapters, in a variety of 

Hawthorne's works. 
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Chapter Four: Personification 

Hawthorne's published assessments of his own literary output 

consistently touch upon his habit of allegorical characLcrizalion. 

Dissatisfaction with his characters' allegoriccll stiffness is l'vident in Lhe 

extracts from prefaces previously quoted in the second chapter, wherl'În hl' 

laments that his characters have the aspect of "people in the clouds," lhat 

there is a "human warmth" lacking in his "conceptions," and that his 

allegory is "not always so warmly dressed in ils habiliments of flcsh and 

blood, as to be taken into the reader's mind without a shiver." 

What Hawthorne here describes is the inherent problem of allcgorical 

personification: a tension between having a character represent an abstracl 

concept, thereby delimiting its possibile range of action, and having the 

character hold dramatic interest for the reader by invesling il with mimelic 

elements. Just as in the case of a sign's relation to its referent (excluding the 

special case of onomatopœia), personifications, even in "pure" alleguries, are 

never equivalent to the abstractions they represent. Because thcir range of 

possible significance is narrowed by their determined relatIOn tn il stallc 

concept, allegorical characters do not evolve or grow as will mimetic 

characters, except to further define themselves as representalions of slaljc 

concepts. Having said this, successful allegorical personificalions may rclain a 

sense of plausibility that engages the reader, encouraging further, more 

complex interpretation of the character's relation to the paradigm. 

The more mimetic/ realistic an allegorical personification bccomes, 

however, the more it loses Hs allegorical dimension. Whitman defines the 



( 

( 

Folkerth 36 

problem as "giving dramatic flexibility to an abstraction without 

undermining it~ logical consistency" (115), observing that "compositional 

allegory has not yet learned how to control sophisticated action, how to 

fine~se the old narrow correspondence between the meaning of a character 

and the activity ascribed to it" (90).16 

Carolynn Van Dyke describes this movement from abstraction to 

manifeslation in grammatical terms: "whenever an abstract noun [becomes] 

lh{? subjecl of a 'ransitive verb, it thereby becomes less abstract: faith is static, 

and [aitli enfers the cOllflict is already something of a personification" (39). 

Van Dyke then vertically plots the tension between ground and figure: the 

allegorical character opera tes in lia vertical space, dominated at the top by the 

abstracl noun that designates its essence and grounded in an embodiment 

thal engages in the action" (40i. Su ch a tension manifests itself in many of 

Hawthorn("s more allegorical works through his introduction of historical 

delail, the ostensible purpose of which is to balance the synthe tic core of 

personified characters by introducing a veneer of realism. When overdone, 

however, tIus type of detail will undermine any allegorical content indicated 

by the use of thematic characterization. Honig finds that Hawthorne's 

allegory often suffcrs from just this sort of overcompensation: 

A good allegorist tends to strip his narrative of the accidentaIs, 
partIy to achieve greater symbolic intensity, partIy to make evident 
the identification of the event or character with its function in the 
story. But, if the device is revealed, the identification will seem 
<lrbitr.lry and lhe fiction will cease to convince. Hawthorne ... often 
obscures the very substance of moral credibility he is trying to 

1 b Whitma Il find8 l'Vld~l\cc of the problcm as far back as the Psychomachia, in which "the 
1ll01lll'nt ,\ Prudenttan abstr.lction divcrgcd too much from its definition, it tended to 
und~rll\inl' Il!'> Vl'ry me,ming" (90). 
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crea te through coincidence and foreshadowing, by continually 
surrounding them with mountains of historical and verisimilar 
details. (HOlùg, 126) 

Was Hawthorne simply an inept allegorist, trying vainly to surround 

cardboard characters with the appointments of reality, or does his overt 

introduction of realistic and mime tic elements into allegorical narrative 

serve another purpose? If we take his public self-deprecation seriously, and 

not as conventional authorial modesty, then the answer is likely the former. 

My own reading of his work, however, points toward the latter explanalion: 

his infusion of realism and the mundaue into allegorical narrative serves as 

the vehic1e for a critique of contemporary idealisms, which include 

historiographies both uncritical and nostalgie, utopian reform movemcnts, 

and a transcendental optirnism blind to the problematics of moral behavior. 

The emphases in Hawthorne's allegory on temporal historicity and realism 

are a direct inversion of traditional allegory, which privileges, because it is 

genera ted from, the ideal and eternal. 

R.W.B. Lewis, in The Americall Adam, finds in Hawthorne's work a 

recurring character-type that reflects this temporal benl: an "Emcrsonian 

figure, the man of hope, who by some frightful mischance has slumbled into 

the time-burdened world of Jonathan Edwards" (113). Honig casts his net a 

Httle wider on this issue, judging that Hawthorne's unique modal inflection 

of allegory is manifest in his ambivalent personifications as a whole, which 

seem 

to measure the distance that exists between the world of 
appearance, chance, and self-deception, and the world of reality, 
order, and truth. With them the contradictory nature of 
experience springs from just this sense of what the distance 
signifies: a self-embattled condition which develops when the 
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rupture belween "worlds" is recognized in every human action. 
(Honig, 117) 

Hawthorne employs three methods of inverting traditional allegorical 

characterizations, each of which assists his subversive program. in his more 

traditional allegories, he invcrts the function of conventional allegorical 

charactcrs, an example of which is the guide who assists the protagonist on 

the quest {or salvation--e.g., Spenser's Una (a personification of Truth), and 

Bunyan's Evange1ist and Faithful. This method of inversion, as found in the 

charclclel of Mr. Smooth-it-away from "The Celestial Rail-Road," facilitiates 

through its irony a critique of contemporary idealisms. The second and third 

methods by which Hawthorne eHects this inversion are more subtle, and 

apply more to his portrayal of the individual in Puritan society. He either 

shows lhe process by which an individual becomes allegorized into a 

represenlative enlity by that society, as in the case of Hester Prynne, or he 

simply allows a character to allegorize him or herself right out of normal, 

healthy social relations, as in the case of Reverend Hooper. The latter 

instance demonstrates the manner in which Hawthorne uses allegorical 

elements in a critique of the genre itself and the role it plays in American 

history, especially as il finds contemporary expression in the typological 

doctrine of Manifest Destiny. 

One example of Hawthorne inverting a conventional allegorical 

character is found in "The Celestial Rail-Road," a parodie re-telling of 

Pilgrim's Progrcss situated in the context of nineteenth-cent!lfY America. Mr. 

Smooth-it-away leads the passengers of his railroad on an inverted 
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pilgrimage, not to salvation, but to perdition.17 Hawthorne here invert'.; the 

conventional guide character, and in so doing shows how the Americ.ul 

nationalist myth has been betrayed. Conventional guide ChcUclcters, such ~lS 

Spenser's Una, or Dante's Beatrice, normally function to help the protagonist 

attain, or at least gain a greater insight into, cl religious idecll. By inverting 

this character Hawthorne critiques the way in which the American 

typological paradigm of Manifest Destiny is appropriated for malt'rialist 

purposes. 

The passengers of the Celestial Rail-Road are pilgrims wÏlo unwittingly 

faU under the rubric of Easy Faith. They believe that obstacles to their moral 

progress are swept aside by the tide of scientific progress. In doing so, they 

personify a confusion between two types of progress, moral and scientific. As 

defined by the citizens of the newly industrializing America of Hawthorne's 

day, the rail-road C3me to symboliz~ the notion of "progress." LeD Marx 

remarks that "in the popular culture of the period the railroad was a favorite 

emblem of progress--not merely technological progress, but the ovcrall 

progress of the race" (27). The conflation of the two kinds of progress is 

actually a confusion of the two. The notion Hawthorne feH lo be prominent 

in his day is evident in the title of his work, "The Celes liaI J~ail-I~oad," in 

which only the modern notion of progress 18 presented. Any mention of 

human moral agency, that of the pilgrims themselves, has &ignificantly bc('n 

omitted from the story's title. 

Mr. Smooth-it-away is an excellent example of the economy of 

Hawthorne's art, for here the author personifies both the manner in which 

17 Other of Hawthorne's inversions of the guide-charactcr arc the ferryman and the Old 
Citizen of "My Kinsman, Major Motineux," and the devil who leads Young Coodman Brown 
into the forest. 
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modern technological progress is achieved and the moral attitude that 

faciIitates this kind of progress. In traditional moral allegory, the 

protagontist's virtue must be tested before it is acknowledged. For instance, in 

the Faerie Quecne, Una must lead the Red Crosse Knight through a series of 

battles and tribulations be{ore he is fit to enter the Hov.,se of Holinesse. 

Because of Mr. Smooth-it-away's efforts, however, the modern pilgrims of 

Hawthorne's tale undergo no such testing. The railroad removes aIl labor 

and inconvenience from the pilgrirnage to the Celestial City; for instance, a 

baggagc-car serves as a repository for the considerable burdens the pilgrims 

would normall y have to carry upon their own backs. 

In building the railway line to the Celestial City the railroad corporation, 

under the guidance of its director and largest stockholder, Mr. Smooth-it­

away, has litcrally smoothed away aIl major physical obstacles the pilgrims 

normally would have to encounter and sunnount. Tht" Slough of Despond is 

now traversed by means of a bridge, the foundation of which, explains Mr. 

SlTIooth-it-away, is fabricated of 

sorne cditions of books of morality, volumes of French philosophy 
and German rationalism, tracts, sermons, and essays of modern 
clergymen, extrclcls from Plato, Confucious, and various Hindoo 
sages, togelher with a few ingenious commentaries on texts of 
Scripture--all of which, by sorne scientific process, have been 
convcrted into a mass like granite. (CE 10:187) 

The idecls contained in these books are irrelevant; aU that matters is the 

material substance of the books themselves. The Hill of Difficulty remains 

difficull in llamc only, because the railway corporation has dug a tunnel "of 

most admirable architecture, with a loft y arch and a spacious double-track" 

that pierres "through the very heart of this rocky mountain" (CE 10:192). The 

Il.lrrcltor thell learns that "the materials from the heart of the Hill of Difficulty 
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have been employed in filling up the Valley of Humiliation; th us obvillting 

the necessity of descending into thclt disagreeable and unwholesol1w hollow" 

(CE 10:192), giving him further cause to marvel at the builders' ingenuity. 

The debris from smoothing away one obstacle establishes a nwans of 

smoothing away the next, and this technological notion of progress begins lo 

assume the dimensions of a moral cancer. Even the drecld Valley of the 

Shadow of Death is crossed by means of a "causeway hcre constructed," 

causing the narrator to exclaim that "it were unjust to withold the highest 

encorniums on the boldness of its original conception" (193). Il is worth 

noting here an irony in the term "boldness," a variant for the sin of Pride, 

commonly used in conjunction with Satan. There is also sornelhing almost 

blasphemous in the nanator's referellce to the causeway as an "original 

conception." 

The reader of "The Celestial Rail-Road" begins early on to (mlertain 

notions as to what the character Mr. Smooth-it-away really represenLs, and 

the real destination to which his train is taking the passengers. The reader is 

further led to question the identity of Mr. Smooth-it-away when asked Lo 

choose between Bunyan's description and the railway director's own version 

(inversion) of hello Passing what Bunyan describes as "the mouth of the 

infernal region," Mr. Smooth-it-away finds occasion to comfort the narrator, 

remarking that 

Tophet has not even a metaphorical existence. The placc, he 
assured us, is no other than the crater of a half-extinct volcano, in 
which the Directors had caused forges to be set up, for the 
manufacture of rail-road iron. Hence, also, is obtained a plentiful 
supply of fuel for the use of the engines. (CE 10:194-95) 

The narrator chooses to believe Mr. Smooth-it-away's story because il is 

comfortable, which is the very same reason he has chosen to take the rail-
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road in the first place: "whoe\'er had g.lzed into the dis mal obscurity of the 

broad cavern-mouth ... would have seized upon [his] comfortable explanation, 

as greedily as we did" (195). 

The raiIroad's passengers eventually arrive outside the gates of the 

Celeslial City; but likc Satan himself they will never gain acceptance. In fact, 

the tale abruptly ends bcfore they get the chance to enter. The purpose behind 

the moral pilgrimage, which is concerned with the quality of action as much 

as with the result, is not merely to arrive at the desired destination but to get 

therc in a certain manner. Because the tribulations of the pigrims' journey 

here have been completely effaced by the railroad Hne, so have their chances 

of salvation. 

The sketc!&'s epiphany occurs when Mr. Smooth-it-away's real identity is 

made 12xplicit in the very last paragraphs of the story. Boarding the steam 

ferry-bl.at to cross the river to the Celestial City, the narrator turns around his 

guide still on shore: "Looking back to the shore, 1 was amazed to discern Mr. 

Smoolh-it-away, waving his hand in token of farewell!" (CE 10: 205). Asking 

whether he will proceed with him to the Celestial City, Smooth-it-away 

answers, "Oh, no! 1 have come thus far only for the sake of your pleasant 

company. Good bye! We shaH meet again." (206). The railroad director's true 

identity is then betrayed through his infernallaughter: 

and then did my excellent friend .. .laugh outright; in the midst of 
which cachinnation, a smoke-wreath issued from his mouth and 
nostrils; while a twinkle of lurid flame darted out of either eye, 
proving ind ubitably that his heart was an of a red blaze. The 
impudent Fiend!" (CE 10:206) 

The llarrator for the first time realizes that the pilgrimage he has undertaken 

is an inversion of the one he thought he was on. His guide is no Beatrice or 

Una, and has led him to the gates of the Celestial City only to tantalize him. 
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Mr. Smooth-it-away functions as a personification of America's growing 

materialism. His sat,lnic characterization, specifically as the director of a 

railroad, suggests Hawthorne is critiquing the way the country's l]uest for 

material gain, partially manifested in an insatiable hunger for land, has 

diverted the country away from the moral and polilical ide<1ls of Manifest 

Destiny and toward a more I11aterialist appropriation of the doctrine. Which 

is of course not to say that Hawthorne was avidly supportive of the national 

myth in the first place. Rather, what seems to motiva te Hawthorne's elltirc 

subversive pro gram is the intent to illustra te the frequent discrepancy 

between ideal and practice, especially in cases where moral and political ideals 

are twisted to justify questionable practices. 

Another subversive personification in this sketch is Hawthornc's 

allegorical caricature of the Transcendentalist, the description of whom draws 

attention to the movement's lack of definition: 

He is a German by birth, and is called Giant Transcendentalist; but 
as to his form, his features, his substance, and his nature generally, 
it is the chief peculiarity of this huge miscreant, that neilhcr he for 
himself, nor anybody for him, has ever been able to describc them. 
As we rushed by the cavern'f, mouth, we caught a hast y glimpse of 
him, looking somewhat like an ill-proportioned figure, but 
considerably more like a heap of fog and duskiness. He shouted 
after us, but in &0 strange a phraseology that we knew not what he 
meant, nor whether to be encouraged or affrighted. (CE 10:197) 

In "The Old Manse," Hawthorne explains his attitude toward the founder of 

the Transcendental movement: "1... admired Emer50n as a f'!.:~t of deep 

beauty and austere tenderness, but sought nothing from him as a 

philosopher" (CE 10:31). Matthiessen notes that the main differencc between 

the two men is not so much that Hawthorne lacked Emerson's sense of 

, 
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optimism, as that he managed to retain a tragic sense that tempered it. 

Hawthorne had a 

widening sense of the guIf between the ideal and actuality, between 
the professions and practice of both democracy and religion. This 
sense was what separated him ... from the transcendentalists, who 
bridged the gap between the infinite and the Absolute by their 
assurance of "the infinitudp of the priva te man." (270) 

This "widening sense of the gulf between the ideal and acutality" is what 

mosl characterizes his use of allegorical conventions. His critiques of 

contemporary idealisms are not 50 much targeted against the ideals 

themselves as against the naïve beHef that they are, or even can be, realized. 

In addition lo inverting the function and import of otherwise traditional 

allegorical characters, Hawthorne subverts the convention of personification 

eilher by having his characters consciously define themselves as 

personificalions during the course of a narrative, or by having them 

consciously rebel against the imposition of an allegorical meaning from 

withoul. Such self-de termina tian is a radical departure from traditional 

allegorical characterization, in which characters are agents of ~ priori concepts. 

The Spenserian mode of characterizatiùIt, for example, begins with a concept 

and then finds ways of exprèssing that concept in terms of the character's 

nanlt', appearance and interactions with other personifications. 

The Hawthorne characters who define themselves as personifications 

most commonly do so by their obsessive behavior. Both the Reverend 

Hooper and Hester Prynne behave obsessively, though each for a different 

feason. Hooper loses himself in his mission to represent sec.(et sin to his 

community. Hester's goal is the exact opposite; not to define herself as an 

abstraction, but to redefine herself as an individual in light of the official 

. 
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Puritan interpretation of a sin that she officially symbolizes to her socil:'ty. 

Because these characters begin as mimetic personages, their names lue a less 

reliable index to their allegorical functions than is their bl~ll<lvior. In eclch 

case, the character becomes a personification within the historically mimctk 

world of colonial New England, which enables Hawthorne in tlll'Sl' cases to 

critique the Puritan allegorical mode of thOllght tlltlt finds continucd 

expression in the national mythology. 

In his rhetorical study of characterization entitled RClldlllg People, 

Reading Plots, James Phelan proposes that aIl fictional chardcters contain a 

mixture of three parameters: the mime tic, the thematic, and the synthetic (2-

3). The mimetic component refers to a character's plausibility, lhe thematic lo 

its representativeness, the synthetic to its artificiality. Allegorical 

personifications differ from other types of characters in their foregrollnding of 

both the synthe tic and thematic components. These characters are 

representative entities before they are individuals. Honig observes an 

emphasis on these two components ill the allegorical hero: "before we know 

who he is we discover what he iS" (81). The importance of personification to 

allegory, which is unique to the mode and one of its defining elements, is 

such that it can be considered a convention.18 

Synthe tic and thematic components reinforce each other in personified 

characters. A character with an overtly synthetic cast forces the reader to 

incorpora te him/her thematically into lhe narrative: "When 1 construct a 

narrative in which Smoothtalk meets Bumpkin on a bustling boulevard in 

Urbia, then l am inviting my readers ... to regard the characters as constructs 

designed for sorne thematic purpose" (Phelan, 14). As this examplc shows, 

18 Quilligan caUs personification "one of the mo!>t trustworthy signaIs of allegory" (42). 
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the first indication to the reader that a character is allegorical is often the 

name. To confront a character named "Smoothtalk" is immediately to caU 

into question the narrative's mime tic aspirations. The addition of 

"Bumpkin" and the city "Urbia" effectively abrogates any mimetic 

interprelation of the narrative. When a character's name is overtly synthetic 

(c.g., Hawthorne's Monsieur du Miroir, Man of Fancy, and Dldest Inhabitant), 

the wader is clearly directed to pursue interpretation more in terms of 

lhematic than rnimetie significance. 

In addition 10 their narnes, personifications are also identified by 

taJismamc objects associated with them. Homg notes of the allegorical hero 

lhat wc "recognize hirn first by physical signs: his clothing, his burden, the 

paraphernalia he carries. And the sense of these, the hero's credentials, is 

frequently epitomized in sorne lalismanic object belonging to him" (81). 

Hesler's searlet letter, Robin's eudgel, and the Reverend Hooper's black veil 

dre aIl lalisrnanic objects, or eredentials, that further define them for th'~ 

f(:!ader and for other charaeters with whom the y interact in the narrative. 

Becker observes lhat allegorical characters "are representative figures and 

follow the laws of the concept or clas~ which they represent" (37). As the 

11r1rralive progresses, thcse characters are further identified and defined by the 

way their obsessive behavior appears to be determined from without. Angus 

Fletcher, whose theory of allegory draws upon both Freud and the 

antl'ropological work of James Frazer,19 explains this obsessive behavior in 

tenns of daemonic possession: 

---------- ---

19 Although Fr,lzl'r has bel'n .111 but disowncd by modern anthropologists in favor of the 
morl' ~cll'ntihc, "objective" !>chool of Malinov\"ski, James A. Boon suggests a renewed look at 
Fr.1Zl'r, fl'.1ding Th/' Goldct! Brl/glr as "an allegory of a sensational tragic theme that 
ul\lkrhe'i lM!>lC rl'liglOus <Ind pllIitIcal institutions .... tI1l' only thing that is who le in The 
Goldell BOIISh, l'Vl'ntu.llly thirtcell volumes long, is the allegory itself" (10). 
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If we were ta meet an allegorical character in reallife ... .it wou Id 
seem that he was driven by sorne hidden, priv.lte force ... that he did 
not control his own destiny, but appcc1red to be controlll'd by sorne 
foreign force, something outside the sphere of his own ego. (40-
41)20 

Obsessive behavior is frequently a trait of Hawthorne's Chclr.1ders: Wl' mighl, 

here, think of Aylmer's obsession with his wife's birthmark, Dr. Rappaccini's 

obsessive desire to cultiva te his daughter in the garden, and the Reverend 

Hooper' s insistence on wearing the black veil. 

"The Minister's Black Veil" detaiL the Reverend Hoopl'r's sudden, 

mysterious obsession with the sins people hide from each other and from 

themselves. Hooper exhibits several dimensions of lhl' alll'gorical 

personification: his obsessive behavior suggesls dal'monic posses'iion by Il 

single idea; his personality narrows inlo the statie representation of tl singll' 

meaning so that he becomes more synthetic and thematic than miml'lic; and 

the result of this transformation is his isolation from .\is community. 

As has been previously noted, compulsive behavior is characteristic of 

the allegorical agent. It is a function of the author's need lo limil the range of 

possible action for a character, sa as to render his/her allcgorical meaning 

unmistakable, or at least decipherable. Fletcher compares the 1 estricll'd range 

of possible actions available ta the allegorical agent ta "the lype of behavior 

manifested by people who are thought (however unscientifically) lo be 

20 Brodhead notes that "In Hawthorne, daimomzation as cl form of character b lIlexlrÏ<'dbly 
linked to syrnbolic allcgory as a form of exprc~~JOn. As their ob~e~~i()n~ de~cend on thern, 
Hawthorne's heroes typically exit into allegory: they glve up the IIldividualing 
complexities of a whole human &elf to Lake on the exprcs~lve f1atncss of ('mblernallc bignb" 
(184). 
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posse~sed by a daimon" (39), which suggests why these characters fail to exert 

self-control or free will. 

Hawthorne inverts this practice in "The Minister's Black Veil" by 

allowing the Reverend Hooper to possess his own self of a daimon, to render 

his mcaning unmi&takable. By mysteriously refusing ~ver to rem ove the 

veil, 1 Iooper invites interpretation and turns his life into an allegory. Both 

wilhin the fictional world of the telle and in the reader' s experience of it, he 

rl'verts from a mime tic, plausible eharaeter to a synthetic, thematieally 

determined allegorical representation. 

Hooper differs from traditional allegorical characters for a number of 

rcasons. Ile IS situated in a historically mimetic fictional world: he doesn't 

inhabit fairyland, doesn't interaet with other equally allegorical characters, 

and unlike most allegorical characters, he has an inferable history. His initial 

decision to wear the veil is an example of self-determination, something of 

which any traditionally allegorical personification (excepting perhaps one of 

Self-Determination) wou Id be incapable. Though the minis ter consciously 

initiales his own fUllction as a "abstraeted man,"21 the remainder of his life is 

lived under the daemonic tyranny of the veil, as Colacurcio notes: 

the veil itself--which began as a mere symbol and then became the 
occclsional cause of inadvertent behavior in a life of severe, ironie 
discipline--has now become the sort of idée fixe which by itself 
order::. the enHre experience of a mind otherwise out of 
control.. .. the obsessive object has become the sole measure of 
sanity; madness and common sense have perfectIy changed places. 
(345) 

-------------

21 H,l\vthnrnl' ~l'ems to pUll on the muuster' s function as a personification when he writes 
tlhlt atter tlll' ~I'rmon at which Hoopl'r introduccd the veil to his congregation, he "walked 
onward, ,lt ,1 slow and qUiet pace, ~toopjng somewhat and looking on the ground, as is 
l'Ustlllll,UV \VIth abstlllctcd II/t'fI ... " !emphas!!:> mllll') (CE 9:38). 
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The reader is introduced to Hooper on the first day he dccidcs to begin 

wearing the veil. Through the remaining narrative, he is remarkably 

consistent and forthcoming in giving his reason for wearing the veil, from 

the first sermon he delivers after donning it--"the subject had rcferenœ to 

secret sin, and those sad mysteries which we hide from our lll'aresl and 

dearest, and wOlùd fain conceal from our own consciousness, evcn forgl"lWng 

that the Omniscient can detect them" (CE 9:40)--to his last, dying words: 

When the friend shows his inmost heart to his friend; the lover to 
his best-beloved; when man does not vainly shrink from the eye of 
his Creator, loathsomely treasuring up the secret of his sin; then 
deem me a monster, for the symbol beneath which 1 have lived, 
and die! 1 look around me, and, 10! on every visage a Black Veil! 
(52) 

Horror and sorrow at the prospect of the ubiquity of secret sin have attained 

the dimensions of an obsession in Hooper's mind, one that finds ils matcri.ll 

fixation in the object with which he chooses to represent it to the world. 

Hooper's compulsion to represent his obsession wHh the veil is 50 great that 

he loses his identity to the syrnbol. The daemonic obsession begins lo control 

him, as is evidenced in the way he shys away from confrontations wHh cven 

the visual image of his identity: "his own anlipathy lo lhe veil was known LO 

be so great, that he never willingly passed before a mirror, nor sLooped to 

drink at a still fountain, lest, in ils peaceful bosom, he should be affrighted by 

himself" (CE 9:48). Fletcher's general description of the allegorical 

personification's "daemonic agency" serv!?s as an exact diagnosj~ of J Jooper's 

mental state, in which 

there is no such thing as satisfactlOn in this worIJ; daemonic 
agency implies a mallle de perleetwH, an impossible desire to 
become one with the image of unchanging purity. The ag('nt seeks 



Folkerth 50 

to bccome ibolaled within himself, frozen into an eternally fixed 
form, an "idea" in the Platonic sense of the term. (65) 

Hoopl'r's fixation upon the idea of secret sin causes him to remain a 

statie character throughout the portion of his IHe encompassed within the 

narrative. Colacurcio points out that the minister's "spiritual life does not 

Sl'em to grow or advance. From his initial donning of the black veil straight 

through lo his final dea thbed speech, his insight bears only repetition. It may 

deepen, but il does not lead on to anything else. lndeed it seems to trap him" 

(330). 

In deciding to wear the veil incessantly, Hooper sentences himself to a 

life of isolation. From the first service he performs while wearing the v~il he 

is cxiled from the fellowship of his community. After the service, no one in. 

his congregation is quite sure how to react to him: 

None, as on former occasions, aspired to the honor of walking by 
tlwir pastor's side. Old Squire Saunders, doubtless by 3n accidentai 
lapse of memory, neglected to invite Mr. Hooper to his table, 
where the good clergyman had been wont to bless the food, almost 
every Sunday since his seUlement. (CE 9:41) 

1 lis betrothed, Elizabeth, lcarns in a priva te interview that she too is banished 

from ever seeing his face again. He ex plains the "veil is a type and a symbol, 

and 1 am bound to wear it ever, both in light and darkness, in solitude and 

bl'fore tlw gaze of multitudes, and as with strangers, so with my familiar 

friends. No mortall'ye will see it withdrm-vn" (1-6). He onds by assuring her 

that " l 'Vl'Il you, Elizabeth, can never come behinc.1 it!" (46). The significant 

phr.lsl's Ill' llSl'S in this interview are "I am bound to wear it ever," and "no 

mortal l'y l' will sel' il withdrawn," which suggest the totality of his rejection 

ot tlw temporal. Hoopl~r is so obsessed with the perfection of the ideal, the 

divilll' glimmer of wisdom with which he alone is invested, that he rejects 
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the imperfeet temporal reality around him. Speaking generally of tilt.' 

minister's mental condition, Colacurcio notes that "the man who will aeœpt 

nothing less than God's truth, and who finds that sueh truth is embodied in 

no human institution and validates no human relationship, is cvidently 

doomed to solipsism and rejection of life .. ," (317). Colacurcio also observes 

that "Hooper's crucial distinction" is "between time and etcrnity, or the 

superficial view of man and the insight of God .... to be truly aw,lkened is 

merely to know that no power on earLh ean ever violatc the incluctable 

moral secrecy of our sinfttl subjectivity" (338-39). I-Iooper's isolation {rom his 

community willlast until his dying day. The narrator describes this isolation 

in diachronie terms: "aIl through life that piece of crape had hung betwcen 

him and the world: it had separated him from chcerful brotherhood and 

woman' s love, and kept him in that saddesL of aIl prisons, his own heart" 

(50). 

Paradoxically, Hooper's obsession is not only with what the veil 

represents, but with the material object that signifies it. Refusing ever Lo Lake 

off the veil, it becomes a part of him. By contiguity and contagion, il infuses 

him with its power Lo represent while simultaneously divcsting him of his 

human individuality. The problem with his obsession is the way il is fixated 

on the sign, not the signified,22 suggesting an unhealthy confusion of the 

spiritual and the material. 

It is tempting when reading this tale to fix our attention upon the vej)'s 

mysterious significance cmd the power it exerts over the Reverend Hooper 

and his congregation. The problern with this Eocus is thal the reader ends up 

22 Colacurcio notes that Hoopcr udcvclop~ a kmd of ~ymb()lic litcrdJI~m which actually 
resembles the congregation'~ own persl~tl'nt rcductlOn of hb mc~~agc to it~ medium" (331). 

et 
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treating the veil exactly as Hooper himself treats it. 5taring unblinkingly into 

the eternal Truth that the veil represents, it is aIl too easy to lose perspective 

on the absurd actuality of a situation that affects not only Hooper, but his 

betrolhed and his enlire congregation. Colacurcio's excellent reading of the 

tal(> is prpdicated upon this viewpoint: "to see Hooper adequately, we must 

remember the community--or, rather, th(~ failure of community--in which he 

is involved" (379). Hooper's complete valorization of the ideal and eternal, 

mirrored by that of allegory, is attacked by Hawthorne to show how this 

obsession advcrsely affects the communal and personal reiationships that the 

Reverend becomes less and less interested in pursuing. 

The importance of the community in the tale is evident from the very 

first paragraph, which describ~s not a band of unrepentant sinners wickedly 

laughing around a maypole, but a perfectIy normal-seeming congregation 

making ils way to a Sunday's service. The disruptive effect of the black veil 

forces the congregation to consider explanations for its presence, but not 

necessarily the one Booper would desire for them to have. Their 

interprelations are bascd upon supernatural forces, ghosts, spirits, or gossip 

about his relationship with Elizabeth--almost anything but the idea of 

individual sin lhal Hooper wants them to see in Ït, as he himself does. Even 

tlw lown's physician is surprised to feel that the veil "though it covers only 

our p<lstor's face, throws its influence over his whole person, and makes him 

ghost-like from head 10 foot" (41). 

The community's myriad of interpretations subverts the enabling 

condition of allegory, which is the establishment of a hierarchical and 

authorit.1tivl' mode of lllterpretation. The failure of Hooper's attempt to 

Tl'strict tlw number of interpretations of the veil to his community signaIs the 

preSel1Cl' of a commmuty in which meaning is shared, not delegated. 

• 
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Hawthorne rhetorically reinforces this point of view by making surt:' tll.lt tiw 

narrator never pretends omniscience, but draws on the testimony of .111 the 

members of the community. On the first day of his metamorphosis, the 

Reverend presides over a funeraI, bending over the dCCC,lscd to "takc a l.\st 

farewell." As he does so, a "superstitious 011.'1 woman," secs th.lt "al the 

instant when the clergyman's features were disclosed, the corpsl:' had slighlly 

shuddered, rustling the shroud and muslin cap ... " (42). During tlw fUlll'ral 

procession, another woman is compelled to turn arollnd bccause she has il 

feeling "that the minister and the maiden's spirit were walking h.lnd in 

hand" (43); her partner admits that he had the exact s.me feeling al lhal 

moment. A~ Hooper's obsession with the veil endures, the community's 

rumours begin to accrete and settle into myth. His "cuslomary walk, aL 

sunset, to the burial ground" is explained in supcrnatural Lerms: "A fable 

went the rounds, that the stare of the dead people drove him thencc" (48). 

Behind the black veil, it is rumoured "lhat ghost and fiend consorLcd with 

him there" (48). A supernatural type of communion is supposed to have 

been achieved: "Even the lawless wind, it was believed, rcspccled lus dreadf ul 

secret, and never blew aside the veil" (48-9). 

In "The Minister's Black Veil," Hawthorne subverts Lhe convention of 

personification by letting the minis ter allegonze himself, (lllowing 

Hawthorne to illustra te the danger of an idealism lhal faib to Lake into 

consideration ils own practical limitations. As in "The Ccle~tial Rail-Road," 

Hawthorne caIls attention to the guIf between the ideal and rcal, the l'tl'rnal 

and the temporal. Hooper's obsessive idealisrn exiles hJm from the ~phere of 

normal interpersonal relationships. We again encounter the problcm of 

allegorical personification, for, as Colacurcio indicates, to be il symbol is lo 

cease to be a human being: "the ba~is for sorne sort of spiritual unily turns 
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inslead inlo the irnpelling cause for a whole series of painful separations 

according to the flesh" ~~for "as long as the prophet must bear the sign of his 

function everywhere in the ordinary world, the ordinary world will always 

react prelty much as we see it here" (334). 

Although The Searlet Letter is subtitled /lA Romance," it has been treated 

allegorically several limes throughout Hs critical history. Many of these 

readings assign particular allegorical meanings to the novel's main characters. 

In 1938'5 Maule'::; Cursc, Ivor Winters finds the novel to be the finest 

expression of an éluthor who is "essentially an allegorist; had he followed the 

advicc of Poe and other well~wishers ... and thrown his allegorizing out the 

window, it is certain that nothing essential to his genius would have 

remained" (4). Winters' reading of the book evinces a traditionally allegorical 

intl'rpretation of the characters as agents of specifie concepts: ilHes ter 

t'l'presents the repentant sinner, Dirnmesdale the half~repentant sinner, and 

Chillingworth the unrepentant sinner" (16). Characters attain significance 

only when their essence is abstracted from the mimetic part of their 

constitution, as in Winters' interpretation of Governor Bellingham, who, "in 

lus combina Lion of legal training with military prowess, is representative of 

his fellow colonists, who ... mastered moral difficulties not by undertsanding 

them, but by crushing lhem out" (13). Almost fifty years after Winters, 

}(ichcud Frecd brackets the entire novel and reads it as a psychomachic 

allegory of the compositional pro cess having its foeus in the character of 

Pl'.lrC who "is ,1 repn>sentation of the work in progress" (33): 

By invl'sling the figures of Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth 
\\Tith aspects of himself and by analyzing their motivations and 
rl'lations, he will analyze his own thought and the enigmatic 
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process of drtistic production, for by incorporating his thoughts in 
fictional crea tions, he can see himself thinking and more fl'adil y 
examine his thoughts. (36) 

Each of these allegorical readings passes over (and unwittingly 

participa tes in) a fascinating aspect of the novcl, \\"hich is tlw way Hester 

resists her community's allegorization of her. It is within this allegory 

contained in the narrative itself that Hester acts as a subversive. She Ct.'rt,linly 

is not content with the Puritan community's official interpretation 01 her, 

with their reduction of her to a type and pure representation. She refuses Lo 

be imprisoned within the scope of the scarlet letter. There is simply more to 

her life than serving as the representation of any single concept, hl' il a 

negative (Adultery) or positive (Angel, Able) one. 

From the very beginning of the novel, wc are given hints that Hesler has 

an interest in appropriating the meaning of the syrnbol she is scntenccd to 

wear" She has fashioned it herself, "in fine rcd doth, surrounded wilh an 

elaborate embroidery and fantastic flvurishes of gold thread" (53): 

It was so artistically done, and with so much fertility and gorgeous 
luxuriance of fancy, that it had ail the effect of a lasl and fitting 
decoration to the apparel which she wore; and which was of a 
splendor in accordance with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond 
what was allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the coJony. (53) 

She manages express herself even within the limits to her freedom imposed 

from without: "her attire, which, indeed, she had wrought for the 

occasion ... and had modelled rnuch after her own faney, seemed 10 expres~ the 

attitude of her spirit, the desperate recklessness of her mood" (53). Becker 

notes that Hester /lhas taken the symbol which was to make her another 

allegorical figure in the Puritan allegorical world and, by the force of an 

almost violent art, has turned il into an expression of her own defiant 

individuality" (94). 
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The end of Hesler's prison term is significantly two beginnings: it is the 

beginning of the narrative, and the beginning of her career as a socially­

determined representation of sin. The letter she is forced to wear transforms 

her from an individual into a sign. Hs daemonic possession of her entire 

being brings on the isolation so characteristic of the allegorical agent: "It had 

the effect of a speIl, taking her out of the ordinary relations with humanity, 

and inclosing her in a sphere by herself" (54). One observer dt the scene of her 

release from prison expresses satisfaction that she will henceforth be regarded 

nol in humanistic terms, but in textuaI ones, as lia living sermon against sin" 

(63). Once her life outside the prison commences, she must learn to take on 

her new role in the community as the sign not only of the sin of adultery, but 

of sin in general: 

giving up her individuality, she would become the generai symboi 
at which the preacher and the moralist might point, and in which 
they might vivify and embody their images of Vvoman's frailtyand 
sinful passion. Thus the young and the pure would be taught to 
look at her, at the searlet letter flaming on her breast ... as the figure, 
the body, the reality of sin. (79) 

The next information we are given concerning Hester's ~tallding in the 

eommunily ocellrs after she has spent seven years living the life of a true 

penitent, in the chapter titIed, significantly, "Another View of Hester." 

During this interlude ot seven years she has managed to change the popular 

(if not the official) interpretation of the letter on her breast: Ua species of 

generai regard had ultimately grown up in reference to Hester Prynne .... the 

bl.1meless purity of her life, during aH those years in which she had been set 

apart to infamy, was reckoned largely in her favor" (160). Through her 

actions, the letter eomes to signify to the people of the community not 

Adultress, but Able: 
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She was self-ordained a Sis ter of Mercy; or, we may say, the world's 
heavy hand had so ordained her, wh en neither the world nor she 
looked for this rcsult. The let ter was the symbol of her c,llling. 
Such helpfullness was found in her,--so ml1ch power to do, ,md 
power to sympathy,--that many people refl1sed to intl'rprct the 
searlet A by its original signification. They saki that it n1t~ant Able; 
so strong was Hester Prynne, with a woman's strcngth. (161) 

This new unoffidal interpretation of the letter and the penitent behdvior 

that has brought it about Ieads the Pl1ritan officiaIs to consider allowing 

Hester to remove the Ietter from her breast, thus ending her punishment. 

Hester refuses this offer, replying "It lies not in the pleasure of the magistrates 

to take off this badge .... Were 1 worthy to be quit of il, it would fall away of ils 

own nature, or be transformed into something that should speak a diffcrent 

purport" (169). The question is not one of whether or not she will reprcsl>nt ,1 

particular sin to the community, but of whethcr any magisterial body 

possesses the authority to assign and delegate meaning for an cntire 

eommunity. A similar refllsal is expressed by Hester at the bcginning of th(' 

noveI, when the Reverend Mr. Wilson tells her that if she divulgcs the 

identity of her partner in sin, she may not have to wear the letter. She replys 

"It is too deeply branded. Ye cannot take it off" (68). Carton mdicalcs that 

Hester's response to this question "is openly revoIuLionary .... Tdking her 

punishment more radically to heart than her judges could have anlicipated 

or intended, Hester subverts their sentence by her very faithflllncs~ lo il" 0<)5-

96). 

Carton compares Hester to Hawthorne himself, for he ~ces tha l "likc 

Hawthorne, Hester is both a representative and a deviant, a product and a 

subversive reproducer of her community's meanings" (193). 1 Ic~ter'~ 

subversive role within the narrative is appropriated by IIawthorne to 
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illustra te the tyrannical side of the interpretive hegemony possessed by the 

Puritan clite. Just as Hester opens up the scarlet letter to different 

interpretations, Hawthorne uses her character in The Searlet Letter to present 

his own, historically informed awareness of Puritan intolerance. Hawthorne, 

in The Scarlet Letta, turns allegory back upon itself, and critiques it as an 

American tradition of thought that informs both religious typological 

interpreta tions of the Puritan mission and contemporary teleological 

intcrprelations of America's role in the evolution of political institutions. 

Becker notes that "the movement of a character from real to allegorical 

in a work of fiction is a meaningful event within the fiction. Hawthorne 

makes il a crucial event within his own allegory when a character is 

transformeù or transforms himself into an allegorical figure" (98). In both 

"The Minister's Black Veil" and The Sem'let Letter, mimetic characters 

transform into allegorical characlers. Reverend Hooper brings this 

transformation upon himself; Hester has it ascribed to her from without. 

Each narrative subverts the Puritan mode of discourse ttlat proscribes an 

official allegorical signification to objects, events, and ev en people, and 

deline.l1cs the failure of a reductive allegorical interpretation in which a 

single meaning is fixed 10 the allegorical agent. The Puritans' authoritarian 

mode 01 discol1rse has little in common with the democratic ideals celebrated 

by I-Iawlhorne'f. nineteenth-century American audience. This is a point he 

sub1ly makes in l',lch story, thereby putling the lie to the contemporary notion 

that tht Puritans were somehow harbingers of democracy to the new world. 

The tragedy of "The Minister's Black Veil" is that Hooper loses his 

hUIllan rl'lationship to a comml1nity that is prepared to accept his new 

idl'ntity as .1 forel' or idea to be aware of, but not to be lived w'Ïth persistently. 
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The presence of the black veil on their minister's face supports nllIllerous 

interpretations as to its significance, not only or ev en priIllarily the one 

which the minister would have them believe. From the singlllar trllth we 

are led to a diffusion of interpretations, in which the veil itsclf fepn'sents the 

multiplicity of the sign/ sin. 

Hester Prynne uses the sign's multivalent properties to her own benefit, 

as a way of freeing herself from the single allegorical meaning imposed llpon 

her by the magistrates. Asserting her free will to live penitently and act as a 

symbol of moral rectitude, she drives a wedge into the .lllcgorkally 

constrictive meaning of the scarlet letter, and after severa) years sllcceeds in 

re-humanizing herself through the community's reinterpretation of the 

symbol she insists upon wearing. Her function as a sllbvcrsi ve allegorical 

character is carried on at the level of the narrative itself (puritan society), and 

from there rad~ates outward into the world as a reflection of IIawthorne's 

own political and moral sensibilities. 

-
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Chapter Five: Procession 

Processions function Lillegorically because they rhetorically reinforce the 

authority of an established social hierarchy or dominant idcology, a functioi\ 

Hawthorne considers lia violation of the corn munit y of human sympathy" 

(Becker, 58). Writing in the Jacksonian era, Hawthorne subverts this type of 

conventiol1al episode to altack historieal and contemporary ideologies that 

incorporille hierarchy. In the case of the Puritans, this entails a subversion of 

their allegorical habit of thought. The present chapter will treat ways in 

which lIawthorne's allegorical processions subvert established social 

hierarchies and ideologies, drawing attention to the gap between social ideals 

dnd their practice. He does 50 most often by offering an alternative hierarchy 

within the narrative, or by ironically undercutting the one presented. More 

subtly, he rhelorically subverts a sense of hierarchy in his inflection of 

allegory by abandoning the traditionally paratactic syntax of al1.egory that, in 

ils droning and hypnotlc effect, evokes a sense of hierarchy.23 

In literalure, c111egorical processions fUl1ction allegorically because of 

their emph,lsis on ntuêll. Processions are instances of ornamental imagery 

that, because of their disruption of proairetic narrative, signal to the reader 

23 Fletcher dl'lmcs pMdtaxis dS "cl structunng of sentences such that they do not convey any 
dl~tinl'hnns 01 luglll'r or lower order. 'Order' here means intensity of interest, since what is 
mol't' imporl.1Il1 usuaJly gels the greclter sharc of attention. In parataxis each predication 
!>talllh cl101W: 'Thl.'Y r.l\1 Hl' wept They ran again.' Or cIse predications are joined by 
conjunchon~ 01 l'l]lhlhty: 'Hl' Tdn, and they \Vept, and he l,<m again'; or 'He walked, but the 
J1l'llpll' r,m.' l'lus ml"lIl~ that pdrdtactlc ~entenccs do not attempt modification by relative 
cl.llI~l'~, subllrdin.lting conJunctions, phrases in apposition, and the like. When such 
~\Ibllrdin,ltmg dl'vke~ .m' l'mployed, we havc whal is called hypotaxis, of which the style 
01 Henry 1.1Illl's land I-I.;wthllrncl would be an cxtreme cxampIe" (162). 
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the presence of thematic content. Outsidl' the purely discursive sphefl\ of 

human communities, ritual serves to define society: 

[Ritual] is a social event in which the llll'mbers of society step .lside 
from their normal social activities and appraisl' themsdvl's .Uld 
their values as a society. Everything tends to beromc symbolic. 
The people are more than a crowd. They represen t, by the presence 
of their leaders in ritual dress, with their attributes of office, aIl 

ordered hierarchy, the very structure of their society. (Becker, 95) 

In narrative as weIl, ritual initia tes rhythm and orders moveml'nt, cvoking cl 

sense of hierarchical structure. Angus Fletcher writes that ritual "in l'ftect 

communicates a sense of plan, of metric design, of formula" (178).24 ln the 

great Puritan allegories Hawthorne read, this dcfcrcncl' to structure is the 

rhetorical mirroring of authorial allegiance to the ideulogical (religiolls 

and/or politieaD status quo. 

Marrying form to content, conventional allegorical processions dcscribe 

ritual in a ritual manner. This is achieved rhetoricall y through the use of 

paratactic syntax in the description of the procession, and symmctrical 

portraits of the procession's participants.25 Though para taxis ü, a synlactic 

mode by definition ahierarchieal, the rhythmic eHect it produces cvokes ritual 

at a level other than that of the syntactic. Even overly hypotaclic syntdx, 

suggests Fletcher, will produce the same ritualistic droning, and thcrefore 

function allegorically: he finds that exaggerated hypotaxis "gocs so far in thl' 

direction of involuted, defensive complexity that il almost ccases to be a 

24 It is perhaps with this eHcct In mind that Finemdn calls allcgory "an inhercntly dnu 
therefore religious tropc ... because JO dcfcrring to ~tructure It mt->inudlc& the power of 
structure, giving off what wc (an cali the ~tructural cffect" (32-33). 

25 Fletcher rclers to the sc cleml'nts as "~teady propublvene!:>~ and ('xact "ymml'try" (]()2), 

though in the case of the lattcr he choo~es to (ocu~ upon anaphora rather than !:>ymm(·trrcal 
description. 



Folkerth 62 

modifying ~tyle and come5 full circle into parataxis" (163).26 The practice of 

isornorphically describing the participants of an allegorical procession forces 

the rcader Lo incorporel te (>ach image into the larger ideological context of the 

enlirc proce~1>ion. Each illustration attains full significance only wh en 

considered in ils relation to the other participants. 

To fully appreciale Hawthorne's subversions of this convention, it will 

be helpful lo juxtapose lhem to a traditional example. One of the most 

celebraled inslances of allegorical procession is found in the first Book of The 

Ffleru' QUl'l'Ilt' (iv.13-38), during which Red Crosse Knight witnesses a 

pn.)Cl·s~ion of the Seven Deadly Sins led by Lucifera, who personifies the sin 

of l'ride Descriptions of the Sins in the procession are completely 

bomorphic: each occupies tluee stanzas, in which the sin/ counsellor is 

named, seatl>d upon the appropria te animal, fitted with relevant clothes, is 

slu)\-vn holding c1 talismanic object and suffering from a disease brought on by 

lh<.> sin lhl'y ft'pft'senl. Gluttony, for example, is pictured sealed lion a filthie 

swyne," wl'Luing "grl'l'ne vine leaves" and "an yvie girl and," holding lia 

bouzing can," and suffenng from lia dry dropsie" (iv.21-23). 

In addition Lo lhe lhematic significance invested in each individual 

portrait, llll' en lin' procession i~ ritually and thernatically constructed. 

llughl'1> finds lhal lIll' Sins elre presented "in that order in which the vices 

lill'y rl'prl'~l'nl nalurally produce and follow each other" (Spenser, i 217). In 

rite l'tlsn11ltlSt' of Litt', Samuel Chew notices the order of the sins is 

schel11.llk.111y slruclured according to their relative natures: "Sins of the Flesh 

21) Il ~hlllJ Id l"lt' ll1l'nl1lltll'd Ill'rl'. hO\wver, that 1 do Ilot cOllsidcr Hawthorne's style to be so 
l',\.lggl'I.lIl'dly hypl l t.1CtlC th.lt It l'vllkl's thts ritual sense. 

• 
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(Sloth, Gluttony, and Lechery), then the Worldly Sin (Avarice), ,ulli tillcllly 

the Devilish Sins (Envy, Wrath, and Pride)" (72). 

Spenser's procession is stanzaically, metrically, and synt.lctically 

paratactic. WhiIe stanza form and metre are constants throughollt thl' poem, 

the rhythmic effect is ftlrther enhanced during the procession as syntax 

becomes even more rhythmic. Caesuras ail but disapPl',lf and .11laphor.l 

appears more often, shown in this extra ct from the description of Avarice: 

Most wretched wight, whom nothing rnight SUfflSl" 
Whose greedy lust did lacke in greatest stOïe, 
Whose need had end, but no end couetise, 
Whose wealth was want, whose plenty made him pore, 
Who had enough, yet wished euer more (iv.28) 

The rernainder of this chapLer will discuss how llawthorne's use oi the 

convention of procession allows him to illustra te and critique diffen'nt 

hierarchical structures exhibited by Arnerican sodet y Ifl the Puri tan, 

revolutionary, and contemporary pcriods. In the two histoflcal works to be 

discussed in this chapter, "My Kinsman, Major Molineux," and, again, 'l'Ill' 

Scarlet Lette;, he uses the convention to cirCUffivent idealistic, unrealistic 

notions promulgated by the national myth concerning the cOllntry'~ I\l'rilage 

of personal freedorn and egaIitarianism. By presenting }lI~toricdlly vendicaJ 

depictions of ritual processions which emphaslze ~ocial hierarchy, 

Hawthorne again draws attention to the gap between the natIOnal myLh and 

the historical verity. In the The Searlet Lettl'r, the~e rHual procession~ ,He 

allegorical because they represent and l'ven arise oul of the Puri t<ln~' own 

allegorical outlook. In "My Kinsman, Major Molmeux," aIJegorical 

procession is the structural principle behind a narratIve Lhat call~ into 

question the feasability of democratic rule in the contexL of the human 

capacity for evil. ln the sketch to be discussed in thh chapter, "The Proce~sion 
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of Life," the convlmtiun of procession is used to suggest an alternative mode 

of SOCÎdJ ~lrllclure, one wltholll hierarchy at aIl. The relevant irony is that the 

parliClpant~ in the new procession are depicted in an ideally democratic 

manner whirh tlH' ~ocio-economic entity of America fails to achieve. 

Thl' Llllegoricdl pruccs~lOn that constitutes Hawthorne's sketch "The 

ProCt'~~ion of LIle" dlffers from conventional processions in a number of 

Wé.ly~. Rather th:m illustrating and supporting an existing hierarchy, the 

OCC<l~lOn for the sketch is the provisional, hypothetical reorientation of that 

hierarchy, b.l:-'l·d upon an l'gahtarian ideal. Contrary to the materialist practice 

lh.ll IS c .. rried out in acluaIily, the narrator organizes the new procession 

t1ccording to stnctly egalilarian ideals in his aim to represent the gap between 

the Anwric.lll democratic idcal and its actual practice. 

TIll' n.lrra tor tlssumcs marshallship of the procession, calling 

hum,lllity to l.lkl' their positions according to his newly proposed categories, 

which arc ffl'qUl'1111y ~o broad 1hat 1hey tend to predude any real distinctions 

bl'lWl't.'/1 pl'oplt'. Yel lhis seems to be the point. The deputy marshalls of the 

ilctU.l\ prOl'l'~~lon, Lhl' hcrald's office and tax-gatherers, have arranged the 

procl's~ion ,1Ccording 10 "invariably mistaken principles" (207), in which "the 

accldl'nts ,1lld ~upL'rlicial attribu1es, with which the real nature of individuals 

h,15 (l'.1St III do, ,Hl' ,1cll'd upon as the deepest characteristics of mankind" (221). 

In dll'l'cl oppoSlllOl1 lo this, the narralor proposes to arrange his procession 

.lccordll1g lo mtl>rnal critl'ria shared by people regardless of their external 

cir(,lIl11sl.lncl'~. The Ill'W procession is based on egalitarianism rather than 

hÎl'I\Ul'lW. Whcn tlw narrator finds that a proposed category introduces 

hil'I\1l'l'hy, Ill' imnll'diately withdraws or changes the category 50 that any 

Sl'Ibl' 01 !'-tr.1tilÏl'.lllOl1 is rCllloVl'd. ln the end, the only hierarchy that ob tains 

-
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in the sketch is the supremacy of .lbs tract categories such as ProvU.it'IlCl', 

Disease, Grief, Love, and Death over external, arbitrdrv olles such as l'conomÎl' 
J 

standing and social rank. These abstractions turn out to bl' thl' n',ll lll.lrshalls 

of the procession. 

The first group called together are those people who suifer fmm simil,u 

diseases. Vpon further pondering the ramifications of this categonzalÏon, tlll' 

narrator chooses to define il more narrowly, because in gelll'rai 10l'm It 

continues to reflect the economic status of the various ,lffhclL'd llll'mlwrs, 

thereby rnaintaining the previous, externally based hierarchy: 

Our first attempt at classification is not vl'ry successful. Il may 
gratify the pride of aristocracy to reflect, that Disease, mort' than 
any other circumstance of human IHe, pays duc observance lo Ow 
distinctions which rank and wealth, and poverty and lowlinl'ss, 
have established among rnankind. (208) 

He decides to lirnit the rnembers of tlus category to p<.lople who h,lVt> nt.'en 

struck by more indiscriminate dised~es, ones that attack without regard lor 

economie status or rank: "Wc rnight find innurncrable olher in~lanct'~, where 

the bond of mu tuaI disease--not to speak of nation-swt.>cping pl'~tilences-­

embraces high and low, and makes the king a brather of the clown. But il is 

not hard to own that Disease is the natural ari~tocrat" (210). Tilt> eX.lmpll· of 

the king becoming brother to the clown, repealed throllghollt the ~ketch m 

various permutations, is representative of the dlalcctical, ~oC1ally Il'velling 

function served by this new procession. 

The next classification is based on tho~L' who pl)s~e~~ ~imIltlr mtl'Il('ctual 

gifts, because, as the narrator observes, "this is cl reality, beforc which the 

conventional distinctions of society rnclt away, likc a vapor wllen we wuuld 

grasp it with the hand" (210). Even though thb category wOllld ~eem lo 

introduce a hierarchlcal element mto the procc~slOn, becau~l' nol everyone b 

. 
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equally endowed wilh intellectual ability, it is defended on the grounds that 

the possession of a good intellect is "but a higher development of gifts given 

to aIl" (211). Furtherm'>re, once the afterlife is achieved, this distinction will 

be of no Imporl' "though we suffer the brotherhood of intellect to march 

onward together, il may be doubted whether their peculiar relation will not 

begin to vanbh, a~ soon a~ the procession shaH have passed beyond the circle 

of this present world" (212). 

Those who suffer from grief are then called to take their places in the 

procession. As in the case with the category of disease, the narrator finds it 

necessary to restrict the category, to th05e who feel a strong level of grief: 

"Grief is slIch cl leveller, with its own dignity and its own humility, that the 

noble and lhe peasan t , the beggar and the monarch, will waive their 

pretensions lo external rank, without the officiousness of interference on our 

parl" (213). After this, he claSSIfies together aIl those who are guilty of sorne 

CrIme. This b yel anothcr levelling category, because each member of the 

group is "enlitled to grasp any other's hand" (214-15). 

Dbcovering lh.11 he has yet called together only those who are bound 

togl'ther by evil trait~, Ill' begins to caU upon th05e who are related through 

dIt fl'rent prl'mise~. The dassificatory strategy of dialectically levelling the 

l1H'mbl'rs of 11ll' procession continues on in basically the sa me manner: e.g., 

for lho~l' who are rl'lalrd because the y "have 10st, or never found, their 

propl'r plaù's 111 the world" (218), Ill' suggests the example of "QuakHs with 

tlll' lllstinc\ Dt battle in lhem; and men of war who should have worn the 

broad-brim" (2 J tJ). TIlL' last proposed classification is a greater leveller than 

.lny pn'viol1~, whosl' members include anyone who has ever and will ever 

livl'. This C<ltl'gory is thosc who are subject to Death, which "1evels us all into 

lll1C gre.lt brotlwrhood" (221). Delllh, il turns out, is the Chief Marshall of the 
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procession, for "who else could assume the guidance 01 ,1 processIOn th,lt 

comprehends a11 humclnity?" (221). 

More nearly an "allegory" in the generie sen St' of the term than ,1ny ot 

the other works addressed in this Sludy, "The Procession of Life" is ,1 sketch in 

which Hawthorne subverts the convention of procession III order tn calI intn 

question the materialist paradigm that hl' saw prcdominating in 

contemporary American society. He imagines an alternatl' procession that 

manages to live up ta the egalitarian, idealistic impulses of thl' national 

myth--in which people of aIl economk standings and soCÎelal ranks finally 

are collapsed into the one ulLimate category of humanity. TIll' faet lhat lhi~ 

new procession is unlikely l'ver to take place in fl'ality IS fin'l11y irrl'll'v,lIll. 

What Hawthorne is mostly concerned to point out, yet ag,lin, 15 the gap 

between the ideal and the actuality; in this case, the hypocritical praclice of .1 

society that professes one paradigm (cgalitarianism), and aets upon .111otJll'r 

(rnaterialism). 

Two critics, Arthur Brocs and Marcia Marzec, have suggesled that one of 

Hawthorne's earliest historical tales, "My Kinsman, Major Molinellx," 

contains a procession of the Seven Deadly Sins, such as the afofl'mentioned 

example from The Farde Queelle. Even if Brocs' and Marzec'~ readings do 

not exactly form a critical consen~us on the b~lIe, tlwir arguml'nls MC 

compelling enough that the present study take~ for lb point of depdrtllre the 

assumption that the tale's structure is at l('ast informed by ~lIch convention"l 

processions. Hawthorne uses the convention of pro('es~ion in thb tale to 

subvert the popular notion of the Revolution, and, a~ Marzee ~uggesl~, to 

project "the philosophical discrcpancy between the thcorie~ of innate 

depravity and modern liberal democracy" (274). 
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The tale is a basic allegorical quest narrative: a young country lad named 

Robin journey~ lo the city in hope of attaining furtherance through the 

influence of his established relation, Major Molineux. Inquiring as to the 

whereabouts of hb relation among various representatives of the populace, 

Robin is treated with hostility whenever he mentions the name of his 

relatIVe. The climax of the tale is the procession at the end, during which 

I{obin leilrn~ the (rue standing enjoyed by his relative in this community. 

Lilte into the night, he is told to wait on the street if he wishes to see his 

relative pass by. A frenzied procession passes through the street, in the midst 

of whieh he reeognizes his relative the Major, "in tar-and-feathery dignity" 

(228). As in Spenser's procession, the sins are each illustrated before the 

entire train is put into motion at the end of the episode. 

Arthur Broes, working from the premise that a resurgence of interest in 

the talc in the 19505 failed to reach consensus as to its IJgeneral nature or 

parlÎCuJar l1ll'ri l" (171), reads it as /1 essentiall y an eclectic work, made up of 

tradilional aUcgorical episodes and patterns borrowed from Dante, Spenser, 

and Bunyan" (172).27 While Broes' argument as to the tale's structure is 

sound, his article as a wholc is not geared toward addressing its historicity. 

Ill' spends the better part of his article delineating Hawthorne's 

rl)pn)~ent<ltions of the Seven Deadly Sins. The ferryman represents Avarice; 

the old mlm Robin merls in lown represents Pride; the tavern keeper, 

Cluttony; thl' young wontclll in the searlet petticoélt, Le chery; the tired 

w.1ldunan, Sloth; the two groups of men, Wrath. This adds up to six sinsi 

27 Wlth fl'~.m.1 hl tlH' pWCl'~Sllln lrom Tilt' Ft/I'ril' QI/CCIII' , Brocs finds it improbable that 
"111.l\vlllllfl1l'lcllllld h.lVl' writtcn 'MaJor MoIincux' without this proccbsion in mind, for the 
str.\I\~l' l'mlllln'~ wllll p.I~~ lw/ml' Robm's uncomprchcnding cyc arc nothing less than thinly 
n'lied, Il IIllI .llw,lV'" lully dCVl'lOPl'd n'presentatives of thcse vices" (175-76). 
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curiously missing from the pageant is cl represent.ltion of Envy. Bnll's 

manages to ea1culate seven wh en he identifies the friendly str.lngl'r who stops 

to witness the procession with Robin as <l personification of Ruin. De­

historicizing the tale, Broes reads It as pure moral allegory. This is l'vident 

from his reticence to take the imaginative leap thal assoCÎatl's the Major with 

the governors mentioned in the talc's opening paragraphs Ill' suggests that 

the Major does not represenl the scapegoat in cl localized politic.ll disturbance 

so mu ch as fla symbol of moral good and order in a world from which tIu'se 

virtues seem to have largely disappeared" (182-3). 

Even though Broes' Proerustean matching of char.lcters to Dl'<ldly Sins is 

not entirely convincing, there still remains at the climax of the lall' a 

proeess~on made up of allegorical eharaeters who Marzl'c dcscribes a~ "flat, 

lifekss caricatures" (274). The questIOn of what this allcgorical procl'ssion is 

ml!ant to illustrate may be In part answered if the tale is more thoroughly 

eonsidered froIn the hlstorieaI perspective. 

Michael Colaeurcio posits lhe most eompelling historieal rl'ading of the 

tale, situating it within the ideological eontext of early ninetccnth-century 

America. He notps that Hawthorne, instead of presenting the Revolution in 

an heroic light, subversively conflates the tale's culminating l'vent with tlH.' 

Revolution in general: 

Compared, from the outset, to arum riol in the 1730'5, and 
discovered, throughout, to be a thoroughly pIotted and ~tage­
managed affair, the entire episode is revealed, at the end, to 
amount to nothing more than one or another form of ulterly local 
unruliness. (149) 

• 
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Thl" rea~on for thb, ~uggests Colacurcio, is that Hawthorne was "striking back 

al the flagrant idolatnes of America's pseudo-Puritan civil religion" (136),28 

and, vying for publication in this ideological climate, chose for recourse a 

"deflatlOnl~t" ~tralegy: "in thl' face of a nearly overwhelming national 

c()nsen~l/~ in favoT of the holy-historical significance of 1776, Hawthorne is 

studying the maJl..'stic Revolution in terms of il minor outbreak of provincial 

llnruhne~~, a mob ~cene" (136). Hawthorne's motivation in painting such an 

unflattering pictllre of the Revolution is not fueled by anti-patriotic 

sentiment, but by a desire to present an accurate portrayal of historical events. 

Thl' modl' oJ allegoTY, which consists of saying one thing and meaning 

another, was the only way for him to express this subversive history without 

alienating his readership. As Colacurcio notes, the American audience had 

specifie na tlOn,llistic expectation:, when il came to even fiction al 

rl'pre~l'ntdtion~ of the national history: 

What one evidently wanled, evidenUy, was "majesty." No one 
lovl'd to hear of mobs or broils in the street. And m'arly everyone 
w,lllted lo hcar that the Revolution had been a major event in 
lIoly llistory. Il wOlild overstate the case only slightIy to say that in 
IH26 (I-IlIll'hin~on lumself to the contrary not withstanding) aIl one 
COli Id diseover about the Revolution" as that, in the Cosmic 
Progrcss toward a Universal Sùlvation in Holy Liberty, it figured as 
only shghtly lc:,s important than the Birth of Christ and the 
Protl'stant I{l'formatlOn, whose libertarian meaning it esst:ntially 
fulJiIll'd. (136) 

2H TIMI Itllm RU.'>.'>l'lI III 1llb7 buy!> mtn eX.1ctly the lelcological hi!>toriography that 
COl.\l'\ITl'lll d.lIm~ Il.l\vthOflll' I~ subwrting is l'vident III the forrnl'r's characterization of the 

lllwn.'>lx'opll', who rt'prl'~l'I\I young Amenca: "thl'Y drc a rough-and-ready lot, rl'l'king of self­
!>Ulftl'll'I\l'V .\I\d, Ih\l\l~h Illl'l\l.ll or ot otlll'rwl!>e qucstIonablc brceding, obviously are not to be 
hllll'li \\"Ilh wlll'rt, thl'Ir il\dl'pl'ndl'nù' is conel'med" (434). He also daims, without further 

l}U<lhftl\\llllll. Ih.\1 H.\\vthllll\l' "I!> o( course partial to the final rcvolution and cvolution of 
AnWfll\'" ("1~). 

1 
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Marzec is the first to see the subversive impliùltions of I-IawthorIW's 

allegory in this tale. 5h(> picks up the thread of historÏc.11 readings of tilt' t,lle, 

combining il with an updated version of Brocs' reading of tlw t,lle Ils II 

procession of the Seven Deadly Sins. Her matching of characters Lo Sins 

differs from Broes primarily in that she uses definitions of the 5even Dt',ldly 

5ins from The Bock of Vices and Virtllcs. 21) As is the case with Brocs' ,utklc, 

however, the matching of characters with 5ins is the weakest pMt of lll'r 

article; what is really vi!luable is her identification of the idcological pllrposl' 

that motivates Hawthorne's use of allegorical elements in the tale. M,lrzec 

notes that the tale illustra tes the intersection of Calvinist and democr,ltic 

philosophy: "Hawthorne presents us with the dilemma: if man lS innately 

depraved, does this then preclude the capability--and concomitantly the right­

-of self-ruIe? (274-75). That the talc is allegorical, Marzcc is certain, for "only 

allegory can explam the procession of flat, hfelcs~ cancatun.'s wc encounter III 

the city ... who do not advanee the action, who appear only to illustrate a single 

facet of the city's evil" (274). Not only is the story a moral allegory, as so many 

cri tics have previously shown, it is historieal allegory as well. MarZl'C 

indicates that Hawthorne is "reacting to that theory of dl'moCftlcy grounded 

on a philosophical optimisrn concerning the nature of rndl1," which "entaileu 

the belief in man's innate goodness and reason, in a Deistic Cod who created 

man capable of interpreting divine law manifest in Nature, which was 

constructed according to a rational plan" (285). 

29 This is a fourtccnth-ccntury tran~latlon of Somme le I~O/. Though 1 fawthornc would mo..,t 
Iikely nol have dcrivcd hl~ pcr~njficati()n~ dlrcctly (rom thl!> mcdlcv.J1 .,ource, M(uzer 
assumes that It!> influence I!> felt mdirectly through thl' Puntan alll'gorJ('" tlldt llawthorrle 
hl'Id in such high e~tccm. 
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The charact('r~ in the procession at the end of the tale represent, if not 

the Seven Deadly Sm~, at least a si de of the Revolution that Hawthorne's 

audience WdS not prepared to accept. They certainly are not represented as 

moral exemplé.lr~ The resounding, contagious laughter at the end of the tale 

is reminiscent of Mr. Srnooth-it-away's infernal laughter at the end of "The 

Celestial Rail-Road," ,md introduces the same unsettling sense of evil into 

the revolutionary procecdings. That H<.wthorne was able to get away with 

thü, subversive portrayal of the Revolution is in part due to the way it is 

overshadowcd by I{obin's quest for his relative, the aspect of the tale most 

oflen given entie"l attention. 

The opening and climactie scenes of The Scarlet Letter (not including 

The Custom-Hollsl» are structured around ritual processions, which suggests 

the inlegral roll' this convention plays in the nove!. Both processions are 

<1 llegnrica 1 primarily within the level of the narrative. The Puritan allegorical 

modl' of thought fmd~ expression in these processions, whieh illustrate the 

hil'rarchicl11 structure of their society. Hawthorne subverts this hierarchy 

through Ironie underculting. The first procession, which brings Hester to her 

public punishn1l'lll UpOIl the scaffold, is used by Hawthorne to depiet the 

sl'verity and intoler<111ee of Puri tan society. The second, in which the 

po pu IllCl' edl'bratl'~ tlll' aCCl'~sion to power of the colony's new governor, 

l'll.1cts through Dimmesdalc's almost instantaneous triumph and downfall 

Llw latl'nt hypocrby of this hierclrchy. 

TIll' occasion tor the novel's opening procession is the sentencing and 

pubhe punishml'nt (lf Hester Prynne for committing the sin/crime of 

,ldulterv. Bl'cker rl'marks on the allegorical nature of this scene: 
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Hester's punishment. . .is an allegoric.l1 celebration ot the Purit.1l1 
way of life. In public punishment, the culprit is the rl'prt's.:lltative 
of forces which are undermining society. Till' people assl'mbll' into 
a hierarchically structured group in order to .1ccomplish .l rilual 
destruction of the criminell force. (95) 

Hester is first lcd out of the prison by the town be.ldie,:w who, holding 

talismanic objects of his authorily, a sword and staff of office, "prdigurl'd and 

represented in his aspect the whole dismal sl'vl'rity of Ihe Punt,lIlic code of 

law, which it was his business to administer in its fmal and dosl'~l applkalion 

to the offender" (52). The beadle's lack of any personal identity rendl'rs him a 

personüication, as Becker observes: "AIl that the beadll' IS, is his offin'. llis 

individual personality is unimportant, hidden behind the geslurcs and 

attributes of his positIOn in Puritan society" (94). 

Dismal and severe as lhis Puritanic code of law may be, the crowd of 

women gathered for the opening procession arc imLIally more harsh in lhcir 

judgment of Hester than even the magistrates.31 By mcnlioning several 

other crimes warrantmg punishmcnt simllar lo lhat fl'CClvcd by lll'~lcr, 

inc1uding public drunkenness and the practicc of wilcherafl, thl' l1<lrralor 

indicates that gathering to witness public punishrncnl was a common 

occurence in the Puritan era, and indica les something of the sl'vcri 1 y "nd 

intolerance of Puritan society. Even hcterodox religion bis wcrc run out of 

town; a practice which, in lighl of the religious frccdoms guarantl'cd in the 

30 Joncs notc~ that the wJld ro~ebu~h nexl 10 the prbon door <ld<, a<, tIn dlk'goflC<l1 thrl'~hl)ld 
symbol which "cont<lm<, dnd IllItlate~ an invl.!bllg<ltlOll of Ill(' rdatlOn betwl'('n <'Ign~ and 
significanccs" (56). 

31 Walter note~ of thl~ ~arne pa~sage Iha t uA hterah~1 ,11t"chrn('J)! to trddl tHm,,1 h'xh-­
'Scripturc and the ~latute-bo()k'--II1~ure~ that thl' Punt,m" mterpn·t (,xI~tentl,11 exp('rJl'nCl' ln 

the manner of ~lmple allegory, arbltranly ~eell1g complex Imdg(><' only .1<' tok('n<, of dear and 
simple Idcas. If they fmd room for mterpretlve pl"y betwel'n <'Iglllfll'r ,1Ild <'Ignlfll'd, Il 1<, 
only to defer to the language of a more authontandn texl; thu<, 011(' wom,1I1 fmd ... f.\IJlt wlth 
the magi~trates' lelllent revblOn of cl ~cnptural texl th,ll prl'<,cnbc" whlppmg or d('dth .1'> 

the punishrncnt for adultery" (38). 
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Constitution, puts a decided crimp in the analogy promoted by many 

historiographers C'ontcmporary with Hawthorne, that "relegated the colonial 

immigranb ... to the role of ur-fathers" (Bercovitch, Ends, 183). As the 

procession makcs ils way toward the scaffold, Hester is preceded by "éhe 

beadle, and altended by an irregular procession of stern-browed men and 

unkindly-visaged women" (54). 

The procession reaches the scaffold, which is looked down upon by a 

group of eminent personages, consisting of "men no less dignified than the 

Covernor, and several of his counsellors, a judge, a general, and the ministers 

of the town; all of whom sat or stood in a balcony of the meeting-house, 

looking down upon the platforrn" (56). Here, as is often the case in 

Ilawthorne's fi ~tion, spatial positioning has symbolic connotations. The 

group of men "" ho sil in judgment on Hestcr have taken high ground 

lilcrally and rnoraIly. Their elite status in society also is emphasized by the 

faet that they <jo not take part in the actual procession, which sets them not 

only abovc but apart from the other members of the community. Their 

stationary, fixed position signifies their monolithic power. The gravit y of 

their manner has a contagious eHect upon the rest of the assembled 

townsfolk: 

When such personages could constitute a part of the spectacle, 
without risking the majesty or reverence of rank and office, it was 
s.lfcly to be inferred that the infliction of a legal sentence would 
have an carnest and effectuaI meaning. Accordingly, the crowd 
was sombre and grave. (56) 

1 I.nvthornc's subversive intent becomes evident at this point in the 

processional S ct:.' llI:', whcn the narrator alludes to Hester holding her child 

upon the sraffold as an image of the Madonna: "Had there been a Papist 

.unong the cfOwd ot Pu rit ans, he might have seen in this beautiful wornan, 
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so picturesque in her attire and mien, and with the mf.111t at her bosom, an 

object to remind him of the image of Oivint:' Maternity ... " (56). lloni~ noh's 

that "the kind of allusion il writer adopts discloses the tOilaI or idl'<1tlOnal 

quality of his indebtedness to some tradition of thou~ht or lwlief; .llld tlll' W.1Y 

he uses the allusion aiso discloses his degree of dependl'llcl' on th.1t trllditioll 

and something of his total aim" (116). By introducing inLo tlll' rl'.lder's 

consciousness a point of view that 15 alternative to the Puritalls' l'olleclÎvl' 

interpretation of Hester, Hawthorne hefè engages in a subtIl' subversion of 

the Puritans' unql1estioning, literalisl view of her a~ the pl'rsonifk.ttion of 

her transgression. 

Hawthorne's description of the first procession fUllctions ln illustratl' tIll' 

hierarchicai structure of Puritan society throl1gh the spatial positionin~ of tllL' 

magistrates and religious leaders. The severity and intolerallce of Lhe SOCÎl'Ly 

is suggested through the list of crimes punishable by th<1t sOCiety, in which is 

included mere religious heterodoxy. These aspects of Purital1 sOCÎl'Ly, 

hierarchy, severity, and intolerance, are all antithelical to Lhl' Americé.lll ide,,1 

of liberal democratic government, and put the he Lu tl1l' conLempordTy 

historiographical notion ascribing 10 the Puritans thl' genesis of th.11 idelli. 

Once the procession reaches ils destination, Hawthorne inlroducl's éHlOther 

subversive theme. By here introducing what in a later chapter he calls 

"another view of Hester," he wrests interpretive hegemony out of the hand!> 

of the Puri tan theocracy, foreshadowing the samc occurence within the 

narrative itself, during the latter haH of the second procc~bJOn. 

The second procession, a celebration of election day, seeb the erosion of 

the Puritan hierarchy reach an advanced state. Because this is li feblÎval day, 

the severity characterizing the earlier procession is accordingly replaced by li 

mood of levity on the part of the community. Nevertheless, the crowd b 
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()cca~i()nally more at liberty than the Puritanic code will admit. Of note 

drn(Jllg the g<lml'~ unofficiillly comrnernorating the day's event is a display of 

t>pl)rbrn<ln~hip' "lwo ma~lers of defence were commencing an exhibition 

with the bucklcr and broadsword" (231), on the very scaffold reserved for 

public punbhmt'nt Desecration of such a public symbol, however, oversteps 

the bOllnd~ of decency; and the exhibition is "broken off by the interposition 

of tlU' lown hl'iltJll', who had no idea of permitting the rnajesty of the law to be 

vlol,lled by :-.uch lH1 abuse of one of ils consecrated places" (231-32). The 

Incident l~ vl'ry Important, because it points to the community's growing 

dJ~po..,ilion to rlppropriale such official symbols for their own purposes. 

Two :-.top~ cUl' ~chl'duled for this procession. The first is the church, 

wlH'fl' J)lmme~dllJl' b 10 glve the election sermon The second is the town 

h,l11, "wlll're a soll'mn banquet would complete the ceremonies of the day" 

(2.50) TIll' (wu stops symbolically indicate the Puritan conflation of the 

power.., 01 church and stall'. In contra5t to the fIrst procession, this .,econd is 

char,lcll'fi/.l'd illlli,)lly by ils orderliness--although this order will be thrown 

mIn dldos by DimnU'sdale's interruption and confession during the second 

half TIll' procl'.c,sion consists of four parts: first, the musicians; then, a 

comp,lIlY ot 11llhl,UY gentlemen; then, the civilian elite; and, finally, 

nllnml'~,d,lll', who is to deliver his election sermon. 

The tlugusl nalure of the procession, and the reverence with whieh it is 

H,l't'ivl'd by the populacc, is subverted throughout by the narrator's ironie 

descriptiOn Indl'cd, the prevailing principle of description in, and subversive 

ch,u,)Clerbllc 01, lhis sl'('ond processIOn is irony. The musie emanting from 

tlll' hl\1l1 ot tllt' procl'ssion, which the narrator notes is "played with no great 

skill" (23h), just b,Ul'ly succcl'ds in performing the function of "attaining the 

gl'l'.1t ob)l'ct lor wInch tIll' h,umony of drum dnd clarion addresses itseH to the 
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multitude,--that of imparting cl higher and more hl'roÎc lur to tlll' Sl'l'lW of hh' 

that passes before the eye" (236). The l'Hect on the rl'lll.kr, howl'wr, IS morl' m 

the vein of mock-heroie, as is the l'ffect oi the military l'Omp.lIl)' thal hlllows. 

Serving as honorary eseort, the military company IS Ch,u,ll'tl'ri/l'd mOIl' by l1 

seriousness of demeanor than élny rt'al 111,utial abIlity. Allhollgh "SOll1l' 01 

them ... by their services in the Low Countries and on otlw!' f!l'Ids 01 Euwpl',lll 

warfare, had fairly won their title to ast-.ume tlll' 1\.111ll' .1l\d pomp 01 

soldiership" (237), the rcmaining IllaJority, "clad in bUllllsl1l'd ~tl'el, .1Ild wlth 

plumage nodding over their bright monont-." (237), an,' sl'l inlo l'OmlC relil'f by 

the "rough-Iookmg desperadoes" from the Spalllsh Main who 10rl11 Plut 01 

the procession's audience (232). 

The ironie commentary on the processIOn continues d', Lhl' Il,ur,1tor 

describes the second halL After the military l'seo:-t ('(l!Tll'S a group 01 

magistrates, the civilian elite. Thelr social rank is dl'scnbed as ~tl'rnming Jess 

From any superior c1bility--"these primitive stl1tesml'n ... ~l'l'm to have bel'n not 

often brilliant, but distinguished by a ponderout-. sobriety, rallwr th.1n aclivity 

of intellect" (238)--than from the populace' 5 vestigial lll'ed to rl'verl' Lho~l' of a 

higher rank in the political hierarchy: 

In that old day, the English settler on lhese rude ~hores,--having 
left king, nobles, and aU degrees of awful rank behmd, while ~till 
the fa cult y and neCt'ssity of reverence were strong in him,-­
bestowed it on the white hair and venerable brow of age; on long­
tried integrity; on solid wisdom and sad-colored experil'nce; on 
endowmentt-. of that grave and weighty arder, which give~ the illea 
of permanence, and cornes under the glmeral definilion of 
respertabili ty. (237-38) 

Following the magistrales is Dirnmcsdale, whO~t' parl In the proces~ion 

is most ironie of aIl. As the community's minisler, he i~ exalled l'ven above 

those in political office: "His was the profe~~ion, al thal era, in which 

___ J 
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mtellectual ability di~played itself far more than in political life" (238). 

Moreover, él!:> ~plfituûl leader he rcceives "the almost worshipping respect of 

the COTTlTTlUl1lty" (23H) The Irony b, of course, that the most revered member 

of the cornmunily and perhaps ils greatest sinner are to be found in the same 

individuûl 

At the chufrh, Dimmesdale delivers hb election speech,32 which in its 

~ubjecl and lheme of parallels much of the antebellum historiography of 

Ilawthorne's own day: 

1 lis SUbjl1ct, Il appearcd, had been the relation between the Deity 
and lhe communities of mankind, with a special reference to the 
New England which they were here planting in the wilderness .... it 
wa~ hls missIOn to foretl'll a high and glorious destiny for the 
Ill'wly galhl'fl'd pt'ople of the Lord. (249) 

The reIigiou!:> notion of the Puritan colony as an elect community, destined to 

bl'coll1e the antltypic fulfillment of biblical prophecy, was appropriated and 

polillcÎzed in H.lwlhorne's day to justify the Revolution as an expression of 

ÂmerÎCa's own Manifesl Destiny. These myths, as noted in chapter three, 

.111owed for tlll' transCl'ndence of contradictions contained within the actual 

ideologies of l'un Lan New England and nineteenth-century America. 

Dimml'!:>dtlle's eleclion sermon, in which he says one thing and the tone cf 

his voice indicates another, is really an allegorical commentary on the 

l'uril.111 myth. As Dimmesdale rl'cites his ell'ction speech, which reflects the 

communily's lwlit'f in ils gloriollS destiny, the narrator points out that the 

tl'110r of tIw minisler's voice sllbverts the moral righteousness of this myth, 

sounding instead "the complaint of a human heart, sorrow-laden, perchance 

32 Fllr .Ill ,11l.1IySl~ ()I the ~lgll1hc<ÏnCl) nf spatial location to the auditors of this speech, sec 
\V.lltl'r, 4:; 
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guilty, telling its secret, whether of guilt or sorrow, lo thl' gfl'tlt Iw.ut ot 

mankind ... /I (243). Dimmesdall', at o.'c and the S.1111l' ltnll' his l'ommulllty's 

most revered member and ils gft."all'~l sinnl'r, is uniqlll'ly "bll' to undl'rstand 

the contradictions of his society's ideology, bl'l'.1l1Sl' Ill' 11\ faet IiVl'S thOSl' 

contradictions. 

After the electioll sermon, the processiOn n'groups .md mOVl'S tow.ud 

the town-hall for the celebra tory feast. Di m nH.'!->d a Il', "apotl1l'OSi/l'd by 

worshipping admirer~/I (251), is the triumphant l'enll'r 01 public ,1ltl'ntion, 

when suddenly he loses all strength. Hl' COl1ll'S to .1 hait in tront ot HH' 

scaffold, where Hcster stands wi th Pearl, cmd then ascl'nds llll' ~cllttold wilh 

them. The suddenness of his action wrenches the l11tl'rpn'tivl' faClllty 

cornpletely away from the theocracy, who 

were so taken by surprise, and 50 perplexed a~ to the pU! port of 
what they saw,--unable to reccive the explancltÎon which most 
readily presented itself, or to imagine any other,--that they 
remained sHent and inactive speclalors of thl' judgmenl whid\ 
Providence seemed about to work. (253) 

Dirnmesdale's shocking public admission of guilt on the scaffold calb into 

question the Pur!tan theocracy's interpretive hegemony, leading Ih'ckcr to 

observe that "as Dim.nesdale ascends the scaffold, ChilIingworth b ddealed. 

But the Puritan hierarchy, too, is defeated. Ils world of clear ml'dnings is 

upset and at a 10ss" (142). While Becker's statement is a bit over t11(' top in ils 

suggestion that this scene is a watershed in colonial hislory, Waller, too, 

suggests that Dimmesdale's confession at least call~ 111to question the enlire 

community's interpretive hegemony: 

When Dimmesdale ... finally élchieves a 1>piritual lnumph lhat b 

completely at odds wilh any conventional undcrslanding of 
political or secular success, he reveals the inadequacy of the Puritan 

.. 
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Idea 1 fb life make~ clcar that lt is presumptuous for any p(;!'son or 
public body to daim to po~sc~s with absolute certainty the meaning 
of tht· divine "'pmt opt'ral1vc in human affaus. (49) 

Al olle moment, 1)1Inme~dale enJoy~ the highest hierarchical position in the 

cummulllty·--that of Pa~lor and offklaI Interpreter for the community--and in 

the ')l'xl, hl..' fl'Vt',lb him~elf lo be, along with Besler, his partner in sin, at the 

IOWl'~l point on H1<.' ~o(1c~1 hierachy. He disables the Puritan myth by 

f('vl'<lling hl~ own ~latu~ a~ the l'mbodiment of contradictions within the 

Puritan idl'ology WalLl'f remarks that Din.mesdale's election sermon, 

LWC<1W,l' it IS !lInited to conventlOnal Puritan rhetoric, prevents him from 

rt'vl'tlling Hw trulh .1bout hb sinfullness td his parishioners: 

What Hl<.' milll~tl'r'~ word~ could not do, because they were limited 
to the 1,1IlguLlgc of Puntan self-fashioning, his action, because it is 
the vblblc hbtorICcll trulh, does: il overturns, at lec1st temporarily, 
the obduratc pfl1conceplions of the Puntan congregation and forces 
llwm lo rl'con~ider the nature of goodness and its actual relation to 
morel! imperll'clion in their representative, the minister. (Walter, 
47) 

Although hi~ p]pcLion spl'cch fails to eommunicate his personal guilt 

convincingly, Diml1wsdale's spontaneous aet of confession during the second 

half of 11ll' dl'clion proCl'~sion clearly delivers the subversive message of his 

sinfllhwss Lo the majority of his congregation.33 

The sl'cond procpssional scene, whieh, like the first, allegorically 

iIlustrcltes tlll' hicrarchy of Puritan society primarily within the level of the 

JJ Il is worth not\l1g tlw Il'Il.ll'Ïty of the Puritan mode of allegorical interpretation, which 

IlIld:-. t'\pn':-':-'Illn in the 1Il.1hility of certain witnesses of the final &caffold scene to believe 
tlll' liter.11 truth 01 Dlmml':,d.lle'::. confeSSIOn. Hawthorne, however, fmnly dlsallows this 
mtcrprl'l,ltton ot tlll' l'wnl, wInch 18 de.lrly hc1d by a minority of the witnesses: "we must 
lw alluwcd hl l'Im::'ldl'r tin:, \'l'r::'lll11 pt Mr Dlmmesdale':, &tory d& only an mstance of that 
::.tubburn Îldl'hty wlth whlCh " m,m':,. friends--and e::.pecially a clergyman's--will sometimes 
Upllllld Il\'. Ch,H,ll'll'r; wlwll proul:" c1e,u as the 1l1ld-day :,un::.hmc on the searlet lctter, 
l,.,t,lbh.,h hllll ,1 t.l:::'l' ,md "1Il-:,I,lIlwd lTl'.ltUfl' 01 the dust" (259). 
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narrative itself, is subverted ilS an illustration oi th.ll hiertll'hy not unly by the 

narrator's ironie comml'ntary throughout, but "Iso by tllt' citll:l'nfy's 

appropriation oi the scafiold, and, mo~l importantly 01 tlIl. by Dimllll'sd.lll', 

who ironically enjoys a pnvilegl'd status wlthin UI.,t hil'f.lfChy. nlmllll'sdaie 

not only subverts thl' procession, hl' lh!'>rupb Il l'Illin'Iy. Ill' l'~pl'ci.1lly 

represents, in the eombll1atinn of hls roll' as thl' comllllllllty'~ rl'llglOll~ It'.ldl'f 

and his stc1tus as its greatest sinner, the dbcrep.lllcy lwtWI.'l'1l tlll' PurÏl.\ll 

religious antitypic ideal and the actual mor.ll I.1Ilibility 01 l'Vl'n tlll' 

community's most revered member. 

In two of the works discussed ln thb chapter, 'l'III' Scar/ct I,ctlcr and '''l'Ill' 

Procession of Life," Hawthorne uses the convention of aIlcgorkal pron'ssion 

to illustra te and refute hierarchical structures in the socil'lics 01 Punt.m Nl'W 

England and contemporary nineteenth-century America, n'~plJcllvel y. ln '/'Il(' 

Searlet Letter, Hawthorne uses processional SCl'nc~ bulh to illu~tratc the 

hierarchieal structure of Puritan society, and to undercut thi~ structufl' 

through ironie commenlary and the presentation of viewpoinls nllernative to 

official, communally shared ones. At the level of proairel1c n.uralive, the 

proccssional seenes trace the disintegration of the Pllritan hiertlfchicaJ 

structure by portraying in almost emblematie fa~hion the C'ommunity's 

growing liberation from interpretive hegemony. 

Hawthorne's use of the convention of proces~ion b just one method of 

articulating a subversive program thal finds expression in other way~ as weIl, 

as is notieed by Walter, who suggests thal by hnking "The Cu~tom-llouse" 

and The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne went as far a~ ta invert the C'ontemporary 

historiographie practice of identifying the Puritans wi th the genesis of 

democraey and liberty in America: 
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C1early, In combing "The Custom-House" and The Scarlet Letter, 
lIawthorne Implie!:> a consbtency of national character between the 
~eventcenth-('(!ntury Puritan and the nineteenth-century capitaJist 
ep()ch~. TIll' mtltl'rialI~m of the latter wa!:l prepared in the 
lIterah~m of LIU' l'arlIl'r cpoch clnd ils belief that worldly success is 
thl' ~lgn of dlVlI1l' approval Hawthorne's imaginative return to 
n,ltional oflgm,>, lhu~, ü, abo a search for causes of contemporary 
failure (tj() 

In "Tt1l' Proce~~lOn of Llfe," Hawthorne highlights the discrepancy 

bel Wl'en the tlll'ory and practice of a nation devoted to the egalitanan--though 

admi Hl'dly, f rom the 20th-cell tury slandpoint, scxist and even racist--premise 

Ih,)t ".111 men an' cfl'ated l'quaJ." The narrator suggests, as an alternative to 

the cOl1lemporary American ma1enalis1 categorization of humamty (in which 

~oCIal hierarchy dnd ~elf-defillilion are based on external circumsUm~es, such 

,1~ tilt' l'conomic dltribu1l'~ metlsured by tax co11ectors), a procession founded 

on more eg.1litarian rrcmises. Although the narrator is motivated to create 

the new proce~sion by li utopiall impulse, the sketch a!:l a whole subversively 

pOSitiOI'~ iL~elf in the gap between the nation's idealist mythology and its 

malcriahs1 ideology. 

In "My Kinsman, Major Molineux," Hawthorne employs the 

convl'nlion of procession lo indicate, as Marzec shows, the problematic 

discrl'p,mcy bl'lWl'Cl1 Calvinist and liberal democratic assumptions as to the 

tundall1l'ntal character of human nature. Not only is the climactic scene of 

"My Kinsll1all, M'ljor Molineux" a procession, but the entire tale derives 

slructurally from conven1ional allegorical processions. By representing the 

rt1volulinnary mob as a processivn of vigilf1ntes and moral reprobates, he 

points out, ,1S Maaec indicates, the problematic intersection of Calvinist 

lhenry conccrning humanity's post-lapserian moral decrepitude and the 

litwr.l1 idl',ll ot 1he inn,lll' right to self-government. 
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Conclusion 

The precedmg study has hopl'fully ~hown Ihal 1 1 ll\'Vlhonlf..' .1ppropn.lll'd 

allegorical conventions in a variety Df ways, but lhal thl'Sl' appropriations lU'l' 

consistently informed by a single ~ubvl'rsive impubl'. Ile ~lIbvl'rb tlll' 

convention of personificalion by invl'rting the fU1l1'1101l 01 tr.lditlOl1l11 

alll:!gorical characters, or by invl'sting his pl'rsolllfications with <l st'If­

determinism thal deparls radically from tr .. dltion"l .lIll'gOfll'.ll 

characterization. Convenlional allegorical prol'l's~ion~ Ml' ~llbvl'rtl'd by 

stripping them of their hierarchical structure, ironiùllly undcrrlllling lIll'm 

when such a structure is allowed to rcmain, or by hllVing dhU.lct(lr~ ~lIbVl'rl 

the hierarchical structure a procession symbolizes wilhin the Ivvel of the 

narrative itself. 

The reformist impulse behind ail of lhese appropriations Ü, Ilawthorne's 

consistent desire to expose the discrepancies betwl'cn his ~ocict y'~ idcals and 

its practices, between its mythic history and its actua) history. l Ir! hbtoricizes 

the American rnylh to point out latent contradictions lherein. The cffecl of 

this historicizing tendency on his infleclion of allegory is tha t il prod uces an 

ernphasis on the temporal, melonymic aspect of allcgory, which is a direct 

inversion of traditional allegory's privileging of thl' ideal tlnd eternal. For 

this reason, critics who undcrstand allegory only From the tradltJOnal, generic 

standpoint tend to have trouble with Hawthorne's u~e of the modp. 

In two of the historical fiction~ addressed in thi~ study, "The Minbler'~ 

Black Veil," and The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne ll~e~ allegorical con vcnli()n~ 
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to portra y the ~eventy and intolerance--religious, political, and even 

hermeneullc--lhdl chdraelerized Pluitan society. This revisionist approach to 

the national hbtory I~ abo evidt'nl in "My Kinsman, Major Molineux/' in 

1 Iawthorne'~ portrayaI of the proces~ion of revolutionary citizenry. The 

~ketche~ here dbcll~sed, "The Celestial Rail-Raad" and "The Procession of 

Llfe," tl'nd lo pom t out the Jiscrepancy between professed ideals, such as 

l'galilanal11~m, and llctuaI materialisl/hlerarchical practice. 

TIll' crilJqlll'~ of conlemporary idealisms contained in Hawthorne's uses 

of allegorical conventIOns do not constitute cl critique of idealism in general. 

H,cltlll'r, Ill' uses this critique to point out the discrepancy between theory and 

practiCl'. 1 le rl'hisloricizcs the nt1tional myth, and brings latent contradictions 

covered up by il bllCk 10 the surface where they C<:ln be recognized and, 

hopl'lully, l'ffeel sOCÎlll change. Hawthorne seems to be saying that if America 

redlly is the cho~en democratic nation, as the contemporary doctrine of 

MaJllfest DCblmy implie~, ils antitypic fulfillment surely is yet to be realized, 

and furlhl'r vigilance warranted. 
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