
 

 

Abstract 

The protagonist of The Scarlet Letter works as a predecessor for fictional feminist heroines. 

Much like modern times, Hester Prynne is born into a society that favors men and the main 

character suffers from the unfair treatment that is brought upon her due to her femininity. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne invents a universe to show female oppression and how harmful it can 

be for individuals to be regarded as less important because of one’s gender. The purpose of 

this study is to investigate how Nathaniel Hawthorne was able to create one of the first strong 

female protagonists by using elements from feminist movements that occurred even after his 

death. The concept of the second and third waves of feminism was not yet invented before 

the author passed, but it is still possible to find traces of these feminist waves in The Scarlet 

Letter. At the time of its publication, The Scarlet Letter revolutionized female-centred 

narratives; the main character of The Scarlet Letter is unique since her behavior and mindset 

differ from other female characters of the 19th century. By using feminist theory it is clear 

that Nathaniel Hawthorne’s innovative way of thinking sets the foundation for him to create 

the feminist character of Hester Prynne. The author shows, through his novel, that he is aware 

of how unfair women are treated and reflects that into The Scarlet Letter. Even though 

women today are not facing the same problems that Hester Prynne encounters, there are still 

social changes that need to be made for women to be equal to men. By considering issues 

from real life and by being inspired by feminists from the 19th century, Nathaniel Hawthorne 

has created a feminist that is still relevant to this day.
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1. Introduction to Nathaniel Hawthorne as a Revolutionary Author 

Hester Prynne can be seen as a feminist heroine. The protagonist of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

literary work, The Scarlet Letter, is a strong female character whose attitude and mindset differ 

from the expectations of how a woman should behave. Hester Prynne does not let anybody tell 

her how to act and does not accept being controlled by anyone. She also respectfully declines 

receiving financial support from a male character when she is in a situation where money would 

make her circumstances better. She chooses to raise her child as a single parent since she knows 

she is independent and strong enough to handle such a task. Hester Prynne is treated unfairly as it 

seems that the characters that harass Hester forget that they are all sinners as well. Creating a 

strong feminist character in the middle of the 19th century suggests that Nathaniel Hawthorne 

understood female oppression in the United States during 19th century. The author of The 

Scarlet Letter has created one of the first prominent female protagonists in literature. Hester 

Prynne’s strong characteristics challenge the expectations of how a woman should behave during 

the 19th century and show that both the author and the character share feminist attributes that 

suggest they are mentally ahead of their time. 

  The events of the story take place in a Puritan society in Massachusetts during the 17th 

century. Puritanism is a result of English members of the Church of England wanting to purify 

the Church of England by removing elements of the Catholic Church. Puritanism is a key 

element in The Scarlet Letter since the events often refer to Puritan beliefs and faith; the reason 

why the main character is treated in a specific way is deeply influenced by religion and its strict 

expectations of how individuals should behave. According to “The Influence of Puritanism on 

the Sin and Punishment in The Scarlet Letter”, Jianying Gao and others claim that Nathaniel 

Hawthorne is familiar with the negative aspects of Puritanism due to his upbringing in New 

England, a place where people strongly believed in Puritanism (176). Portraying Puritanism as 

an alternative antagonist in The Scarlet Letter indicates that Nathaniel Hawthorne saw the 

hypocrisy that is to be found in religion and its unfair effects upon innocent people (Gao 176). 

The author of The Scarlet Letter uses religion as an obstacle that makes the protagonist’s life 

miserable and stops her from being in control of her own destiny. 

The narrative follows Hester Prynne who, as a result of committing adultery, gives birth 

to a daughter and raises her as a single parent. Besides being a single parent to her daughter, 
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Hester is a victim of public humiliation, harassment, exclusion, and slut-shaming and her 

position changes from being a part of the general public to being an outcast. Towards the end of 

the story, Hester regains her respect as a member of the society. Later, Hester and Pearl leave the 

Puritan society to go to Europe after Pearl receives her inheritance from Roger Chillingworth. 

Several years later, Hester returns to Massachusetts, still wearing the scarlet letter. When she 

dies, she is buried next to the man whom she truly loved, Arthur Dimmesdale.  

 

2. Hester Prynne’s Punishment 

There are three different layers to Hester Prynne’s punishment. First, she must spend some time 

in jail with her newborn baby. Then, she must stand on a scaffold to be publicly shamed by the 

rest of the people in the Puritan community. While she is there, she is also interrogated by the 

magistrates who repeatedly ask her to identify her secret lover. After refusing to answer their 

questions, to protect the father of the child, she is forced to wear a scarlet “A” on her chest for 

the rest of her life. This is done as a form of mental torture to always remind her of the religious 

crime she committed. 

  Nathaniel Hawthorne uses a rosebush that grows next to a prison door to symbolize the 

feminist aspects in The Scarlet Letter. It is intended to show how powerful Hester Prynne is, 

since she still stands strong despite her tragic circumstances, as well as how Pearl manages to 

grow up in a community where she is not necessarily welcome. In The Scarlet Letter Nathaniel 

Hawthorne writes, 

Finding it so directly on the threshold of our narrative, which is now about to issue from 

that inauspicious portal, we could hardly to otherwise than pluck one of its flowers and 

present it to the reader. It may serve, let us hope, to symbolise some sweet moral blossom 

that may be found along the track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human frailty 

and sorrow. (46) 

In this quote the author encourages the readers to read between the lines and asks them to notice 

the oppression the main character is a victim of. Since he uses the words “sweet moral blossom”, 

it seems like Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet Letter with a goal to influence people’s 

mindset about women and feminism. Both Hester and Pearl are important characters that 

challenge the traditional way of how women are viewed and contribute to Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s presentation of feminism. 
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3. Social Control 

Hester Prynne is a remarkable female character, as she does not limit herself to the already 

determined gender expectations that are set in her culture. Whether gender is fixed by either 

biology or culture is an important discussion in the theory of feminism. Several feminist theorists 

agree that it is the laws or rules within a specific culture that decide the concept of gender. In 

Judith Butler’s “Sex/Gender/Desire”, she writes,  

On some accounts, the notion that gender is constructed suggests a certain determinism of 

gender meanings inscribed on anatomically differentiated bodies, where those bodies are 

understood as passive recipients of an inexorable cultural law. When the relevant 

“culture” that “constructs” gender is understood in terms of such a law or set of laws, 

then it seems that gender is as determined and fixed as it was under the biology-is-destiny 

formulation. In such a case, not biology, but culture, becomes destiny. (11) 

Since the protagonist is born as a female, it is expected of her to adopt a specific role and behave 

in a certain way. In a Puritan society the two traditional genders each have their own set of rules 

that decides how their members should act, both in private and in company with others. Having 

sex with a person that is not one’s partner is viewed as a sin in Hester Prynne’s society. This can 

be seen as a rule set by the leading men of the Puritan community to execute social control, 

which gives the ruling authority the ability to control the inhabitants to keep a certain balance in 

the community. Forcing the inhabitants to follow specific rules makes it easier for the 

magistrates to keep their positions as leaders and helps maintaining the social differences that are 

needed for leaders to be authority figures. Hester Prynne is originally married to a scholar named 

Roger Chillingworth and should, according to the Puritan law, receive the death penalty for 

committing adultery. Because of Hester’s young age and the assumption that her husband is 

dead, the magistrates decide to not perform judicial execution upon Hester (Hawthorne 58). 

After being away from her husband for several years, it seems that Hester realises that the man 

she is married to is not the one she truly loves. In The Scarlet Letter both Hester Prynne and 

Roger Chillingworth confess to each other the lack of love in their relationship,  

“Thou knowest,” said Hester – for, depressed as she was, she could not endure this last 

quiet stab at the token of her shame – “thou knowest that I was frank with thee. I felt no 

love, nor feigned any.” “True,” replied he; “It was my folly! I have said it. But, up to that 

epoch of my life, I had lived in vain. The world had been so cheerless! My heart was a 
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habitation large enough for many guests, but lonely and chill, and without a household 

fire. I longed to kindle one!” […] “We have wronged each other,” answered he. (67) 

Believing that her husband has died and knowing that there is no love or passion in her 

relationship, Hester decides to break the religious rule of being exclusive with her lawful spouse 

and has sex with the Puritan minister, Arthur Dimmesdale. The punishment the main character 

receives after committing adultery indicates that Hester Prynne, being a grown woman, is not 

allowed to make decisions in her own life. The magistrates have the authority to penalize every 

individual who disobeys their regulations, even on a personal and private level. Still, the main 

character of The Scarlet Letter goes against the rules as she is intelligent enough to understand 

that one cannot deny their natural desires for human intimacy. Hester Prynne is an independent 

woman who respects herself enough to care for her own needs before listening to the rules set by 

the leading men in her community.  

 

4. Financial Independence 

According to feminist theory, having an income is one of the key elements for female 

independence. Being in a stable job and supporting oneself financially create a new direction for 

women to follow to be more in charge of their own lives. In her book The Second Sex, Simone de 

Beauvoir states that financial independence is the foundation of female liberation, 

 It is through work that woman has been able, to a large extent, to close the gap separating 

her from the male; work alone can guarantee her concrete freedom. The system based on 

her dependence collapses as soon as she ceases to be a parasite; there is no longer need 

for a masculine mediator between her and the universe. […] when she is productive and 

active, she regains her transcendence; she affirms herself concretely as subject in her 

projects; she senses her responsibility relative to the goals she pursues and to the money 

and rights she appropriates. (813) 

This is evident in The Scarlet Letter when Hester Prynne must support herself and her daughter, 

as a result of committing adultery. After discovering her talent in needlework, Hester Prynne can 

make her own sustainable income, “She possessed an art that sufficed, even in a land that 

afforded comparatively little scope for its exercise, to supply food for her thriving infant and 

herself. It was the art – then, as now, almost the only one within a woman’s grasp – of 

needlework” (Hawthorne 72). Being financially stable and independent makes the protagonist 
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unique, as she is a contrast to the typical perception of women in a Puritan community. Being 

able to financially support herself indicates that she is independent and does not need a male 

figure to guide her.   

  Hester Prynne refuses to reveal the name of her lover and is therefore the only one who is 

responsible for supporting herself and her daughter economically. During the interrogation, 

Hester Prynne is fully aware of the major responsibility of being a single parent and being the 

only one in the household with an income. Despite all this, Hester Prynne still refuses to say her 

lover’s name and accepts her duty as the only parent for Pearl. When the community starts to 

regard Hester Prynne as an outcast, it is natural to believe that Hester Prynne’s life will go in a 

negative direction and that there is no hope for her to regain her respect as a member of the 

Puritan community. Despite all the mental harm and disadvantages she experiences, she is still 

able to praise herself and make the most out of an unfortunate situation. In Wang’s article, “A 

Representative of the New Female Image-Analyzing Hester Prynne’s Feminist Consciousness in 

The Scarlet Letter”, she states, 

Undoubtedly, Hester gains her self-reliance in economy without appealing to God’s help. 

She even does not turn to her loved Dimmesdale or her husband Chillingworth, who 

should have been responsible for her miserable life, for help. This is the true success for 

the femaleness, interpreting that women are not dependents upon men. They can earn 

their lives with their own hands and intelligemce [sic]. (896) 

It should not be regarded as striking when women can take care of themselves, because women 

are also intellectual beings to the same degree as men. Both Dimmesdale and Chillingworth are 

resourceful and significant characters in The Scarlet Letter: Arthur Dimmesdale possesses power 

and influence over the community due to his position in the magistrates and due to being a 

Puritan minister, while Roger Chillingworth is notable due to his wealth, which he later gives to 

Pearl, making her “the richest heiress of her day in the New World” (Hawthorne 219). Hester 

could have taken advantage of having a relationship with these influential men, as they could 

have helped her restore her social reputation and assisted her financially. Instead of reaching out 

to the male characters and asking for help, she chooses to not involve them in her personal 

problems more than what is necessary. This choice of deliberately not wanting help from men 

shows that Hester Prynne has an independent mindset that convinces her that she does not need 

anything from anyone to make a better life for herself and Pearl.  
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5. Parenthood 

Hester Prynne’s strong determination and courage are obvious when she accepts to be a single 

parent for Pearl. As a result of keeping the father of the child a secret, Hester Prynne has to raise 

her daughter by herself. Taking on this task shows that Hester Prynne is independent because she 

trusts herself to such a degree where she knows she will be able to take care of and guide Pearl in 

a proficient manner. Because Pearl is a result of Hester’s adultery, Governor Bellingham does 

not regard Hester Prynne as a suitable parent, “Were it not, thinkest thou, for thy little one’s 

temporal and eternal welfare that she be taken out of thy charge, and clad soberly, and 

disciplined strictly, and instructed in the truths of heaven and earth? What canst thou do for the 

child in this kind?” (Hawthorne 97). This sort of prejudicial behaviour shows that the leaders of 

the community believe Hester Prynne will continue following a pattern of bad behaviour and live 

an unhealthy lifestyle that will have negative consequences for her daughter. This incident 

reveals that Governor Bellingham does not know how to distinguish between Hester Prynne’s 

religious crime and her ability to be a good parent. To him, it seems that Hester Prynne is 

nothing but a criminal, and there is no room to acknowledge the other aspects of her, both as a 

parent and a woman. In her article, Wang states, “Clearly, Hester, as an ordinary woman, cries 

out for nothing else, but for her indefeasible rights, which shows her extraordinary courage and 

rebellious spirit” (896). This means that Hester Prynne knows that her determination will take 

her where she wants, as long as she fights for it. Having the confidence to stand up to the leaders 

of her community, despite being a female outcast, demonstrates that Hester Prynne has a strong 

mentality and does not let tragic circumstances stand in the way of what she desires.    

Hester Prynne’s independence is present during the interrogation that takes place on the 

scaffold. During this event, Hester Prynne is asked several times to name the father of her 

daughter, but she clearly states that she will not tell his name. In her article, Wang explains that 

Hester Prynne’s choice of being independent is used as a way to attack the Puritan society (894). 

Hester Prynne wants to protect Arthur Dimmesdale from the same tragic consequences that she 

is forced to encounter, and by doing so, she goes against the leaders of her community by not 

doing what they desire. By resisting authority, Hester Prynne expresses that she does not agree 

with the Puritan way of living and chooses instead to follow her own will. In The Scarlet Letter, 

Hester states, “I will not speak! […] And my child must seek a heavenly father; she shall never 

know an earthly one!” (Hawthorne 63). By saying this, Hester Prynne mocks the Puritan religion 
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by exaggerating their beliefs in God as the one and only father. When followers of specific 

religions claim that God is the father and creator of all things, it is arguably meant as a figure of 

speech and should not be interpreted literally. When the Puritan society symbolically claims that 

God is the father of all beings, Hester sees this as an opportunity to mock them by interpreting 

their beliefs literally and identifies an earthly father as irrelevant. Hester Prynne attacks 

Puritanism by taking the words from the religion and uses it to strengthen her cause. Because of 

her insightful understanding of the Puritan beliefs, she realises that some elements of the religion 

are contradicting which causes her to acknowledge certain hypocrisies in her community. 

 

6. Independence and Freedom 

Hester Prynne manifests her strong mindset in occurrences where the society attempts to control 

her. After committing adultery and breaking the religious rules of the Puritan society, the people 

in charge want to sentence her to prison as well as they want her to encounter public humiliation 

and harassment. What makes Hester Prynne unique is her courage, which is a result of her being 

aware of her dignity and pride. In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne writes, “Had a roar of laughter 

burst from the multitude – each man, each woman, each shrill-voiced child, contributing their 

individual parts – Hester Prynne might have repaid them all with a bitter and disdainful smile” 

(53). This passage shows that despite her unfair treatment, she does not forget her self-worth and 

does not surrender to the Puritan way of thinking. In her article, Wang says, “Hester’s Rebellious 

Spirit embodies her feminist consciousness prominently. With this valuable spirit, she defies 

power and puts up a tenacious fight against the colonial rule combined by church and state” 

(894). Nathaniel Hawthorne creates the character of Hester Prynne with a strong foundation of 

dignity and self-respect that shape her way of managing her circumstances.  

During Hester and Arthur’s meeting in the forest, Hester experiences a feeling of freedom 

but regrets it immediately. Hester decides to tear of the scarlet letter she is forced to wear to 

protest her punishment. By not wearing the scarlet letter, the main character goes back to being 

her original self without having any negative connections to her name. Without the scarlet “A”, it 

is not possible to see that Hester Prynne is a criminal and she is therefore free from the judgment 

and the stigma that has been associated with her name for a long time. She is longing for a fresh 

start so she can officially reconcile her relationship with Arthur Dimmesdale. Still, people that 

know her past will not change their opinions about the main character whether she wears the 
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scarlet letter or not, but strangers of the future will see her as just Hester Prynne. The scarlet 

letter has brought her much pain, but she appreciates what she has learned from it, “The scarlet 

letter was her passport into regions where other women dared not tread. Shame, Despair, 

Solitude! These had been her teachers – stern and wild ones – and they had made her strong, but 

taught her much amiss” (Hawthorne 170). She acknowledges that her wisdom is rare for a 

woman to experience and admires the letter for giving her a deeper understanding of life. 

However, giving herself the freedom of not wearing the scarlet letter affects Pearl in a negative 

way. Hawthorne explains that Pearl refuses to interact with her mother without the scarlet letter 

on her chest (178). It seems that Pearl does not recognize her mother without it and understands 

that there is a connection between herself and the scarlet “A”; her mom would not have to wear 

the scarlet letter if Pearl had never been born and by throwing it away, she also abandons a part 

that belongs to Pearl. Hester understands that Pearl is clearly upset about this incident and 

reattaches the scarlet “A” on her chest. This act can also be analyzed as an act of freedom. The 

protagonist’s relationship with her daughter is more valuable to her than deliberately not wearing 

a piece of fabric on her chest and goes back to being the person her daughter recognizes. This 

incident in the forest presents Hester as an individual that is strong enough to be in charge of her 

own freedom but who chooses to prioritize her daughter’s wellbeing over her own needs.   

Hester Prynne uses her optimism to find strength in her physical punishment. In an 

attempt to damage Hester Prynne’s self-esteem, the society forces her to wear a scarlet “A” on 

her chest for the rest of her life. This punishment is to remind her of the religious crime she 

committed when she had intercourse with another man while being married. Despite having to 

wear the scarlet letter as a punishment, Hester Prynne finds joy in it and decorates the letter to 

make it look prettier. As Wang explains in her article, Hester “shows her skill in needling work, 

and it seems like that she takes pride in her token of isolation” (894). This statement suggests 

that Hester Prynne is making an attempt to own the situation the society has pushed upon her and 

does not let others degrade her. In The Scarlet Letter Hawthorne writes, 

But the point which drew all eyes, and as it were, transfigured the wearer – so that both 

men and women who had been familiarly acquainted with Hester Prynne were now 

impressed as if they beheld her for the first time – was that SCARLET LETTER, so 

fantastically embroidered and illuminated upon her bosom. It had the effect of a spell, 
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taking her out of the ordinary relations with humanity and enclosing her in a sphere by 

herself. (50)  

By making the scarlet letter visually beautiful, Hester Prynne regains the control of her situation 

and turns it into something more positive. This incident reflects Hester Prynne’s ability to look 

on the bright sides of life and shows her optimistic attitude. Even though the rest of the society 

sees her as a sinful criminal, Hester Prynne knows there is more to her than their misconception 

of her as a person.   

 

7. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Encounter with Feminism 

The protagonist of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter is a notable character as she 

appears to be ahead of her time when analyzing the novel using feminist theory. Creating a 

fictional female character that has a unique personality and a more complex way of thinking 

compared to female characters from other literary works reveals the enlightened ethos that is to 

be found in Nathaniel Hawthorne. In “Hawthorne’s Hester and Feminism,” Neal Frank 

Doubleday writes, “In his treatment of Hester, Hawthorne embodies his criticism of movement 

contemporary with him, for the portrait of Hester is sympathetic, not satirical. And this aspect of 

Hester’s thinking does show Hawthorne aware of the life and thought about him” (828). Neil 

Frank Doubleday’s statement explains that Nathaniel Hawthorne was not only aware of the 

feminist thoughts in his surroundings, but was also able to place those thoughts into his art. In 

“Margaret Fuller as a Model for Hester Prynne,” Kearn states that the creation of the protagonist 

in The Scarlet Letter is much based on the life events and thoughts of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

friend Margaret Fuller (193). Margaret Fuller was a women’s rights activist who was prominent 

in the American transcendentalism movement in the middle of the 19th century. As an example 

of how similar Hester Prynne is to Margaret Fuller, Kearn writes,  

Like Hester, Margaret calls for a major reformation of society: “We would have every 

arbitrary barrier thrown down. We would have every path laid open to woman as freely 

as to man.” As for the modification of man’s nature and habits, she argued against the 

double standard and attacked the view that a wife must always submit to her husband’s 

desire for sexual intercourse regardless of her own disposition. (194) 

Nathaniel Hawthorne uses feminists in his close environment as an inspiration for his fictional 

characters. By making characters based on real people, it is possible for Nathaniel Hawthorne to 
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demonstrate to a wide audience how harmful gender roles can be and the importance of 

feminism. In “First Wave Feminism”, Valerie Sanders explains that important reforms had been 

made in the United States during 19th century, but “feminism” and “feminist” had only just 

started to be utilized as legitimate terms (15). Despite living in the United States in the 19th 

century, a time where they had only begun to touch upon feminism, Nathaniel Hawthorne still 

manages to explore problems connected to more modern feminism. To some extent, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne can be regarded as a feminist before feminism was considered a social topic.  

 

8. The Waves of Feminism 

The story of Hester Prynne was first published in 1850, which was a time that had just started to 

explore with the concept of feminism in the United States. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s modern 

outlook on women and his thoughts on womanhood were uncommon for his time. The time 

period when Nathaniel Hawthorne published The Scarlet Letter is often referred to as the first 

wave of feminism which lasted from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries. Still, it is 

important to remember that historical movements do not last from specific dates since they rarely 

have a clear start and end. Philosophies or political developments change overtime as well as 

with human interaction and involvement. Activism and protests are key elements concerning 

culture and social institutions, and without both, not much progress would be made. Despite 

being familiar with feminism, Nathaniel Hawthorne did not live in a society where feminism was 

widely spread, especially compared to feminism in modern times in the United States.  

  The first feminist wave focused on legal matters and its most important goal was to give 

women the right to vote. In 1919 white American women were allowed to vote according to the 

19th amendment of the US constitution, and according to ohiohumanities.org, this incident is 

also what caused the first wave of feminism to end (Drucker). One of the most significant 

feminists in the 19th century was Mary Wollstonecraft. She wanted to change society and fought 

for women’s rights so that women could be regarded as equal to men. Mary Wollstonecraft 

focused on middle-class white women as well as young girls since she thought it was important 

to guide the younger generations to have a new modern outlook on gender and gender roles. In 

“First Wave Feminism”, Valerie Sanders unfolds Mary Wollstonecraft’s vision of how adults 

should raise the next generation of girls, “Although she accepted that most middle-class women 

would marry and remain at home, she wanted girls’ education to prepare them for the possibility 
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of economic independence, to give them freedom and dignity, rather than the ability to fascinate 

potential husbands” (16). Mary Wollstonecraft’s hopes for the younger generations implies that 

feminists during the first wave understood that social change needed to be made during early 

childhood. It is easier to make an impact on and inspire the youth compared to established adults 

that have already made up their mind of how a man and a woman should act. The first wave of 

feminism was the foundation for future feminist movements and set the frame for how the 

society should operate concerning feminism and unfair treatment of women. After the end of the 

first wave in 1919, it took several decades before a new wave of feminism would emerge.  

  The second wave of feminism started to rise in the United States in the 1960s and focused 

mainly on discrimination against women. One of the most prominent feminists from the second 

wave was the American activist Betty Friedan. Her feminist philosophy highlights the 

importance of female empowerment and that women can perform greater tasks than only giving 

birth and taking care of a home. In “The Future of Feminism”, Betty Friedan criticizes the third 

wave of feminism, saying that there is no need for a third wave to take place because women 

have not yet achieved their goals from the second wave, “Women still earn more than 72 cents 

for every dollar that men earn, and we are nowhere near equality in numbers at the very top of 

decision making in business, government, or the professions” (14). This statement is a valid 

argument based on the concerns of the third feminist wave. Because of the feminist waves that 

had already surfaced in western societies, the third wave had advantages that made it easier to 

research deeper issues concerning female oppression. 

The third wave of feminism distinguished itself by being more personal. Its foundation is 

based on individual experiences that many women can relate to, regardless of their social status 

and ethnicity. The third wave of feminism started in the 1990s and continued until 2010. As a 

contrast to the earlier waves of feminism, the third wave moved away from legal issues, such as 

female leadership, and concentrated on individual problems women encounter in a modern 

society. In Manifesta (Revised and Updated with a New Preface): Young Women, Feminism, and 

the Future, Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards write, “Prominent Third Wave issues 

include equal access to the Internet and technology, HIV/AIDS awareness, child sexual abuse, 

self-mutilation, globalization, eating disorders, and body image” (21). The third wave feminists’ 

concerns and goals are the results of the battles the earlier feminists had to fight; modern 

feminists are given the opportunity to fight for causes that are more particular to their personal 
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lives and experiences. At the same time, third wave feminists have criticized second wave 

feminists for only focusing on upper-class women, not realising that the problems women 

experience are universal and should not be assigned to one specific group of people only.  

 

9. Feminism in The Scarlet Letter 

Analyzing The Scarlet Letter using feminist theory shows that Nathaniel Hawthorne’s art 

contains elements from all three waves of feminism. Even though The Scarlet Letter’s 

publication happened many years before the development of the second and third waves of 

feminism, the story does not connect to the first wave only. Because most of the feminist 

occurrences in the United Stated are connected and started to develop because of each other, it 

has resulted in a domino effect where one event has led to another. Basic citizen rights, such as 

having the right to vote, resulted in a new mindset about female empowerment and leadership, 

which again created a path that focused on issues regarding womanhood, such as female mental 

health, economic concerns about sanitary products and gender-neutral terms in the workforce 

and everyday life. The Scarlet Letter is an ideal example of feminist literature that presents issues 

taken from all three of the historical feminist movements. 

 One of the most obvious incidents of legal matters in The Scarlet Letter happens when 

the protagonist refuses to obey the rules set by the magistrates. One example is when she is 

determined to keep the name of Pearl’s father a secret. Throughout the story, Hester Prynne 

never tells the secret to any of the other characters. Still, some occasional clues are given to the 

readers, as well as to Pearl and Chillingworth, that reveal his identity. By never revealing his true 

identity, it seems that Hester Prynne is confronting the religious system; the magistrates lose 

their power and credibility when they are not able to command individuals to do as they are told. 

It appears that both the protagonist and the magistrates know that the magistrates’ authority will 

become more fragile each time the main character refuses to cooperate. Having the rest of the 

town’s inhabitants as spectators during the interrogation is beneficial for Hester as it triggers her 

natural instinct of self-defence. As Hester is walking towards the scaffold, the grim beadle says, 

Open a passage, and I promise ye, Mistress Prynne shall be set where man, woman, and 

child may have a fair sight of her brave apparel from this time till an hour past meridian. 

A blessing on the righteous colony of the Massachusetts, where iniquity is dragged out 
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into the sunshine! Come along, Madame Hester, and show your scarlet letter in the 

market-place. (Hawthorne 51)  

Since the beadle mentions that both men, women and children will be able to partake in Hester’s 

public humiliation, it suggests that the people who are watching are doing so to purposely hurt 

the main character. If the people in her community meant that Hester’s punishment was unethical 

and wrong, they would have refused to take part as witnesses. Without an audience, the public 

humiliation would be less extreme. Even though Hester has already decided not to reveal her 

lover’s identity, the number of spectators confirms that not only are the magistrates against her, 

but she is also disliked by the people in her community. It makes her realize that a social change 

needs to be made as well as she wants and needs to protect herself at all costs during the 

interrogation and throughout her punishment. Hester Prynne’s behaviour influences the 

accustomed rules because the ruling authority of her community eventually accepts that Hester 

will never reveal Arthur Dimmesdale’s identity. Their acceptance of Hester’s denial suggests to 

the readers that her punishment will stay the same whether she mentions her lover or not. Hester 

Prynne understands that her situation is extraordinary since the outcome of the crime will be the 

same, but she is also in a position where she can choose to bring the punishment upon another 

individual as well. By not obeying the rules, she is able to change the politics in her society. 

Because of this, Hester Prynne is presented as an individual who indirectly influences the 

community, despite being a woman.  

  Nathaniel Hawthorne gives the main character of The Scarlet Letter the power to make an 

impact on authority figures, despite having the odds against her. The author of The Scarlet Letter 

is aware of the lack of female representation in legal matters outside of literature and chooses to 

confront this issue by using the main character as an example. In “The Myth of Hester Prynne”, 

Nina Baym states, 

In Hester Prynne, Hawthorne created the first true heroine of American fiction, as well as 

one of its enduring heroes. Hester is a heroine because she is deeply implicated in, and 

responsive to, the gender structure of her society…. She is a hero because she has the 

qualities and actions that transcend this gender reference and lead to heroism as it can be 

understood for everyone. (qtd. in Davis 41) 

Nathaniel Hawthorne uses Hester Prynne to portray the difficulties of being a woman in real 

societies, at the same time as she is an inspiration for female empowerment. The main 
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character’s gender is expected to be a handicap, but Hester Prynne manages to shape and 

intimidate the authority regardless of her gender. To an extent, it seems like the author gave the 

protagonist this type of control to show how administrations should work in real life, with both 

male and female contributions. Nathaniel Hawthorne sets an example of how authorities should 

include people from different social groups and not from one specific gender only. Hester Prynne 

is viewed as an inspiration to how women of the future should act and how they should demand 

to be a part of a ruling authority.  

Discrimination against women is one of the biggest concerns for the second wave of 

feminism and is shown in The Scarlet Letter through the unfair treatment of Pearl. Since Pearl is 

a result of Hester Prynne’s infidelity, the other characters in the story think badly of her: they 

view her as a living symbol of sin and adultery and regard her as different from the other 

characters. What they seem to forget is that Pearl is also made as a result of the love between the 

main character and her lover, Arthur Dimmesdale. The author of The Scarlet Letter presents the 

other characters in the story as narrow-minded on purpose to demonstrate how societies often 

treat women, but also to encourage the readers to reflect upon the characters’ behavior. By doing 

this, the author inspires the readers to make a social change and create communities where 

women are not discriminated against simply for being. Nathaniel Hawthorne recognized 

discrimination against women as a social problem, before it became a topic during the second 

wave of feminism. Nonetheless, it is crucial to be aware that discrimination against women has 

been present long before the 1960s and was not a new concept that begun during the second 

wave of feminism. The distinction is that female discrimination started to be viewed as a social 

problem during the 1960s. Finally, it was regarded as a topic that required a change. Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s presentation of Pearl indicates that the author confirms the unjust and prejudicial 

treatment of women that exists in real societies and uses his literary ability to examine this 

specific issue.  

The third wave of feminism’s concern for mental health is found in The Scarlet Letter, as 

the author focuses on Hester Prynne’s mental state. Throughout the story, the main character is a 

victim of repetitive discrimination and is constantly reminded of her sin and punishment. Usually 

when doing a crime, the punishment lasts for a certain amount of time and afterwards, the person 

can walk free. This is not the case for Hester Prynne because she is always reminded of her 

crime. This is due to the scarlet “A” she has to wear on her chest, but also through Pearl, as she is 
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a living evidence of the crime Hester committed, and through the lack of respect Hester receives 

from the other characters. The magistrates and the people in her village are trying to force the 

feeling of shame upon her so that she will forever be living with a feeling of shame and guilt. 

From a modern point of view, this can be connected to slut-shaming. Slut-shaming is a practice 

where people, often women, are criticized for their sexual activities or sexual behaviour. Women 

who are victims of slut-shaming often receive negative attention from people in their personal 

circle or community, as they see the victim as an outsider, or in Hester Prynne’s case, an outcast. 

Slut-shaming is also used to set an example of what will happen if women do not meet the 

expectations of how a woman should behave sexually. According to the third wave of feminism, 

Hester Prynne is suffering from not fulfilling the status quo and experiences slut-shaming from 

the people that once saw her as equal.  

 

10. Hester as a Scapegoat 

The other characters in The Scarlet Letter use Hester Prynne as a scapegoat for religious sin. 

Because Hester’s crime has become common knowledge and she is publicly known as the 

individual who committed adultery, the people in her village are taking advantage of her 

vulnerable circumstances. It is socially acceptable to harass the main character for being a 

criminal, and therefore the other characters are not hesitant in their collective bullying of Hester 

Prynne. In The Scarlet Letter, a female character says, “This woman has brought shame upon us 

all and ought to die. Is there not law for it? Truly there is, both in the Scripture and the statute-

book. Then let the magistrates, who have made it of no effect, thank themselves if their own 

wives and daughters go astray!” (Hawthorne 49). Since she mentions the magistrates’ wives and 

daughters, it is clear that this specific character is afraid Hester’s actions will reflect upon other 

women in the community. This is a toxic mentality that tells all women to behave in a certain 

way, and if one does not, then that behavior will damage other females’ reputation. Not only 

does Hester Prynne have to handle the consequences of her crime, but she also has to live with 

the guilt of potentially damaging the other female characters’ self-esteem. In The Scarlet Letter, 

a female character goes as far as wishing physical torture to be inflicted upon Hester,  

At the very least, they should have put the brand of a hot iron on Hester Prynne’s 

forehead. Madame Hester would have winced at that, I warrant me. But she – the naughty 

baggage – little will she care what they put upon the bodice of her gown! Why, look you, 
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she may cover it with a brooch, or suchlike heathenish adornment, and so walk the streets 

as brave as ever. (48) 

This statement suggests that there are no boundaries for how cruel one is allowed to behave 

towards the main character, as physical pain, and even torture, is mentioned by the other 

characters. Hester Prynne’s position is an evident example of scapegoating, as she is blamed for 

the potential damage that will be brought upon the women in her society. As a result of this, 

Hester Prynne is harassed by the inhabitants of her community and is situated in a position where 

others feel entitled to let all their frustration out on her.  

 

11. Arthur Dimmesdale’s Advantage as a Man 

Due to Arthur Dimmesdale’s gender and social position, he experiences the concept of 

scapegoating in contrasting ways compared to the protagonist of The Scarlet Letter. Even though 

both Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale committed the same religious crime, Hester suffers 

more extreme and negative consequences than Arthur. In “Cultural Confessions: Penance and 

Penitence in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and The Marble Faun” Olivia Gatti 

Taylor writes, “While Dimmesdale remains ‘extremely good’ in the eyes of the community, 

Hester moves along the margins, perceived initially as ‘extremely bad’ and later as ‘extremely 

good’” (147). From a feminist point of view, this statement indicates that the treatment Arthur 

and Hester receive from their community is due to their biological sex. After being punished and 

excluded from the society, the main character has to prove herself worthy and regain the respect 

she once had, while Arthur Dimmesdale is fortunate enough to not experience any of the 

rejection and exclusion Hester has to go through. The people in The Scarlet Letter give Arthur 

Dimmesdale a more understanding and merciful reaction because he is a man and therefore more 

respected in the society, but also because he is a member of the magistrates. Hester, being 

female, has to manage the consequences of adultery to a much tougher degree than her male 

counterpart.  

 Favoring Arthur Dimmesdale over Hester Prynne based on a crime they both committed 

implies that Nathaniel Hawthorne anticipates elements from the third wave of feminism. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne focuses on the harm that is done to Hester’s mental health regarding her 

situation of being an outcast; he also connects her mental health to the comparison between her 

and Arthur. Even after Dimmesdale’s death, the people in The Scarlet Letter cannot agree upon 
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what they saw happen to Dimmesdale. Some people argue that he had inflicted serious pain upon 

himself as a result of feeling guilty due to Hester’s punishment. Others believe that Arthur’s pain 

is done by Chillingworth and his evil magic or that the pain is a sign of remorse. Some of the 

spectators go as far as arguing that there was no pain revealed on Dimmesdale’s chest,  

According to these highly respectable witnesses, the minister, conscious that he was 

dying – conscious, also, that the reverence of the multitude placed him already among 

saints and angels – had desired, by yielding up his breath in the arms of that fallen 

woman, to express to the world how utterly nugatory is the choicest of man’s own 

righteousness. After exhausting life in his efforts for mankind’s spiritual good, he had 

made the manner of his death a parable, in order to impress on his admirers the mighty 

and mournful lesson, that, in the view of infinite Purity, we are sinners all alike. 

(Hawthorne 217) 

Through the eyes of these specific spectators who witnessed Arthur Dimmesdale’s death, it 

seems that Arthur is portrayed almost as a saint whose tasks was to reveal that everyone is a 

sinner. Arthur Dimmesdale did not experience the same shame, punishment and harassment as 

Hester Prynne, despite doing the exact same religious crime. Placing the main character in 

situations where she repeatedly is portrayed as the weaker one suggests that Nathaniel 

Hawthorne acknowledges women’s disadvantages and wants to draw attention to this issue 

through Hester Prynne. Even though female mental issues were not emphasized before the third 

wave of feminism in the 1990s, Nathaniel Hawthorne still manages to give it attention and 

justice. 
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12. Conclusion 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter revolutionized the creation of female literary 

characters. By creating a feminist heroine Nathaniel Hawthorne confronts the idea of how 

authors should construct female characters and suggests that the western cultural view on women 

and traditional expectations need to change. Using feminist theory to analyze The Scarlet Letter 

shows that Nathaniel Hawthorne used features from all three waves of feminism. Even though 

the author only physically experienced the first wave of feminism, he still managed to include 

elements from the other feminist waves in his work. The protagonist of The Scarlet Letter is 

inspired by feminists of the 19th century and the author recreates the reality of womanhood from 

real life and connects it to the story. The protagonist is a strong leading character due to her solid 

and positive attitude towards the destructive incidents she experiences throughout the story.   

The setting is a Puritan community where the leaders are in control of the inhabitants. 

Prynne becomes a victim of oppression due to her intimate relationship with Arthur Dimmesdale 

and because of their illegitimate child, Pearl. As a result of this, the protagonist must go through 

three forms of punishment: imprisonment, public humiliation and wearing a scarlet “A” on her 

chest for the rest of her life. The purpose of the scarlet letter is to constantly remind her of the 

adultery and to show others that she has committed a religious crime which legitimize her 

position as an outcast. Harming the protagonist in such a public way is also an attempt to keep 

people from doing the same thing as Hester and Hester’s punishment is used to scare people to 

obey the rules. The community and the religious leaders are the main reasons for Hester Prynne’s 

trauma since it is their rules and their way of performing social control that prevent the 

protagonist from being in control of her own life.   

The men in Hester Prynne’s society are actively trying to break her psychologically 

because of her sin. Being regarded as an outcast for performing an act that did not affect anyone 

except from herself and Arthur is unfair and it is natural to believe that her treatment would have 

had a negative impact on her mental health. However, the protagonist finds strength in her tragic 

circumstances and uses her strong personality to make the best out of every situation. Her 

mentality helps her to become independent in situations where she could have received help and 

support and to take full responsibility for her actions. Another challenge the main character must 

face is parenthood. Not only is she able to physically raise a child, but Hester is also in a healthy 

state of mind where she can prioritize her child’s needs before her own. Hester sets an example 
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of how strong and independent women can be and works as a feminist role model for women of 

the future. Despite writing The Scarlet Letter in 1850, Nathaniel Hawthorne still manages to 

make Hester Prynne unique by giving her characteristics that are common for more modern 

times, compared to the 19th century. The author of The Scarlet Letter, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and 

the fictional character of Hester Prynne are both courageous individuals that acknowledge how 

bad women are treated and are longing for social changes to be made concerning womanhood. 

The Scarlet Letter can be viewed as one of the first novels with a feminist heroine and Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s way of reflecting western societies in his literary work created a path for other 

feminists to follow.  
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