
/1 

'( 

! 

, , 

, 
l , 

, .. 

m " 

.. 
. ' ~ 

• 
b' 

.. 

f, 
1 

\\ 

/ . 

DECEIT, DESIRE 1iND THE SC.ARI.EI' IEPrER 

/ 

" 

r 
1: 

, , 

tt.~. __ ~"""'~-----------

, 
:' 

, \\ 

1. 

( 

... 
1 



" r 

(,--. , 

f 

" 
, " 

Deeel-' Desire and'~ 
Scar et Letter 

by Henry A. Dubroof 

M:A. Thesis 

Department of English 

1. 

Deeeit, Desire ~ ~ Scarlet Letter is an analysis of ~ 

Searlet Lett~r by Nathaniel Hawthorne. The basis for this analy§is 
1 

is the eritlcal method developed by Rent Gixlard in Deceit, Desire 

~ ~ Novel, an analysis of works by Cervantes, Stendhal, Proust, 

. 1 Dostojevski and other modern novelists. 

Il 

This thesis i8 dl.vided into five ehapters. Each chapter is 

a treatment of one of the major figures: Atthur Dinmesdale, Roger 

Chillingsworth, Resterl prynne, Pearl and the autho:r:-narrator. 
1 • _ 

The major premise i8 that beneath the surface of ~ Scarlet 

Latter, where the t'orees of sin and virtue are opposed, lies an 
~ 

underground in ~hich Hawthorne reveals the process of metaphysical 

or triangular desire whieh touches aIl human relationships in 

his world~ 

The t'ive.chapters are braeketed by a brief introduction and 

conclUSion. 
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Mensonges, Ver~ te §i ~ 

'\ 

lettre Ecarlate ' 

par Henry A. DUbroof 

M.A. Thesis 
, 

Departrnent of English 

) 

~nsonges, vtrit1!!: ~ Lettre Ecarlate est une analyse' de 

La Lettre Edarlate par Nathaniel Hawthorne. La base pour cette 
~-

\" ;' 1 
~alYSe est la metpode de critique expose par M. Rene Girard dans 

~fn livre, Mensonges Romantiques et V:r~t~ Romanes~~, ~ on trouve 

une analyse des oeuvres de Cervantes, Stendhal, Proust, DoJ~ievski, 
et les autre romanciers modems. 

, \. / " Cette these est divise en cinq chap~tres. Chaqu 'un e st un 

discours sur Ulf1. perSOIll1age limportant du roman, c' est-a-dire, 

Arthur Dimmesdale, Roger Chillingsworth, Rester ~e, Pearl et 

\. " l'auteur-narrateur. La premiere hypothese de l'analyse est 

qu'au-dessous de la surface du roman, ou on trouve l'opposition 

des forces de bon et de mal, il y'a une region sous-terrain, 

~ '" / 1 ou M. Hawthornè a n'evele un proces 

imi tatif et triangulaire qui enchâne tou,tes les relations humaine 

dans son roman. 

une 

" r plus des cinque :haPi tres 

conclusion toutes breves. 

on trouve une introduction et 
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- 1 
Il ~ !' 

The criti1al technique formulated by Ren' Gira in Deceit, 

Desire And::; Novoil bas yet ta be used ta analyze, ~ Scarlet 

Letter or of Nathaniel Hawthorne 1 s works. However, there 
, .. 

has been a 1reat deal/of important and successf'ul work on 

Hawthorne, /whiCh approaches his work (as Girard does wi th other 

novelisti) largely on the' novelists 1 own tenns. 

Aroobg the most valuable resources listed in the bibliography, 

Northrup Frye in Anatomy of Critic~sm, for fiction in general, 

and Hu.gq McPherson in Hawthorne !§.. Mjyth-Maker, wi th particular 

reference ta Hawthorne and The Scarlet Letter, offer innovative 
\ 

inte!"pretations bâsecr on theinternal composition Qf the novel • 

.Among the 19th Century c'htics, Henry Jame~ and Anthony Trollope 

are extremely valuable for their insight into particular ~s 

of The Scâ~let 1etter. \AmO~ the historians, Perry Miller, 

on the Puritans, and Arthur Schliesinger, Jr., for contemporaneous 

matters, are the recognized experts. 

Of 'course, it would be imPoli:lsible to give too much credit 

ta Rent Girard. ,ceit. Desire ~,The Novel 18 a brilllant 

work. It has made this thesis. possible. l have attempted_ 

\ 
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to apply Girard's method in the thorough-going manner that the 

method deserves. l only hope that l have been successful. 

l must thank my. thesis advisor, Professor Don Bouchard 

for his invaluable assistance'] over the past three 

AddiiiOnallY, l would like te thank the reference 

;years. 

staff at 

the UMass/Amherst Lib~ary for their help in locating sources, 
.' 

and the Holyoke street School for pro~ng time and a great 

deal pf support for the project. l must also thank Renee 

SchUltz for her he~p. 
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lNl'~UC~ION 

"Our will requires a goal; it 
would sOoner have the void for 1 
a pu.rpos~ than be void of purpose." 

\ \ 
This thesis is an analysis of The Scarlet Latter based. 

-on the approach to novelist~c structure developed by Ren~ 
o 

Giral':'d in Decei t, Desire ~ The Novel, a structuralist in-
.J, 

terpretation of a wide range of novels from ~ Quixote ta the 

fiction of Dostoyevsk~. ~o attempt is being made ta prove 

\that the novels treated 9y G;rard necessarily influenced 
L ,,_ • 

Hawthorne or infonned his writing of The Scarlet Letter. 

Rather, Girard' s interpretative method has been employed ta 

facilitate a substantially complete analysis of Hawthorne's 

maaterpiece. The analyais, ia di vided ihta fi ve :rnterrelated 

essays and a brief conclusion. 

At this point, l want ta Off~1\ an orien~ation ta, the 

critical methodology adapted for this analysis from Girard's 

work. In the Girardian mode there are two species o:y/novels; 

those which ref'lect the worà.d in which they are located, and 

those which reveal aspects of' human relationships ~ that -

.. 
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world.' It is the latter species of novel, the novel which 

reveals, ~lther than reflects, which interests M. Girard. 

2 These he has called novelistlc novels. 

2 

Withln the framework of Inodern novelistic writing, Girard,. 

the \ . t . author of Decelt, Desire And The Novel, has ~den ifled 

a slngle phenomenon which links novelistic heros from Don 

Quixote to Dimitri KaJ.'amozov. This phepomenon is called ~

physical desl.re. Metaphysical desire can be 1008e1y defined 

as 1.11usory intellectua1 or II\,enta1 pursuits which the hero 

of a novelistic work substitutes for passionate actions or 

fo~\genuine actions which would 1ead to personal hl~p~ess. 
The -resul t is persona1 para1ysls. Usua1ly, there are other 

persons, either present in the text or outside of it who serve 

as models for the illusory pur sui ts of the heros. For this 

. reason, the contagion of metaphysica1 desire is also known 

as imitative deSlre. 

As we investigate fUrther the processes of metaphysical 

desire, it becomes· increasingly obvious that metaphys~cal 

desire a1ways takes a triangular forme The "three corners 

of t~iangle are easily identifiable. The subject or 

hero of the novelistic work and the object or goal of the 

hero's metaphysical desire forro the base of the triangle • 
• 1 

Then, radiating apove, (or below) the base there is the 

mediator, the person who serves as the model for the desire 

j , 
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of the hero/sub~ect. Because they are pursuing the same object, 

a'relationship is ~evitably established between su~Ject and 
, , 

Mediator; and between Mediator and objecte The "legs" àf' the 

triangle are the relationships between mediator-subJect and 
• 1 

mediator-objecte . . 
When the working out of' triangular desire occurs ~ th 

/' 
6 

thé mediator '( usually. an histor1~al f'igure or an ancestor) 

not literally present in the text, M. Girard has called this ,> • 

proces~external mediation. _ 

When the working out of' triangular desire occurs wi th . 
1 
" the Mediator present as ap active participant in the text, 

the process is called, internaI Mediation. Love triangles, 

for examp~e, almost always involvetinstances of internaI 

-Mediation. Double mectlation occurs·when the hero and mediatar 
• 

• are so bound -up in the pûrsùi t of a single object that i t 

is impossible ta tell who is acting through imitation and who 

is mediating. 
. 

Girarct's methodology also allows us ta explore the values 

of passion ~novelistic meaning~ ~Brief'ly, he a~serts that 

modern novelistic writing reveals a world where a hero is 

often locked into a paralyzing undergrouna of' triangular 
.... 

desire--but, passionate actions, actions based on feeling, 

always point ta ~elf'-knOwledge, redemptioh and mesming. 
'\: . . . 

The germ of' nove~istic meaning is generally f'ound in the 

conclusion of .the\novel; actions of' passion throughout a text 

o 
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foreshactow th~ ~~eno~nPl of' meaning in the novelistic under

groUnd, 

In ,thi·s ana;I.ysis of' ~ Scarlet Letter, an attempt will 

be made ta discover and map-out the undergrotUld world of' 
.J 

Hawthornian Puri tanism which is re"C"ealed in the texte The 

e~f'ort takes the f'orm of five interrelated e~says, f'o~lowed 
.... 

by a brief' conclusion. 
? 

The f'iret essay, "The Sign Language of' Sin and Virtue," , l 
• 

Il • is a discussion of the surf'ace ,quali ties of' The Scarlet Letter 

with particular emphasis'on tbe signific~tion of' the,soarlet 

~. "The second, third and fourth "chaptersi with the 

"re~cti~e titles of "Mr. Dinmesdale's Malady," "InternaI 

Mediation In The Scarlet ï..etter," and "Two Worlds," are at-

tempte ta t'ully explore the roles played by the f'our main . . 
CharacJ.ra. Arthur Itimmeadale. R~ Chi~lingsworth. Hoater 

Prynne and Pearl, in tenns of the deepest structural dynamics 

of' the texte The f'ocus ia shif'ted in the f'ifth ohapter, 
. . . 

"The Revelation of' ~ Soarlet Letter." Here I will trr 

ta pinpoint those techniques used ta establish narrative _ 

values both wi thin the introduction ta The Scarlet Letter -. 
9aJ"led "The Customs' l House" and in the rest 01 the texte 

Like virtuaUy aU 8~dies of Hawthorne apd ~ Boarlet 
1 

Letter, this theeis will ~e largely concerned "fi th clarifying 

and interPreting the ambigui ties that exist in crucial pas-

4 

, sages. However, my argument does not draw heavily~on approaches 
\ . . 
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to thia work by others. Aside from the applicatJ..on of Girard' s 

analytical method, the thesis works within the novel itself; 

oth~r references have been surveyed and usad, when necessary, 

but (hese are not often central to my a,rgument. 

~ approaching and interpretillg specifie features of 

the text as phenomena which p,?int towards deeper and le8s ~ 

ambiguous structures, the the sis turns towàrd identification 

and examination of those structures and the processes which 

make them work. Finally we turn to the narrator and the values 

located in the introductioR and text • 

5 

. This proif.ct has operated fro~ the outse} on the assumptio~ 

that a masterwork ~ fiction, like The Sci~let Letter does 
( 

no~ merely reflect a picture of an imagined world~~RathFr, 

it reveals universal aspects of the dynamics of human relation-

ships. 
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CHAPI'ER ONE 

THE srGN LANGUAGE OF SIN AND VIRTUE 

"Adul teress. Alpha. 1 Abel, 
Adam. A. America. " 

"The absence of the transcendental . 
signifier extends the domain and 
lnterplay o~ signification ~ 
infUll tum. " 

. In few other novels does a single sign, in this case the 

first letter .. of the alphabet, play so large a role. The role 

of the letter \ tlA" in ~ Scarlet Letter is no~ explici llY 

defined by the narrator in the text itself, nor does its 

meaning loom up from immediately below the surface of the 

text in the same way that the language of monetary affairs, 

for example, fUnctions ta reveal the essential corruptness , 

of French society in The Red And The Black. In this opening 
.... -----

chapter we will be arguing that the sign in ~ Scarlet Letter 

performs a definite function. It defines the possibility 

for interpersonal relationships in the world of Hawthornian 

Puritanism. 

Early on F the nrve1 we 'are told that the Puri tan world 

is a place where "religion and law are almost identical. ,,3 

/ 
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In such a culture, one would assume that the highest moral 
t 
values would be virtuousness or piousness; these would meet 

with approval.\ The basest morar values, crime and sin, would 
~ 

be puni shed. And, one readily finds the articulation of these 

conventional moral values among the masses of the Puritan 

corrmunity in ~ Scarlet Letter. For them, the letter "A" 

signif1es 'in the very narrowest (and most transcendental) 

sense. The letter and indeed Hester herself, SiglUfy sin in 

the absolute. A relationsh1p 1S immed1ately and inextricably 

established between Rester and the Pur1tan masses. She is 

the sinner and they are the virtuous' people. ,What is more, 
1,' , 

their bloodthirsty desire to ~ee 'Rester punished for her breach 

of conve~tional morality is almost boundless. 

"If the hussy stoo~ up for judgement before 

us five, would she come off with such a sentence 

as the worshipful màgistratek have awarded? 

Mary, l trow not! ,,3 .. 
1 

"At the very least they should have put the 

4 brand of hot iron on Rester prynne's forehead." 

"This woman has brought shame upon us aIl 
1 
1 

and nrust die. ,,5 

Reluctantly accepting the judgement of the "ovennuch 

mercifull' officialdom, they express a f'urther~ ·concern. Not 
, ' 

only the sigu, but also Rester' s entire intercourse with the 

community must have no fixed signification save as a sign of sin. 

\ 
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, lt were well ••• if we strlpped Madam Hester's 
r~ch gown off ber dainty shoulders; and as ~or the 
red letter, which she hath sti~ched sa curiously, 
l'lI best.0_w a rag of ~ne own rheumatic flannel, Il 
ta make a fl. tter one. 1 

'Why look yau, she may caver i t Wl th a 
brooch or such like'heatherish adornmentl and 
so walk the streeta as brave, as ever!7 r 

Throughout the rest of the text, the letter si~fies 

\abSo~ute sin or absolute depredation for those who wish it 

to do so. For these members af the Purit~ cammuni~Y, the 

Scarlet Letter takes on multi-sensory-propàrtles of incarnate 

evil • 

. As Rester is led back ta prison ta serve her term of 

confinemen~ the narrator tells us that "it'was wIDspered, 
1 

py those who peered after her, that the scarlet letter threw 

a lurid gleam along the dark passage-way of the interior.,,8 

Another example of the effect of the letter on the perceptions 

of the cOmmunlty i8 found in the first sketch of Hester's 

life in her cottage. 

The vu~gar ••• had a story about the scarlet letter 
which we might readily work up into a terrifie 
legend. They averred that the symbol was not 
mere scarlet cloth, tinged in an earthly dye-pot; 
but was red-hot with infernal fl.re, and 'could be 
seen glowing aIl alight, whenever Hester Prynne 
walked abroad in the night time. 9 

o 

Even in the final chapters of 1h!:.. Scarlet Letter the 

"A" continues to de fine what i8 sin for the Puritan public. 

! 
! 
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••• the inhabi tants of the town (their own 
~nterest in thlS worn-out subject languidly re
Vl.ving itself, by sympathy with what they saw 
others fe~l) lounged idly ta the sarne quarter, 
and tormerlted Rester Pr.nIne, perhaps more than 
aIl the rest, with their cool, well-acquainted 
gaze at her famll~ar shame. 10 

Among those for whom the scarret letter signifies a con-

ventional moral re'lat~onspip is M:l.stress Hibbins, the necro-

mancer and s~ster to Governor Belllngham. She labors', for 

the entire nove~der the illusion that the "A" signifies 

that Rester is an a~ent of Satan, just like herse~f. Rer 

br~ef comment to Rester in the market-place on Elect~on Day 

revehls much about the power of the sign language' of sin 

wi thin the framework of conventional Hawthornian Puri tanism. 
, 11 

"1 know thee Rester, fàr l behold the token." 

* * * 
The scarlet letter is the fOCU~ for the definition of 

sin and virtue, but that is only one facet of relations in 
<Il 

the text. Equally important to this discussion of The Scarlet 

Letter and equally focused on Rester's magnificent emblem 

~s the relationship between the Puritan leaders and the common 

people. Having demonstrated that conventional moral 'values 

are ~eadilY found amùng the general populace, we look for 

the source of those values among the Puritan leaders. 

Wi thin the text of ~ Scarlet Letter we see the Puri tan 

leadership deliberating largely in relationship to Rester 

9 
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1 and the "Ali, and, indeed, the letter provides the clue ta 

understanding how moral values are maintained-'and established 

in the Puritan cOmmunlty. According ta conventional thinking, 

the letter is "the signifier of sin. Thus; the appearance 
.. 

and discoursê of the Puritan leaders must signify consummate 

virtue. A brief examination into the ~ay that v1rtue i8 

established in the convent10nal Puritan werld, yields some 

interesting results. 

There he (Reverend John Wilson] stood, with 
a border of grizzled locks beneath his skull-cap; 
while bis gray eyes, accustomed ta the shaded . 
light 01' his study, were winking, like thoae 01'12 

. Hester' s infant, in the unadulterated sunshine. 

He [Governor Bell~am] wore a dark feather 
'in his hat, a border of ]mbrOidery on his cloak, 
and a black velvet,tunic beneath; a gentleman 
advanced in years with a hàrd expefience written 
in his wrinkles. He was not ill fitted to be 
the head and representative"of a,comnrumity, which 
owed its origin and progre~s ••• ~o the stern ani 
tempered énergies of manhood, and the somber 

13 ' sagacity of age ••• 

On first appearance the Puritan leaders are as grim as 

th: community the~; their aspect as unrelenting as ~e 

great Endicott himsel1'. 14 But, the text has a great deal 

more ~ say about the Puri tan leiders, particularly Wilson 

and Bellingham. Beneath the veneer of strictly conventional 

"virtue" we 1'ind that moral values are in a coJfused sta~ 
\ 

among the colonial leaders. One is certain t.lui"t the vague 
1 . . 

dissatisfactions expressed by the ·tow.n~en in the market-

10 
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place would turn rapidly ta revolut~onary rage, were they 

able {o truly interpret their leaders' behavior. 

One can readl1y see the confusion of values ln the ' 

appearances of Wllson ~d Bellingham. Reverend Wilson may 

look fearsome, but hlS fearsomeness is not a$ thorough-going 

as i t appears, . He iS,·" •• , the eldest ?lergyman of Bost\n, 

a great scholar, like most of his contemporaries in the pro

fesslon; and wi thal a man of klnd and genial splri t, .. 15 

This last quality, we are told was, "in truth, rather a , 

matter of shame than self-congratulation with him.,,16 La:ter, 

we ate told that "however stern he mght ~how himself in the 

pulpit, or in bis public reproach of such transgressiorls as 

that of Rester Prynne":L'" 17 his real preference is 'for "goo1\ 

18 
and comfortable thlngs "II 

Slmilarly, Governor Bellingham' s private lifestyle be-. ' 

trays li ttle df the stern virtue he displays III public. His 

dwelling is a house of light: The front of the edifice "gli t-

tered and sparkledras if diamonds had been flung against it , 

11 

by t~e double handful. I119 The narrator continues hle descrJption, 

saying that "The brilliancy might have befi tted Al ladin , s 

palace rather than the mansi~n of a grave old Puritan ruler,,,20 , 
and he even s~izes the pOlnt, 

The impression made by his aspect.,.was 
hardly in keeping wi th the appl1ances of worldly 
enjoyment wherewith he had evidently' done niB 
utmost to surround himself. 21 r1 

, \ 
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Of course, the sta tus of the Puri tan leadership is main-

tained by strict laws gpverning ornamentation and other "world.ly" 

1 

or "sinful" things. 

Deef ruîfs, palnf'ully wrought bands, and 
gorgeously embroidered gloves were aIl deemed 
necessary to the official state of men assumihg 
the reins of power; and were readily allowed ta 
individ~als dignified by rank or wealth, even 
while sumptuary laws forbade these and similar 
extravagances ta the pleblan order. 22 

No second thoughts are given to the ~~~ing)of Hester ta help 
,,1 \-,~ 

_\" t. 

maintain the order",,' Hér '"n:ëedlework is seen on aU the leaders, 

babies', cOl1?ses--everyone; li terally. 23 The narratar ts surely 
. 

indulging in not a li ttle irony when he tries ta claim that 

the fact'that Rester lS never asked to"make a bridels veil 

"II ••• indicates the ever-relentless vigor wi th which society 

\ ,24 
frowned upon her Slll." 

The concltision is obvious. 'The Puri tan order is main-

tained through à network of gilded ruffs, fine mansions and 

need.lework surfaced over with a veneer of sternness and virtue. , 

These comprise a system of signs th~t have nothing ta do wi th 

inherent values of sin and nrtue, except in pretense. Wi thin 

this system, the scarlet "Ali as a signifier of sin, is very 

potent. It keeps the plebian heads turned away from the 
1 

elements oi -t4,e comfortable • 

.Anything that can serve as a sign ta support the social 

order is readily accepted by the Puritan leadership. The problem 

of Hester l s daughter Pearl is a clear example. 

\ 
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John Wilson states the problem. How will Pearl best 

serve ~itan conmuruty? 

The pOlnt hath been weightily discussed, 
whether we, that are of authority and influence, do 
wèll discharge our conSClences by trusting an 
immortal s~ul_ •.. to the guldance of one who hath 
stumbled and fallen among the pl tfalls of this 
world •••• Were it not, thinkest thou, for thy 
li~tle one's temporal and efernal welfare that she 
be taken out of thy charge, and clad soberly, and 
disciplined str~lY2 and lOstructed in the truths 

. of heaven and earth? 5 . 

13 

When he' examines Pearl, the truth of his argument is seemingly 

confirmed.
26 

.Rowever, _on\appeal from Hester, Reverend Dimmesdale 

has no difficulty finding a "hlgher" truth. While his argU-

ment that Pearl is at, once a joy and a punishment, is not all-

\ convincfu,g, the idea that the child"'s clothing "forcibly reminds 

us of that red symbol which seara her [Rester' s ] bosom," carries 

the day.27 The potency of Pearl, when dressed in the sarne 

material as the letter, as a sign of sin, is unmistakeable. 

"'There is the likeness of the scarlet letter,'" say 

the children of the town,\" r let us fling rrrud at them.'" But 

the 4aWltless Pearl rushes at the children, "causing ••. the 

hearts te quake wi thin them. ,,28 The effect is only different ' .. 
in degree from the effect of' John Wilson' s discouree ta the 

Puri tan ,masse s on the subject of, the letter. 

So f'orcibly did he dwell upon this symbol 
: •• that it assumed new terrors in th~ir ~gina-. 
tion and seemed te de ri ve i ts s~~rlet hue from ~ 
the flames ?f the infernal pit. 

r 
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14 

It is no wonder thât Reverend Wilson and Govern6r Bellingham 
r~' 

finally accept Arthur Dimmesdale's argument that Pearl should 

stay with Hester. Though Wilson swears that "the little 

baggage hath Wltchcraft in her, ,,30 the <;lecision is not based 

on questions of conventional sin or virtue. The Pur~ tan leaders 

ma~tain their pos~tions not only through magnlficent appear-
.' . 

ances and lofty discourse, but also by manipulating, to the .. , 

fullest extent, the m~aning of s~gns. So, in Pearl, the 

chardke gains ~ ne~ element, the show goes on, the primitive 

advertising mechani~ gains a new effect. The sign language 

of sin and virtue is an instrument for n\)aintaining order in 

this proto-modern comnruni ty. 

* * * 
Is there anyone ln ~ Scarlet Letter whose relationships 

are defined by anything outside the grand,deception of 

Puritan values? One such person is Hester. A more subtle 

realization is that Hester only gains thJ possibility of 

achieving her intellectual freedom at the moment she puts 

on the "A" and becomes the sign of sin. Can we now begin 

to map out an Hawthornian "underground" where the sign of 

conveJtiOnal' sin si~fies t~e possibility of freeîom fro~.the 

Puritan world? The text provides us. with the answer. 

At first, the scarlet letter serves te put distance 

between Hester and the conmunity: 

/ 
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Ev/ry gesture, every word, and even the 
silence of those wi th wham she came in contact 
impl~ed and often expressed that she was ban
ished and as much alone as if she inhabi ted 
anather sphere, or commun.icated wi th the comnon 
nature by other organs and senses than the rest 
of human k~nd. She stood apart from,moral 
interests, yet close beside them like a ghost 
that revisits the famillar fireside and can 

)1 • 
no longer make i tsel:t; seen or fel t •••• 

Then, as she understands that she has become obJectified 

te the extent that she is a one-mmensional s'ign in the 

Puri tan cosmology, Hest'er begins ta see in a new [way. When 

her field of subject/object rel"ationships i!J reversed, the 
1 

~~lf:-deceptiona of conventional Puri tanism become obvious l 

( , 

:t<Lher. 

wlalking ta and fro, wi th those lonely 
footsteps, in the li ttle world wi th which she 
was outwardly cormeeted, i t now and then ap
peared ta Rester,--lf altogether fancy, it was 
nevertheless too potent ta be resisted,--she 
fel t or fancied,. then, that the scarlet letter 
had endowed her wi th a new sense. She shud
dered to believe, yet could not help believing, 
that it gave her a sympathetic knowledge of 
the hidden sin in" other hearts. She was terror-' 
stricken by th~ revelations that were thus 
made.32 

As she becomes more accustomed ta living in her own "sphere" 

Rester begins te e~erciae her imagination through an activity 

which the narrator calla "speculation." Eventually she 
\ 
\ 

realizea that moral values in the Puri tan world are completely 

up-side-down. The process of deception in the conventional 

world ia all-pervasive, she concludes • 

15 
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1 She assumed a freedom of speculation .•• 
which our forefathers, had they known, would 
have held to be a deadlier crime than that 
stigmatized by the scàrlet letter.33 

1 Was existence worth acceptlllg, even to 
tlte happiest among them? As concernlng her 
own individual existence, sh~ had long ago 
decided in the negative .••• 3 4 

As a first step, the whole system of 
societ;y is to be tom down, and huil t up 
anew.3S 

WhFn the narrator says, at the close of the passage about 

Rester' s speculation, that "the scarlet letter had not done 

i ts office, ,,36 there is apparent reason for reJo~cing • At 

least one member, albeit a quasi-member of the Puritan com

b ty, apparently has escaped the bondage of the sign 

langùage of sin and nrtue., 

* * * 
How does the world of ~ ScarJ.et Latter compare to the 

world of the modern novel or the "novelistic" novel defined 

'\ by Girard in Dece~ t, Desire and ~ Novel ?37 At the very 

least, the "noveli~tic" world of Stendhal and the world of 

~ Scarlet Letter have surflce,qllalities that are remarkably 

similar in Girardian terms. 

For example, we could, without doing disservice ta 

either author replace the ward "Stendhal" for "Hawthorne" 

16 

in such a statement as, "AllaI' Stendhal' s social and political , 

tho~t is imbued with the concept that it is harder ta live 

éJ 

/ 
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, , 38 
life as a free man than a slave." As an accurate statement 

" about the status of values in the world of Hawthornilan Puri-

tanism we could WJ. thout question' choose to b9rrow the following 

passages on Stendhal. 
/ 

Men who cannot look freedom in the face," 
are eXposed to ~sh. They look for a banner 
on which they can :f1x the~r eyes.39 

o 

AlI of-~rt is aimed at per-
o suading us that the vamèS of vani ty, nobili ty : 
money, power~ reputation only seern ta be 

't0 -concrete •••• ' : 

o 

Al though we have dernonstrated three ways in which HaWthornian 

Pur~:tatrism ~s a world ma!'ke1, ~ Girardian tenns, by a "crumbling 

, " 

o'! _ tradi tional values," where the coIIlllIW1Î ty 'members "take-
o 

refuge in shallowo behavior and JJIIi tatio~, I!41 (in this irii tial 

Chapter ~e ha~ not carried our analysis of The Scarlet Letter . -
beyond the critical perimeter established by a Romantic critic 

:ruch as Lloyd Morris, in Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Rebellious 

Puritan. 

Although superficially an Historieal 
,1 Romance of Puri tan times i t was an ex~raordi

narily realistic studYoof the world as it is, 
in which Nathaniel had Justified the self
reliant individual, and expressed contempt 
for the society which hedges that indi vi dual 
about wi th conventions de'void oi spj.ri tuaI 
yalidity.42 , . \ 

What is innovat,i ve about our approach ta the text, ~s 

that the Bta~e is now àE!t for us ta discove~ in ~ Scarlet' 

Letter,ollcousins" ta the relationslÎips' met with in other 

.r 
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, . novelistic novels. To say merel~ that The Scarlet Let~r 
; 

reflects the hypqcrasy of conventional society makes it but, 
) 

to be a singular1y romantic' work,43 This is not the whole 

, 'Cruth. In The Scarlet Lei3'ter, aspects of interpersonal r 
o 

relations~ips are revealed with the same intensity as in 

other novelistic works from ~ Quixote to ~ Brothers 

'Karamozov. In order to fully understand the process by 

whlch these relationships are revealed, it is necessary to 

examine the ~jor characters closely~ In a major text like 
, 

The Scarlet Letter it is not always easy to see precisely 

, wha~ is appearance and what is reality. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MR. DIMMESDAIE' S MALADY 

" "They deemed~the young cler~
JIlal1. a miracle of holiness." 

"Wherever there ~s a heart and 
an intellect, the diseases of 
the physical frame are tinged 
with the peculiar~ties of 
these."2 . 

The most closely guarded secret of 

is the precise nature of Reverend,Arthur Di esdale's 

sickness. To aIl who observe him there am the moment 

of his first appearance on the scaffold e market-place, 

something phys~cally amiss • 

••• there was an air about this young 
minister, --an apprehensive, a startle~, a 
half-frightened look,--as of a being w~o 
felt hlmself quite astray and at a loss in 
the pathway of human existence •.•• 3 

The disease is ~ndefagitaQle; caused, seemingly, by the 

rava~es of a guilty conscience and fear of sin, its effects 

\ become more ser~ous an~ more obvious. 
\, 

He looked now more careworn and emaciated 
than as we described him at the scene of Hester's 
public igominy; and whether i t were his failing 
hesl th or whatever the cause might be, his large 

'" 4, 4 k ~ i l 
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dark eyes had a world
4
of pain in their troubled 

and rnelancholy de~th. 

The ravages of the sickness are powerfUl ~n the extreme. 

After a terror-stricken and chilI night, the climax of which 

~nvolves Dlmmesdale, Hester and Pearl stand~ng together on 

the sc~ffold, we are provided ~th a fUrther description of 

the ~llness. 
ri 

•.. Hester prynne was shocked at the cond~tion 
which she found the clergyman reduced. His 
nerve seerned absolutely destroyed. 5 

At h~s lowest moments, Dimmesdale's entire phys~ology 

~s deeply affected by the disease • 
• 1 

He looked haggard and feeble, and be- 6 
trayed a nerveless despondency in his air •••• 

There was a listlessness in his gait, 
as if he saw no reason for taking one ste~ 
further, nor f.el t any desire to do so.... ' 

As he contemplates release from his "psychic" burden 

by sa~ling away with Hester and Pearl, his health revives 

somewhat. 
1 

It was the observation of those w~o 
beheld hirn now that never, sinee Mr. 
D~mmesdale f~rst set bis foot on the New 
England shore, had he exhibited such energy 
as was seen in the gai t and air wi th which 
he kept bis pace in the procession. There 
was no feebleness of step ~s at other tirnes, 
his frame was not bent.... 1 

But, we are told that his strength "seemed not of the 

bOdy.,,9 The minister's health gives way totally at the finish 

of his Election Day sermon and he is overwhelmed. 

/ 
\ 
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The glow, that they had Just before beheld 
burnlng'on bis cheek, was extlnguished, like a 
flame that sinks down hopelessly among the late
decaying embers. It seemed hardly the face of 

. 10 a man al~ve •••• 

Fighting with aIl bis soul against the force~ which are 
" 1 ~ 

ravaging his bbdy, Reverend Dimmesdale bears bis chest ta 
\ " 

the Purl tan public and, wi th a "flush of triumph," passes 
... 

on to the next world. Bas virtue triumphed, at least for 'a 

moment, over Sln? Is Dimmesdale finally justified? 
\ 

One traditidna~ view of ~thur Dimmesdale iï that he 

24 

pays the sinner' s wages, but that bis suffering ~'s exaggerated 
\ 

IIfor effect." 

Every err~ souJ may not suifer in the 
extremity of Dimmesdale's agony, but if suffers 
enough, and the inevitabllity of its suffering 
was never more convincingly exhibited than in 
this vivid picture •••• 11 

A more enlightened opinion is that Dinmesdale represents 

an obsessive type of personality that cannat Shak~ off guilt. 

/ 

With the man, the minister, the lover, 
the reader finds that he can ha~e nothing in 
coonnon, thowm he i8 compelled ta pl ty bis 
sufferings. 12 

Or, we may consider that the root of the minister's s~ckness 

is sheer and simple cowardice. 

He i8 a hypocrite but only through ~imid
ity, and in aIl, a tragic and pathetic figure, 
one of those weak and incompl~te beings wh. a have 
not even the courage to lie.1~ . 

1 
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Convent~onal wr~ters on Hawthorne' have not pald copious 
o Il 

attention te the Curl0US effect that the disease has on 

Dimmesdale's role in the communrty of Hawthornian Puritans. 

If we choose ta place emphasis on changes in the relation-

ship between the nunister and the cormrunity during the course 

of his sickness, then we can trace the progress of an 
~ 

affl~ction that has very little te do wit~ moderh medicine, 

drgus, necromancy, sin or fuilt. In the discussion that 

follows, it is axiomatic that physical appearances and issues 

of "sin" and "virthe" have only a linuted relationsmp ta , , 

the good ministar's disease. 

The narrator explains to us at the moment of his first 

appearance ln the text, that young Arthur Dinmesdale has a 
1 

great potential for"SUCC8SS as a minister in the new land. 

"His eloquence and religious ferv~r had already gi ven the 

earnest of high eminence in his profession." 14 

The young pastor's voiee was tremulously, 
sweet, rich, deep and broken. The feeling tbat 
is so eVldently manifested, rather than the 
direct purport of the wongs, caused lt ta 
vibrate within aIl hearts and brought the 
listeners inta ohe accord of sympathy.15 

The first tinges of disease do not seern ta hinder his 

developnent. 
1 

! 

The yOtUlg di vine ••• wÀs considered by his 
more fervent admirers as ~ittle less than a 
heavenlordained apostle, de stined , should h~ 

, 
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live andL for an Ordinary te~ of life, to 
d~ •• grf~t deeds for the now feeble New England 
Church. , 

And, as the sickness progresses, a CurlOUS phenomena occurs. 

Dimmesdafe's'reputatlon is eDhanced. 

While thus suffering under' bodily disease, 
and gnawed and tor-tu.fed by ~ome black trouble, "
ot the soul ••• Mr. Di~esdale had achieved a 
brllllartt PQPularity in his sacred office. He

17 , won it, indeed, in great part, by his sorrows., 

His fame, though still on i ts upward slope, 
already overshhdowed the sobarer reputations 

, of his fellow hergymen •••• 1 

The$e fathers, otherw:J..se so apostolic, 
.lack Heaven's last and rarest attestation 
of their ~ffice, the Tongue of Flame. 19 

After app~aring in the night wi ~ Hester and Pearl on 

26 

the scaffold, we are told that, "The next day .... he [DinmesdaleJ 

preached a d~scourse which was held to be the richest and 

most powerful, and the most replete with heavenly influences, 

that had ever proceeded from h~9 lips. ,,20 

At the moment when the action in the text is ready to 

cli~, the narrator drops a clue toward explaining the strange 
1 

success of Arthur Dimmesdale. ,The Election Day procession 

passes, and we note'that ~e minister has assumed a new role 
1 

in the community. 

Next in order to the magistrates.came the 
young and emœnently distinguished diVine, from 
whose lips the religious discourse of the anni
versary was expected. His waa the profession, 

\1 
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of that era, ~n which intellec~al ab~lity dis
played itself fr.r more than in political Ilfe; 
for--leaving a ~igher motive out of the question-
lt offered inducements powerful enough, in the 
almost worshipping respe~t of the community, to 
Wln the most asp~rlng ambition inta lts service. 
Even poJ.ltical power--as in the case of Increase 
Mather--was wi thin the grasp of a successf'ul' 
pr~est.21 

27 

We can now draw an important conclusion from our diScusslon 
. 

of Arthur Dimmesdale's metamorphosis as a preacher. At the 
" . 

root of his s~ckness,is a metaphysical and iillltatlve desire--

he cIearIy expresses in bis actlons that he wished ta become 
, t 

a Puritan Diviqe. And, what'is more, because he is too vain 

ta ,turn aside from the goal, D1mmesdale actually succeeds, 

seemingly, ln achleving his obJect~ve. Shaii we glve a name 

ta Reverend Dlmmesdale'~ vain desire? We Wlii henceforth calI 

his partlcular strain of metaphysicai affliction, splrltuai 
/ 

opportunisme 

* * * 
We have now passed lnto the Hawthornian undergr0und, _ 

and it'is possible to once again see how The Scarlet Latter 
'1 

reveais aspects of relationships, particularly those that 

have a triangular forme In the case of Diumesdale, we have 

identified respectively a subject and object in Dimmesdaie 

and the status of a Puritan Divine. )we can speak or' Dilllllesdaie 

being propelled through the text by his spiritual opportunisme 

Above and aro\Uld this linear project~on of subject and object 
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there is a third element, comprised of the historlcal person-

ages, themselves. Increase and Cotton Mather, Solomon Stoddard, 

'et. al. have a v~ry special relatio~ship to Arthur rnmeSdale. 

Does the "hero" of The Scarlet Letter have anY meta- 1 

physical cousins among the novelistic works discussed by 
1 

Girard in Decel t, Désire ~ ~ Novel? The answer i8 an 
, 

unqualified yeso 

For example, Dol} Quixote is clearly interested in modeling 

himself after Adamis of Gau1- "1 reckon," says the\ hero of 

Cervantes' novel, "that whoever imitates him best will, come 

closêst to perfect chivalry.,,22 

Julien Sorel's admiration for Bonaparte 1s establiahed 

early on in ~ Red And The Black.' In fact, he keeps a por

trait of bis hero under his mattress. 23 

Finally, Emna Bovary i8 plainly the imi tatar of the novel 

heros of her sentimental youth.
24 

Girard has a useful tenn ta describe Adami~, Napoleon, 

the sentimenQal heros and Puritan diVines. He calls the8e 

charactera mediators. 25 Because these mediatora are not 

present within the various texts, this particular process of 

triangu..lar relationship is called ex,tex:na,l mediation. We 

have now identified and defined a novelistic structure, but 

we do not wish to imply a rigid fO:nnulation, such as found 

- ·26 
in Waggoner' s "0rders" of ~ Scarlet !.etter or in the 
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"models" of Levi-Straus~.27 Triangular desire, whether,it 

involves 
\ 

external medlatlon or internaI medlation, where the 

mediator is present wi thin the text l tself, lS a fluid and 

ever-changing process in the novel~s~lc world. 

; 
Sorne of the amblgulty of The Scarlet Letter vanishes 

when we apply ~e lesson of triangular deslre, to Dimmesdale's 

behavior. Arter Hester reveals\to the minister that 

Chill\ngsworth is her husband, the mlnister undergoes a 

"trânsformation.," It enters Ihnunesdale' s head that he can 

"cure" mmself by making blasphemous utterances--of course 

this· quixotic notion is a false one. Dimmesdale has not 

realized that to cl.1-I'e himself his "thought must enter a new 
; 

dimenslon; merely reverslng the moral polarity of his behavior 

will not dO,\8 especially since he has already decided to cdn

ceal his identi ty and pursue his metaphysical gO~1 by preaching 

the Election ,Day sermon. 29 ~s scatter-br~ed bumbling re

lDinds us of an idea found in the works of Dostoyevski. 

People of long ago (and l swear l have 
always been struck by thls) were very different 
from people of our tlme; they were like another 
kind of human species •••• In those days a man 

/ had, as i t were, one idea only; our own con
temporaries are more nervous, further developed, 
more sensitive, capable of follo~ng two or' 
three ideas at the sarne time. Modern man lS 
broader, and it is this, l would say, which 
prevents him from being a single, unified being 
as in past centuries.)U 

li 
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In Stendhal the sickness lS called vanity, in Flaubert, 

Bov~sm, in Proust, snobbe~1_-in Hawthorne, we have 
. 

chosen to calI i t spiritual opportunisme The affliction • 
1 

manifests l tself ih our h~ro and in the triangular relation-

shlp that exists between Arthur Dirnmesdale and the object 

of his splri tuaI opportunism, wi th the figure of the Puri tan 

divine, the mediator, radiating over the text like à harbinger, . . \. 

facili tating the process by which the minister works out Il 
his desire. Desire, in Dimmesdale's case, because there is 

the issue of a "brokeJ law" containe a 

eelf"'hatred. The hero' S J!very painful 

him inex\ra~lY toward his goal. 

~, 

strong element of 

lOO~Ward propell. 
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CHÂPrER THREE 

INl'ERNAL MEDIATIOï IN THE SC.A.RI.El' ~_ 

"Ne do thow neVeT e" -swi tch a 
cruel tee ; 

To hiden fro thi friend so 
great a cB.lje! ,,1 

" ••• Never deleri~ and tortures 
like the se •••• " 

33 . 

• Thus far we have talked about ~ Scarlet Letter as a 

novel of external mediation. The time has arrived for us te 

identify triangular relationships that manifest themselves 

withln the text itself. These relationships are not dlfficult 

te pinpoint if we begin by ask1ng an appropriate question, for 
, 

example, "Is there anyone present in the text who facili tates 
\ ' 

or mediates or seems to block the process of Arthur Dimmesdale's 

desire?" 

There is, of course, one character, in The Scarlet Letter 

who delights in twisting the fraiments of Reverend Dimmesdale's 

shat'tered psyche. As we again gain entrance into the Hawthornian 

unde~ground, we pexceive that ~ Scarlet Letter reveals al 
, 

black comedy of psychic processes. For, Roger Chillingsworth 

doea indeed media'te Arthur Dimmesdale's spiritual opportunism, 

. 1 
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~d we will look closely at the process. Although, in the 

world of conventional Hawthornian Puritanism they are great 

r~vals and enemies, in the "Hawthornian underground, no one 

~oes more than Roger Ch1111ngsworth to advance the opportunism 

of his rival, or shall' we say, "victim." In order to analyze 

,/ the black comedy which is revealed 1n the undergr?und world 

of T?e Scarlet Letter, we will use the term internaI mediation 

to describe the process of tr~angular relationships where the 

"mediator, as in the case of Roger Chillingsworth, ~s present 

W1 thin the text of the novel . 

. One clue or key to understanding the process of internaI 

mediation with particular respect to The Scarlet Letter lies 
1 --

in our abi11t~ to recall what lS signified by the scarlet 

'letter which Rester wears. For, the conclusion drawn about 

the "A," that is, that it demonstrates the breakdown of tr~s-

cendental signification in the proto-modern Puritan community, 
) 

carries us deep into the Hawthornian undergrpund. Quali ties, 

of convent1onal "good" and "evil" in the relationsh1p between 

Dimmesdale and'Chillingsworth are Just as il~usory as the 

qual1 ties of ""sin" and "virtue" are in the relationship be

tween ~ester \ and the cotIlIlUl1i ty, and the Puri tan masses and 

their leaders. 

If the relationship between Chillingsworth and Dimmesdale 

ul timately is devoid of COlUlotations of transcendental "good" 

/ 
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)md "evil," then what is revealed? The answer is not diffidul t 

to fint What is revealed in the relationship bètween "le~chn 
and "patient" is the process by which the modern contagion, 

metaphys~cal desire, is spread in the novelistic world. For, 

we see by the llght or the Hàwthorn~an underground, that Roger 

Chlllingsworth's actlons are tbe mirror lmages of Dlmmesdale's 

opportunlsm. The reciprocal forms of opportunism that are 
A 

reflected back and forth between "hero" and "mediator" demon-

strate the illusory nature of aIl triangular desire, and 

power both characters toward illusory,goals • 

. To fully explore their lllusions, we must closely examine 

the process of internaI mediatlon by which illusion takes on 

the appearance of reali ty l'or the actors in \the Hawthornian 
\ 

underground. 

* * * 
Arthur Dinunesdale eVidences the strongebt symptoms of 

internally (and externall~) m~diated metaphysical des1re 

in the persistence wi th which he undertakes his journey .of 
, 

self-punishment. , It lS one of 'the most incredible "llllder-

ground journeys in the history of novelistic writing. 

His inward trouble drove him ta practices 
more in keeping wi th the old, corrupted fai th 
of Rome, than wi th the better light of the 
church in which he nad been bo;rn and bred. In 
Mr. Dimmesdale's secret closet, under lock ~d 
key, there was a bloody scourge. OftentimeS, 

. : 

(' , 
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thi~ Protestant and Puritan divine had plied 
it bn hlS own shQulders; laughing bitterly 
at himself the while, and SIIll. tlllg so much the 
more pitllessly because of that bitter laugh. 
It was his custom, too, as 2t has been that 
of many other plOUS Puri tans, te fast--not, 
however, like them, in order to purify the 
body and render i t the f2 tter med2um of 
celestlal illurndnatlon, but rigorously, and 
until his knees trembled beneath him, as an 
act of penance. He kept vigils, Ilkewise, 
night after night, sometimes in utter darkness; / 
somet.imes Wl th a glinmer2ng lamp; and some-

. time;.t"...Yiewing his own face in a looking-glass, 
by the most powerful llgnt which he could throw 
upon it. He t~s typif2ed the constant intro
spection where~th he tortured, but could not 
purify himself'. 

\ 

. The narrator is quick te point out that the quali ty of 

Irhetoric that the hero appliea to himaeIf 1" of a aimîlar genre 

as the whip. 

He had spoken the very ,truth and trans
formed it into the veriest f'alsehood. And, yet, 
by the constitution of his nature he loved the 
truth'; and loathed the lie, as few m~n ever did. 
Therefore, abov~ aIl else, he loathed hlS 
miserable self'! 

And, the process of' self-laceration continues without 

relent. Preaching, being Dimmesdale's singular form of dandy

ism, he· punishes himself on. the pulpi t \ week after week. Even 

in his interview wi th Hester, Dimnesdale at first refusës te 

release himself from his self-in~licted bandage. 
, l " \: 

Wretched- and sinf'ul as l am, l have had 
no other thought than to drag on my earthly 
existence in the sphere where Providence hath 
placed me. Lost as my awn soul is ••• l dare 

/~ 
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not quit rrry post, though an unfai thful sentinel, 
whose sure reward is de-at~ and dish:mour, 5 
when his dreary watch shall come ta an end! 

As' the hero of Th~ Scarlet Letter prepares for hl.s final 

sermon on Electlon Day, even the narrator appears to have 

wearied of the mlnlster l s infinI te abili ty to set absolutely 

self-destructive objectives. The narrat6r advises that he 

is "holding nothing back from the reader" when he reveals 

that Dimmesdale is se~ret~y delighted about the opportunity 

ta preach. 
, ( 

He eomplains ta the reader about hfs hero, call1ng 

him "miserably decelved" and "pitiably weak.,,6 

The text of !h§. Scarlet Letter clearly demonstrates that 
\ 

the process of internaI mediation facllltates the progress 

of Arthur Dlmmesdale's self-punishment. Once approached by 

3'7 

Chl.llingsworth in a way that cuts to the core of the minister's 

illness, " .•• salntly men, who walk with God on earth, wouh.d 

fain he a~aY,\ to' walk wi th him on the gOl~en pavement of the 

New Jerusalem, ,} the good minister immediateIy' puts hir hand 

over hl.s 1 heart, and the flush of p~in crosses his brow. They 
\ . 

become fast friends. Like a coy mistress, the hero cannot 

ever quite bring himself to break off his relationship with 

bis bitter eneTJlY. \ "There was a strange fascination," we are 

t Id "f ""h ~~ te ' "'.... :f th f" ,,8 0, or \-" e Dll.~LJ.S r J.n '"ue company 0 e man 0 sclence •••• 

Eventually, they ev en take up Iodgings together. 

1 

i .L_~ 
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~eing little interested ~n anything, save h~s d~eption 

and his eternal puni shment , Dirrnnesdale is unable te corn-

prehend what is happening. 

Trust~ng no man as his \friend, he could not 
recognize his enemy when the latter actually 
appeared. He ther~ore stlll kept up a familiar 
~ntercourse with him, daily receiving the old 
physician in bls study; or visit~ng the labora
tory •••• 9 

After a torturing intercourse with Chillingsworth on the subject 

of sin, Dimmesdale criticized h~mself for breaking off the 
t 

t , 10 
conversa Ion. Again and again, Dinmesdale returns ta the 

phys;i.cian "rival" If-only for the torment he derives from 

the.ntrealent. II 

\ True, he looked doubtfully, fe~rfully,-
even at times, with horror and the bitterness 
of hatred,--at the deformed figure of the old 
physlcian ••• his slightest and most'indifferent 
acts .•• were' odious in the clergyman'a aight •••• 11 

He took himself to task for his bad sym
pathies in reference ta Roger Chillingsworth ••• 
and did his best to root them out. 12 

He ••• contlnln ed bIs habits of social famil
iari ty wi th the Id man, and thus gave h~m 
constant oppor " 'ties for perfecting the pur
pose ta which--poor, forl'orn creature that ,he 
was, and more wretched than his victim--the 
avenger had devoted himself. 13 

1 
The relationship between Dinmesdale and his enemy not 

only ~rther the punishment which the rninister blindly believes 

he deserves, it also covertly advances the hero towards bis 
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metaphysical goal. Dirnrr.eSdale\-ChillingSwort~ is a recoI.?'tion

Shlp based on a process of deception that lS remarkable for 
~ 

its completeness. And, as we shaII see, it lB the hero who 

" . 
triumphs precisely at the moment when aIl is lost. Not until 

the final scene of internaI mediation betwéen them does 

Chlllingswo~th have any inkllng that h~s desire to punish 
\ 

Arthur Dimmesdale has been exactly what Dlmmesdale has 

wanted. 

* * * 

39 

A ~ther analysis ~f the underground world of The Scarlet 

Letter reveals a process of internaI medlation defined in 

terms of the mediator, in this case, Roger Chillingsworth • 

••• all ••• the relationa betwixt him and Mr. 
Dimmesdale, not merely the external presence, 
but the very lnmost soul, of the J.atter, 
seemed to be brought out before hii3 eyes, 
sa that he could see and comprehend l ts 
every movement. He becrune, thenceforth, 
not a spectator only, put a chief actof~ 
in the poor minister'slinterior world. 

Through his powers of concealment and bis thirst for 

revenge, Roger Chillingsworth becomes the faCili~tor of 

Dirmnesdale' s self -punislun~. Indeéd, Dimmesdale 1 8 punishment 

becames Chillingsworth's pleasure. 

The victim was forever on the ,rack; it 
needed only ta know the spring that controlled 
the engine; and the physician knew it weIll 15 
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In one of ms, moments of crowning achievement, Chi l l i.ng sworth 

8teal~ a glance at the minister's bare chest. It is a moment 
~~ ..-, 

of ectasy in which he "threw up his arms towards th,e ceiling 

- 16 and stamped his foot on the floor!" 

In the process of this medi tation, ChJ.lllngsworth bec6mes ' 

Dinnnesdale 1 s shadow. He lodges wi th the minister, engages 

him regularly in conversation and follows\him te the scaffold 

,on the night of Reverend Dimnesdale' s tormented vigil. For 

every step forward 1.n the progress of the minister' s disease, 

,there is an incident in WhîcJ Chillingsworth tightens the 

machinery of the rack by another notch. 

However, the consequences of rack-tightening'arl 
J 

equally 

dJ.saaterous for the perpetrator of the punishment as weIl as 

the victim. The physician, as we shall sho~, i8 victimized 

by a metaphysical desire for unattainable "justice" that i8 

expressed in his jealou8Y, envy and impotent hatred of his 

"victim.''' 1l 
The physical manifestatiom of the disease are evident 

enough in the textual description of Chil+ingsworth' s de-

clining heal th. 

Rester ••• was shocked, as weIl as wonder
smitten, to discern what a change had bee~ 
wrought upon him wi thin the past seven years. 
It was not so much that he had grown older ••. 
but the former aspect of an inteIlectual inan, 
calm and ~et, which was what she best remem
bered in hi~, had altogether vanished, and 
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been succeéded by an eager, searching, almost 
fiercè, yet carefully guarded 100k.1~ 

We can readily observe, ~n Chillingsworth, evidence 

of a nervous disorder that reminds us, not oilly of Dimmesdale' s 

1 

affl~ction, but also of the depcr~ption of modern man found 

in Dostoyevski. In lus interview wi th Rester, the truest 

facts are laid before the reader about the effect of the 

relationship on the mediator. 

l tell thee, Rester prynne, the richest 
fee that ever physic1an earned from monarch 
could not have bought such care as l have 
wasted on thi~ rnQserable prlest! But for my 

.aid, h1s life would have burned away in tor
ments wi thin the first two years after the 
perpetration of bis crime and thine. For, 
Rester, his spirit lacked the strength that 
could have borne up, as thine has, beneath 
a burden like thy scarlet letter. Oh, l could 
reveal a goodly secret! But enough! What 
art' can do, l have exhausted on him. That he 
now breathes, and creeps about on earth, is 
owing aIl to mel 19 

It · th h ., "ingul\ 4> t to b' ught 18 e p ySlclan s s ar ia e e so ca up 

in metaphysical desire that he cannot bring himself to drop 

his decephon. The role of mediator is totally integrated 

into his psyche. 
> 1 

/ 

"Hast thou not 'torturedl\hlm enough?" said Rester, 
noticing the old man' s fook. "Has he not paid 
thee aIl?" 

No!--no! He has but increased the debt!20 
\ 

As wi th aIl goals Bet under the procesB of the modern 

41 

contagion, Chillingsworth' 8 goal turns out to be sheer illusion. 

1 

"î , 
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Dimmesdale's momen~ of trlumph on Electlon Day seals the old 

man's fate. WithoJt the subject, the memator has no puI)Pose. 

Nothing was more remarkable'tnat the 
change which took place, almost i~ediately 

, after J:tr. Dinmesdale' s death, in the ap
pearance and demeanor of' the old man known 
as Roger Chillingsworth. AlI his strength 
and energy--ali 4is vital and intellectual 
force--seemed at once to d~sert him; in
somuch that he posit~vely withered up, 
shrivelled away and almost vanished from 

'human Slght, like an uprooted weed that lies 
\n.lting ln the sun. 21 

We should not be gurprised that the'~arrator 

if' the wo characters "phllosophically conS\dered ll 

22 Uessentially the srune. fi 

wonders 

are not 

* \ * * 
1 

In, Decei t, Deslre!lli! The ~, 'Girard has provided 

a critical vocabulary, for us ta er the particular. 

manifestations of relationships 

in the novelistic world. 

"Metaphysical deSlre is always con agious. 
It becomes even more so as the mediato drafS 
nearer to the hero. Contagion and pro ' 'ty 
are after aIl, one and the sarne. phenom non. 
InternaI mediation is present when one 'catches' 
a nearby desire just as one would catc the 
plà.gue or choler~~ simply by contact 'th an 
infected pe.t'son. J 

J ~ 
In Girard 1 s analysis of Ce'Ï'vantes, pisode is dis-

cussed which precisely parallel,s the tri relation+p 

between Dimmesdale and Chillingsworth. 

lW_Ill l 

42 
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In the world of internaI mediation, the 
contagion is.so widespread that everyone can 
become ms neighbor' s mediator wi thout ever 
understanding the role he is playing. This 
person who i8 a mediator without realizing 
it may himself be incapable of spontaneous 
desire. Thus he will be tempted -te copy the 
copy of hls own desire ••• We aIl know that 
every desire redoubles when it is seen te 
be shared. Two ide~~cal but opposite tri
angles are thus superimposed on each other. 
Desire circulates between the two rivaIs 
more and more qup.ckly and wi th every cycle 
·~t increases in ~ntensity like the electric 
current of a battery being charged. 24 

••• brother-enemies therefore always follow 
the sarne paths, which only ~creases their 
fury. They remind 'ts ff the two aldermen 

. in Qm. Quixote who ttun over the mountains, 
braying, in se arch of a lost donkey. Their 
imtation is so good that the two 'comparu.ons 
constantly rush up to one another, believing 
that they have found the lost bea8t. But 
the beast i8 no l~gger alive; the wolves 
have devoured i t. " 

At the moment when Roger Chillingsworth becomes an "acter" , 
in the interior world of Arthur DilIInesdale, their roles have 

become so entangled that it is impossible to say precisely 

who is mediator and who is subject. The term double mediation 

is introduced to describe this particular relationship. 

This de!l' s game of tennis symbolizes 
pe~fectly the reciprocal character which 
imitation assumes in double mediation. The 
players are opposed but alike, and even inter
changeable, for they make exactly the same 
movementa. The baIl they hi t back and forth , 
to one another representa the oscillation 
o~ de sire 'between the subject-mediator and 
the mediator-subject. The players are partners, 



, 
• 
l 
t 

r 

/ 

" 

/ 

but yet they agree only to disagree. No one 
wants to lose and yet, str~gly, there are 
only losers in that game •••• 

Tlus passage, wri tten as an analysis of Al tisidora' s 

description of the underworld, from the second part of ~ 

Q,uixote,27 describes precisely the game o} social familiari ty 

played for years,by Dimmesdale and Chillingsworth after they 

are housed under the sarne roof. Their rivalry is essentially 

sexual, they have both been lOYers of Hester, but they 

insist on lllaying out the rivalry in the impotent underground 
~, \ ' 

" of metaphysical desire. Double mediation also describes the 

compeiling process which drJ.ves the hero-mediator and the, 

mediator-hero towards illusory goals • 

••. each one holds the Other responsJ.ble for 
the misfortune whJ.ch falls upon him. This 
is truly double mediation, equal cause of 
suffer1ng for aIl; it is a sterile conflict 
from which the playeEs, who have come to
gêtherSof their own accord, cannot wi th
draw. 2 

* * 
Using th~ scarlet letter as the clue, we have been able 

to penetrate the veil of moral values auch as good and evil, 

in the relationship between hero, and mediator in The Scarlet 

Letter. Once the veil ia lifted i t i~ easy to unravel the 

undergI'<f'IDd processes involved in the relationship. The fires 

that burn in the phyaician' s eyes and on the minister' s breast 

44 



/ 

o 

( . 

/ 

are manifestations of one affl1ction: metaph~sical desire. 

The disease :lS spread through an ever-widening pool of 

deceptions which eliminate the possibility of spontaneous ,-
action. icause they cannot act spontaneously, the operants 

are inextricably bound to goals.which are absolutely unat

tainable. In the Hawthornian ~derground of double mediation, 

" it may be helpful ta taxonomize Di.mnesdale 1 s deceptians ~s 

indicating a "masochistic'" persanalÙ;y, and Chi Il ingswortn 1 s 

deceptions as indicating a "sadistic" personality, but, 
o 

tùtimately, both men are the abject servants of metaphysical 
o 

\ 

desirê. DilIlDesda;te becomes the prostletyzing snob; Chil1ings-

worth, the embodiment of jealousy, envy and impotent hatred. 

Neither man is strong ep.augh to be free when acting within 

the terms of double mediation; feel~s 
() 

latedo~kIY through tartuous deceptions. 
\ 

and actions are re-

The ,tyrannic reign of metaphysical desire in the under-

ground world of ~ Scarlet Letter certa' to eriend 

upward into the Puritan world at-large. raIl, it is 

the Puri tan masses who swallow the deceptions of the under-
{? 

world, believ~ that Chillingsworth' is , 

struments and that Arthur Dinrnesdale is their heaven ordained 

apostle. We can now re-read the opening passâge of the te.xt 

'and find tllere a· small but potent image of a grim world drained 

of spontaneou~ desire, where unifo~ty and interchangeability 

o 
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are the ascendant "virtues," and where aIl the elements of the 

m~dern tOtà.~i tari~ sJate ire laiç!. out before us. 

A throng of bearded. men, in sad- ' 
colored garments, and gray, steeple
crowned hats, intermixed with women, sorne 
wearing hoods and others bareheaded, wa~ 

• 0 assembled in front of a wooden edifice, 
• the do or of which was heavily timbered 

with oak, and studded with iron spikes. , 
The founders of a new colony ••• 

'have lnvariably recognized it among 
their earliest practical necessities te 
allot a portion of the virgin soil as 
a cemetery, and another portion ••• as a 
jai1. 29 

Where.else, but in the\great aemocratic Utopia of the new 

world. 
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TWO WORLDS: 

CHAPrER FtlUR 1 

\ 
APPROACHING RESTER AND PEARL 

"Her soul had penet~ate~ 
into unknown regions." 
, 

"Desire is triangular in the 
child'2just as it ia in the 1 

anob." 

.. 
Arthur Dimmesdale and ROge~ Chillingaworth move in an 

ever-widening circle of deception and self-deception: their 

actions are a microcosm of relat~onships in the conventional 

world of Hawthornian Puritanism. On the peripherY of thia 
\ 

world residês Hester Prynne, who, as we have already demon-

r strated, breaks through the illusory code signified \bY the 

sign language of Bin and vir"tue. 

Doea H!,!ster "symbolize 't the empty negation of artificial 

values in the Puritan world? Is she a she-devil who uses he~~ 

spècial\ status in the conmruni.ty ta torment her ex':"lovers, 

Dinmesdale and Chillingaworth? When the romantic 'èritio3 

, 
on ~ Scarlet Letter penetrates the surface-tension be~ween 

signifiera of sin and virtue, he ia often quite--rôêt. He 
------~-

o __________ 

creates\\I\ ~other ~~ich- fêduces the meaning of the 

novel ta nothingneaa or te the meaningless opposition of 
, "-" 

tension and coun~r..:tension. 

1\ 
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In this chapter we will show that absolute values exist 

in the world of Hawthornian Puri tani sm , although they are not 

locateà in the cbnventional world of sih and virtue. The 

narrator ~s not playing games when he comments that the 

scarlet letter, " ••• had the e:(fect of a spell, taking her' 

lHesterJ out of the ordinary relations with humani ty and en-

4 closlng her in a sphere by herself." To locate Hester's 

I1 sphere l1 we must. again ente) the Hawthornian Wlderground. 

, Finding the single term which describes those elements 

which belong nelther to the, conventional Puritan world, nor 
\ 

ta thé empty manuverings of undergroWld metaphysical desire, 
\" 

is not an easy task. In order to create a space for these 

phenomena, Girard has used the word "paSSion'" to d~scribe 

actions in the novelistic world of Cervantes, Stendhal and 

Proust5 which takes place outside the process of triangular 

desire. 
~ , 

Weo shall use the word "passion" or "passionate person" 

or "actions based on feelings"- ta identify those phenomena 

in the underground world of The Scarlet Letter. 
- -

Although we' are not quite ready yet.to begin making 

gerleralizations, we would probably not be mistaken in sur-

rnising that in the novelistic world i t is the. singular fate 

of men -~d women to live in an undergro).Uld where passion and 

metaphysical desire exist continuously and 8imultaneously~ 

Certainly,. i t is o~r the ac"t of passion which has real value 
1 

L ~ _ , il 'dL Qi iL la 1 
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in the novelistic world. No matter how hard he tries 'to trlck 

us, we can always read in tr narrator's "ambiguity" the novel

istic truth of actions based on feelings and the illusion 

(or shall we say falsehood) of metaphysical desire. 

It is not sU(priSing that Hester has two reasons 
1 

for 

staylllg on in Boston after her release from prison. The first 

. involves the process of conventionat Puri tan "truth." 

1 

What she compelled hersetf to believe-
what, ,flnally, she reasoned upon, as her 
motive for continuing a resident of New 
England--was half a truth, and half a self-

~delusipn. Here, she said to herself, had 
been tfe scene of her guilt; and here should 

. be the scene of her earthly punishment; and 
so, perchancej the torture of, her daily 
shame would at length purge her soul and 
work out another Pli1ity than that which she 
had lost; morg sain'-like because the result 
of martyrdom. 

The second reason ia never clearly spelled out, but it exists 

nonetheless. The narrater tells us that it has te do with a' 

feeling of Hester's that is "irresiatable and inevitable.,,7 

51 

It "compels human beings to linger al'ound the spot where some 

great and marked e;vent has given the col9r ta their lifetirne •••• ,,8 

The nazkator also speaks of a "passiona~ and desperate joy" 

with which Hester's feelings for Arthur Ddmmesdale seize her. 9 

There ia a aimilar development in ~ ~ ~!h2. Black. After 

her affair wi th Julien Sorel ia broken off, Mne. Renal becomea 
1 

a deebly religious person. Her passion ia not abated, but 

re-directed, and we can find a revealing analyais' of her, be-

havior in De'cei t, Desire !!È. !!:.! Novel: 

\\ 
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In the early Stendhal and in some of his 
essays we find an opposition ••• between the 
lucid skepticlsm of honest people and the 
hypocritical religion of everyone elsr. In 
his great world this opposition has disappeared. 
It has been replaced by a contrast between 
the hypocritical religion of the "vain t8d 
the 'true' religion of 'the passionate. 

Hester's art, her needlewor~ seems ta have double sourèès 

ln passion and penance. In designing prarl's dress she allows 

"the gorg~ous tendencies of he!' imagination their full play, ,,11 

even tho~b she spends rmlch of her time making "coùrse gannents 

12 for the poor." One mlght go so far as ta say that in the 

scarl~t letter ard the clothing which she designs for/Pearl, 
1 
1 

Rester tries to cormnuu.cate "passion" to the Puri tan communi ty. 
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\ 
Metaphysical desire leads ta imi tÎtion, mediation and \ 

hypocracy. Hester's passion leads to art and ta-a curious 

phenomenon whlCh the narrator calls speculation or imagination. 13 
l "'- . 

Although passion disappears from Rester's outward appearance, 
"a., 

••• there seemed to be no longer anything in 
Hester's face for Love to dwell upon; nothing 
in Hester's fonn though majestic and statue 
like, that Passion would eVl~ dream of 
clasping in its embrace •••• 

, 

~t is preserved in the speculation which takes over her mental 
\ 

life, if only of the mem~ry i t creates of the emptiness o:f 

metaphysical desire. 

A tendency to speculation, though it 
may keep'a woman quiet, as it does man, yet 
rnakes her sad. She discerna, i t ma~5be, 
such a Hopeless task be:fore her •••• 

~ 
1 
-~ 
J 
t~ 
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liAs a. frst step, the Wfole system of society ia to be 

tom do'Wll, and buil t up anew." 1 6 

liA woman never overcomes these problems by an exerci,e 

of thought. II11 

Passion is continually soft-pedaled or made ambiguous 

53 

by the narrator, but it ia passion that cuts through the process 

of tr~angular desire in ~IE scarle~ Lette~. Passionate \acts, 

as in the case of Dimmesdale's ~d-night vigil on the scaffold, 

are not the sole property of Hester, although their locus is 

in her "sphere." Acts of passion are nei ther B~stematic nor 

devoid of tragic overtones. They arrive Iikeolightening bolts 

and illumi'nate the Puti tan underground ~ th vi vid color ~ 18 

Thus, i t is Hester who breat~es life into the Puri tan 

"fashion" with her needlewoFk, bringa a moment of truth to 

Chillingsworth, and, as we shall see"inapires Dimmesdale to_ 

commit acts of passion through which he ia ultimately redeemed. 

Rer exhortation ta Arthur is a coIJll1Wli.cation from the "scarlet" 

-realm of ~ Scarlet Letter. 

"Exchange this false life of thme for 

a true one ••• Preach! Wri te! Act! 1119 
1 

J * * \ * 
The wide ranging discussion about versimilitude in the 

representation of Pearl has done a great deal to prevént 

traditional critics from penetrating the surface of the text~20 

\\ 

1 

\ 
{ 



( 

1\ 

r 
/ 

\1 " 

54 

It 1S a first premise of this ana~ys1s that the novelistic truth 

of Pearl has very li ttle ta do wi th questions of ei ther ver-

similitude in chara~ter portrayal or the values of sin :and 

virtue in the conventional world of Hawthornian Puritanism. 

,As we approach closer to Pearl, the inner workings of 

triangular desire are revealed to us. Although Pearl is able 

to de~ire spontaneousty, her desire, like the desire of thè 

adults 1n The Scarlet Letter, i8 an imitative'one. Pearl's 

world remain~ unspoiled, not because désire is absent, but 

becaus, .he never feels the presence of thr mediator.
21 

• As :i n the otheJ sections of our analysis, we can use the 

letter "A" as the clue ta what is revealed in the relationships 

between her and Hester and Arthur Dimmesdale that is signified 

by the "A" her identi ty remains a secret ta her. Hester and 

the mim.ster (though the latter ta a m\J.ch lesser extent,) 

mediate Pearl's search for identity. Once again we gain entrance 

ta the underground world of ~ Scarlet Letter. 

FOr every manifestation of metaphysical desire on the 

p~rt of Pearl, \ 

••• putting up her little hand, she grasped 
at it lthe letter] smiling n~~ doubtfully, 
but wi th a decided gleam •••• 

He,ster reacts wi th a moment of inquietude., ~ 

"It was as if an evil apiri t pos~ed the child and had 

just peeped forth in mockery. ,,23 

i\ 
" 

Il 
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24 "From that epoch •.• Rester never felt a moment's safety." 

But, Pearl}s der~re for knowledge lS unceasing. Time 

after time Pearl ups the metaphysical ante with an outrageous 

demonstration of interest in the scarlet "A". 

In the afternoon of a certain summer's 
day, after Pearl grew big enough to run about, 
she ar.rused herself ~th gathering handfuls 
of wild-flowers, and flinging them, one by 
one, at her mother's bosom; dancing up and 

'down, iike a~ittle25If, whenever she hit 
thè\ scarlet letter. . 

We can easily see how triangular des~re gives rise ta 

misunders~anfungs in the world of Hawthornian Puritanism. Hester, 

under~tanding Pearl's actions as part of her penance, conceals 

her lnltial impulse. 
1 

Hester's firet notion had been to cover 
her bosom ~ th her clasped hands. But, whether 
from pride or reslgnàtion, or a feeling that 
her! pe~ance might best be wrought ~:)Ut by this 
unutterable pain, she resisted the impulse, 
and sat erect, pale as death, looking sadly 
into little Pearl's wild eyes. Stil~ came 
the battery of flo*e~g, almost invariably 
hi tting the mark •••• 

The game continues. Pearl e:xhausts her supply of "weapons" 
1 

and, te~rarily '" her appeti te for the knowledge of the "A". 

Hester retreats to a d~smal labyrinth of doubt as ta whether\ 

or not Pearl; is "a demon offspring •• ,on earth through the 

mother' s sin, and ta promote, sorne foul and wicked purpose. ,,27 

The sarne process of mediation that governs the behavior of 
/ . 

Dimmesdale and Chill~SWOrth also governs the triangular 

relationship between Hesler and Pearl. 

\ 
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~e should not be surprised that Pearl's fascination With 

the scarlet letter is as all-pervasive as Arthur Ddmmesdale's 

preoccupation Wlth sin or Chillingsworth's thirst for justice. 

The "A" is the fortress from which Pearl sallies forth to 

pursue the Puritan urChins;28 lt la the reflecti~n of the 

scarlet letter in the governor's armor which attracts Pearl's 

attention in the Governor's Hall. 29 

As Pe~rl b~omes aIder, her d,sire becomes more adult

like. lt is finally t ough a process of imitation that she 

communicates to Hester er deslre to comprehend the secret of 

the scarlet "A". 

Pearl took so e eel-grass, and imi tated, 
as best she could, on her own bosom, the 
decoration With wh'ch she was sa familiar on 
her mother's. A,l tter--the lettso A-- but 
freshly green inst ad of scarlet! 

A short conversati n orients Hester ~o Pearl's desire. 

The though oc urred. to Rester that the 
child might really be seeking te approach 
her with child-lik confidence, and doing 
what she could, an as intelligently as 
she knew how31 to e tablish a meeting-point 
of sympathy. 

Immediatel!, two ~eVealing a4d remarkable.events oceur. 

First, in Hester's ey&s, Pearl is no longer seen as a fiend 

but as a friend, a person w~o qan be trusted. 32 Secondly, 
, 
1 

Hester deliberately deceives Pearl. She tells her daughter 

that slf~ wears the scarlet letter "for the sake of i te gold 
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thread.,,33 The amazlng pattern of triangular desire repeats 

ltself over and over again, throughout aIl of ~ Scarlet 

Letter, aIl of novelistic writing. Desire gives rise ta 

mediation WhlCh gives rlse to deceptlon. And the game continues. 

The difference between internaI mediatl0n in the case 

of Pearl-Hester and in the 'instance of-Dimmesdale-Chillingswo~ 

lies ln the tone of the process, and not in i ts forme At 

the moment when Hester and the minister have finisHêd their ~' 

conversatlon in the forest ~e flnd a clear tlemonstration of our 
, 

hypothesis about the ultimate relatedness of aIl triangular 

\ deslre • 

Pearl is seemingly unable to recognize the identity of 

Rester, who has removed the "A" from her breast. Beth DiImlesdale 

and Hester are in a position to mediate pearl's desire t~ 

know who the woman i s. 
" 

But, Dimmesdale does not understand the pro,?ess of in-

ternal mediation. He complains that the child is acting like 

J 
a witch. He is powerless, however, and becomes upset, com-

plaining to Rester that the delay "has already imparted a 

tremor ta my nef'ves. "14 Hester, who knows how ~ mediate in 
( 

a much subtler way, breaks down the code, and, while the minister 

--is stating his preference for Mistress lü.bbins as opposed ta 
-

fearl, she fastens back the "A" onto her bosom. Pearl returna. 35 

Ultimately, Pearl's quest for identity is rewarded with 

truth, ~t not until the final moments of the tale. .A:fter he 

\ 
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bares his breast on the scaffold, Pearl tisses the dying Arthur 

Dimmesdale. She recogn2zes the true relationship between them 

and the previously blocked entrance opens to the adult world. 

liA spell was broken," says the narrator, and he continues: 

The great scene of grief, in which the 
wild infant bore a part, had deve19ped aIl her 
sympathies; ana as her tears fell upon her 
father's che~k, they were the pledge that she 
would grow u:p amid human joy and sorrow, nor 

. forever do b~tle wi th the world, but be a 
woman in it. 

/ 
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CHAPI'ER PIVE '\ 

THE REVELA.TION OF THE SCARIEr I.EITER 
\ 

\ . 

"1 approached the very gates 
of death and set one foot o~ 
Proserpine1a threshold •••• " 

, 

"Methough~ l' W8S enamour' d of 
an ass." 

'!'he ambigui ty of ~ Scarlet Ùltter is rooted in th~ af-

fective memory of the narrator. Ii> is the narrator who has 
J 

the final and ever so subtle control over what is revealed in 

the text. For acts of passion in the Hawthornïan underground, 

the narrator has provided us w:i th the memory of a aign; a 
.. 

Bcarlet "A" on the -breast of Hester, an "Ait which illuminates 
\ 

the sky on the night Arthur Dimnesdale forsake~ the rununations 

of his study for the scaffold. Only after haying understood 

tqe value of ·thes~ signs as clues ta the,nature of relation-. 
\ 

ships in ~ Scarlet Letter can we penetrate to the depth of 

61 

noveli'stic inaight which we find. in the final pages of the text, 
, 

beginning wi th the climactic chapter of the novel called, -

appr:pr~atelY 'id ~biguousl.;y enough, "The RevEN.ation of The 

Scarlet Latter." 

" 

\' 

, 
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The "revelation" in the chapter-title implies far more 

than the mere ripping open of a shirt-front. By carefUlly 

analYiing the final pages of ~ Scarlet Letter and comparing 
u/ 

the ending with the novelistlè endings ~xamined by Rene Girard, 

we discover a means to draw back, if only for an instant, the 

62 

veil qi' ~bigui ty whlch enclo,ses the true meaning of Hawthorne' s 

novelisti9 masterpiece. 

* * 
"., / 

Against the better Judgment of the narratoj,3 Arthur 

Dimmesdale proceede to provide the Bostonians with an Election 
1 

Day lrtnon that br~ngS his career to a pinnacle of triUmph. 

The effort fractures the fragile stamin~ of the minister and 

the ~arrator tells us that, 
! 

The crowd ••• looked on with awe and wonder. 
This ea,rthly faintness was, in their view, 
only another phase of the minister' s celestial 
strength; nor would it have seemed a miracle 
too h~gh to be wrought for one so holy, had 
he ascended before their eyes, waxing dimmer 
and brighter, \an~ fading at last into the ~ __ _ 
light of heaven. 

But, miraculously, Dimmesdale clinga to li,fe by the barest 

tnread. Casting aaide the ever-meddling Chillingsworth, he 
, \ 
\ 1 

brings Hester and Pearl to the scaffold with him. The peril 

still exista that Di~esdale will die'without revealing the 

seCI'et of his o~ true oidenti ty.. However, wi th a convulsive 

motion, he tears away the clothing on his breast. ~s is the 
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. first revelation of the novel's ending, ~d a worthY act of 

pa~sJ.on. 

With Arthur Dimmesdale's convuXsive motion, the relation-

" \ 
ship between Rester, Pearl and the minister is laid open) be-

o 0 Il" 
fore the community, ~t the process of revelation does not 

/' 
o 

end here'. In order/ta wi~ess th'e full process, we urust again 

enter thg Hawth9rnian underground. 
r 

In the second phase of revelation, Pearl, as we have 
, " 

already seen, breaks through the previously blocked passage-

way to underground knowledge. She kisses the minister on 

the lips and undergoes a ri te of passage into the adul t world. 

Her tears are, perhaps, an aCknOWledgemeft of the universal 

'. \ 
presence ç,f the mediator. l 

There is an even ~eater moment of revelation to fdllow, 

when Rester PryIllle asks her lover ta' "look into"etern:ity:,,5 , 

+n his final speech~ which is made in response to Rester' s 

request, .Ax:thur Dimnesdale is brought into a'new realm of 

knowledge, a )cnowledge about tri~ar desire i tself • In 

~ooking for "eterni ty" Arthur seems ta have discovered the 

-
Hawthornian underground. 

That the moment of death becomes a moment of enlight
\ 

enment for the hero of The Scarlet Latter, i9 nat d.i,!fi~ult 

to demonstrate. First of aIl, an incredible philosophie al 

contradiction ooours. In, the mind of t.he mini ster , the tonnants 
1\ 

"-, 
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of the pa st are transfonped into divine acts of meœtfLtion and 

mercy. 

He hath provedlhia mercy most of aIl, 
in my affhctions. By gi ving 'me thi s burning 
torture to bear upon my breast! By sending 
yonder dark ~ terrible old~, to keep 
the torture always at red-heat! 

1 

For a brief moment, Dimmesdale, who has always.denied 

i t, is even willing to allow for the possibüi ty of hia oWl1 
." 

redemption. 

1 fear! 1 fear! II may ~ -8rat~ _'1hen 
we forget our God-~when we violated the 
reverence for each other's soul,--it was 

. thensforth vain to hope that we could meet 
hereafter, in a everlasting and pure '6 
reunion. God knows; and He ia merciful! 

la the "affliction" which Dirmnesdale acknowledges meta-

64 

physical desire i tself? His statement that had any of his "agonies 

been wanting" he would have been "lost forever,,,7 reveals that 

re has a clear memory of the progress of the disease. What 

is more, at the very instant that he prepares, te take leave 

of the world, the hero of The Scarlet Letter renounces aIl 

desire. He thanks God for bringing him to "this death of 

, 8 
triumphant igno~ before the people," and places himael:(' 

in the handa of divine mediation. "Praised he his namel His 

will he done! Fare~ 111 ,,9 

The Puritan audience ia mystified. Whereas the Election 

10 
Sermon i8 greeted wi th a ehout of triumph, the revelation 

of ~ Scarlet Latter elicits murmura of awe and wonder, and, 

\ 
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after a few daya, wide ranging debate ovër'what was revealetl. 11 

The narrator faithfully reports that guilt, drugs, torture 

and even surgery are placed as the cause of an "A" which ls 

rumored ta iave been revealed. Others, the narrator tells us, 

deny that anythlng at aIl was revealed on the acaffold, 

especially with regard ta relationships between the minister, 

the woman and the child. 

Only an unconventional r~ading of th~ final moments in 

the life of the hero lea~s to an understanding of novelistic 

truth in the triumph of the hero over metaphysical desire. 

As a_:final "proof" of this reading, we can examine the final 

moments of Dimmesdale's novelistic cousins in the world~ of 

Cervantes, Stendhal and Dostoyevski • 

• Don Quixote clearly renouncea his\p~st: 

My jUdgem~nt ia free and clear and no 
longer covered with a ~ick blanket of ig
norance woven by my sad and constant reading 
of detestable books of chivalty. l rT~ag
nize their extravagance and trickery. 

Julien ••• uttèrs worka which clearly contradict 
his former ideas. He repudiates his will ta 
power, he makes a break wi th the world which 
fascinated him; his passion for Mathilde ~ 

disappears; he flies to ~e de Renal and re
fuses ta defend himself. 

The 8ffini ty between Stendhal and \wtharne ,i8 80 great, that 

we find the narrator of The Red And The Black downplaying ----- :; 

1 

, 
j 
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Julien's reV:lation\in the sarne tone that Hawthorne's narrator 

makes ambiguous Dinmesdale' s final moments. Stendhal' s nar

rator tells us that a "lack of exercise was beg~ ta ~:f:fect 
. 

his [Julien' a ] heal th and gi ve him the exal ted and weak Characte, 

14 
of a young German student." 1 

Thirdly, in the novys of Dostayevski, we wi tness the 

redeeming conversions of RaSKOlnlkOV and Dimitri Karamozov in 

Crime ~ Punishment and ~ Brothers K§ramozov, respect~vely. 
, ~ 1 

The an/lyeis can be 'pushed even further if we :foll?w the 

lead 0: Girard. For Dimmesdale, fike Don Q:uixote, Julien Sorel, 

and the DostyevSkian heros, \ "triumph over metaphysical'desire 

in a trakic conc~usion and thus becomes capable of writing the ' 

novel. ,,15 Dimmesdale' 8 final image i'8 a more detahhed image; 

it i9 an image which he shares with the narrator himself. \ 

,'" 
The function of the final pages of ~ Scarlet Letter 

is to uni te the hero and the narrator for a sing1.e instan~ in 

" a renunciation of metaphysical desire.; The Chillingsworth-like 

grip that the narrator holds over his hero's suffering is lifted16 

as is the curs~'Of metaphysi~al desire. Only after this mome~t 
can ~e narrator pro~eed forth wi th his "moral. ,,1 

1 

your 

the 

"Be true! Be true! Show freely ta the warld, if not 

woret, yet soma trait whereby the warst may be inferredl,,17 

The momenr of r~velation br~s into ~e noveliatic world 

~th of redempti~ and\re~unciation. but it do •• rot remove 

\1 
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either the possibility of banal moralizing or of sadness in the 

conventional world. The moral flowa forth, and the narrator 

f~ilows the'story of "sad and lonely" Hester ta her grave along .. 

side Arthur DiJm1esdale, leaving us wi th only one "ever-glowing 

point of light," The Scarlet Letter. 18 
/ 

* * * 
The moment of revelation in ~ Scarlet Letter in which 

the narrator and hero are fused momentarily in their renun-

ciation of metaPhysi\al desire, calle i~stantaneoUSlY ta mind 

the author-narrator's "remarkabIe,,19 introduction to ~ Scarlet 

l.etter, "The Custom Houee." "The Cuetom House" has its own 

hero, who is the narrator. And it has ita own moment of 
" 

revelation, in which the narrator renounces his own meta-

physical desire an~ becomes capable of writing The Scarlet - \ 
Letter", \ 

guity. 

Of course, the narratar's revelation is couched in amb7-
He states that al though he wishes te open an\ intercourse 

wi th ros readers, he will\ keep "the inmoat me, behind i ta veil. ,,20 

He sets himself up largely as editer of the text, and claims 

that the introduotion i8 meant ta 

the diSCOVery of the manusçript. 

serve as an explana tion of 

\ ''.~ 

Once again we must focus on the "A" and penetrate to the 

familiar terri tery of the HawthornJ..an ~ergrO~d. Inmediately, 

the conventional world of the CUstom House risee ta the surface. 
n \ 

\ / 
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The Iazy, gourmandizing Inspector is opposed ta the gallant 

old Inspector. And~ underneath, the narrator Iabors under the ' 

iIIus10ns of metaphysical de1ire. Thro~gh his office as 

SUrveyor he will cast aside his statua as an "idler" and pur-

sue, just ~ ~ ancestors, a sucpessf'ul",c'areer in the 

bus1ness of transoceanic trade.
21 

Miraculously, the scarlet letter and the papers o'f 

surveyor Pue fall into the narrator' s hands, but "the narrator 

is in the impotent hands of metaphysical desire. "My 

. 
imagination was a tarnished mirror, " he tells us, his 

characters Iack "the glow of passion," and retain "the rigidi ty 

22 of dead corpses." . \ 

in the 

The mediation of the ancestors repl'esents a powerful force 

undergrobd world of "The Custom HouJ~." The narrator 

~cannot resign his position, nor can ~e find in the house of 

"convention" any source for imagination. The fate of the 

- Customs officer is th~ rocking-chair and the idle tale. 
1 

Even when the administration changest-the narrator is 

trapped in his underground. He anticipates he has "a reasonable 
JI. 

1han4e' of retaining off~ce. ,,23 The axe talls an:yway, but the 

narrator remaina oblivious to real opportunity. He raisea 

angry ques\ion~1 of' "murder" apd "decapi tation" and the always 

illusory "Justice, ,,24 in his loss of the CUstom Houae poet. 

.. 
\ 
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The narrator's suffering i9 as drawp out as bis he~o's, 

and, ,fortunately, the decapi tatl.on of the narrator ~s only 

metaphorical. The ",tone of "Thé' Custr House" is come, but 

the moment of revelation i5 present, just as it is in the 

tragic climax at the close of the tale. From beyond the 

meta~horicai grave, the narrator renounces his de Sire ,25 and 

becomes capable of writing the tale. 

"Peace be W'l:-t-h aH the world! My blessings on IllY 

friends! My forgiveness to rrtf enemiesl For l am in the 

realm of quiet! ,,26 \\ 

. 

\ 
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. Then, the miats of memory move into the narrator' s vision. 

Salem becom~s "an -over-grown village in cloud-Iand.,,27 The 

narrator takes from his experience in The Custom House, exactly 

what he gives to the reader at the close of h~ tale--
\ 

"On A Field, Sable, The Letter A, Gules. ,,28 

\ 

/ 
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Il 

CONCIlJSION 

The passageway by which ~ Scarlet Letter enters the 

mainstream of novelistic wri ting is. an undergrowld passage. 
.. 

Hawthorne's Wlderground world,ls as subtly &ld densely drawn 
\ 

as the interior world 0f Cervantes, Stendhal, Dostoyevski and 1 

aIl the great novelists. Although his world is closest in , 

qualities of tone ta Stendhal, whose ttlasterpiece, The ~ ~ 

~ Black, was wri tten in the sarne decade as The Soarlet Letter, 

Hawthorne's Wlderground is distinguished by a closeness of 

internaI medlation that lS practically unparalleled in novel-

istic wri ting. One might weIl argue that the motif of the 11 

scarlet liA" is overworked, or that the narrator' s deviousness 

is pedantically sta~ed. These are valid criticisms. But the 

crucial fact remaina. ~ Scarlet Letter does not rêflect the 

surface of "brought to life" Puri tanism. It is not a poli tical 

tract. It does reveal aspects of human relationships in a 

fonnulation that penetrates to the deepest depths of the human 

heart. 
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