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Sin and Salvation in Dimmesdale of
N. Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter
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The Sin and Salvation in Dimmesdale of
N. Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter

Yang Ja-Mi

Department of English Education
Graduate School of Education of Mokpo National University

(Supervised by Professor Kim Kyung-Nim)

ABSTRACT

This paper aims to explore the problem of sin, agony and salvation in

Dimmesdale of The Scarlet Letter. To achieve these aims, this paper
deals with Hawthorn’s obstinate concern with guilt and the effects of
guilt on the human psyche. It analyzes the characterization of
Dimmesdale who clearly suffers from an excess of self such as
self-condemnation, self-abnegation and self-loathing which are the
stimulants of his psychic life.

This paper consists of three parts : Introductory part, Main part and
Conclusion. In the introductory part, the general drifts of New England in
the 17th century and the aspects of puritanism are described. Main part
consists of two sections including Dimmesdale’s sin and fall and his
conflict and pursuit for salvation. In conclusion part, it is argued that
Hawthorne researches the universal human issues of sin and salvation
from the viewpoint of orthodox Calvinism with the peculiar American

background. He shows many immoral problems through The Scarlet



Letter that have been derived from the attributes of human sin. What is
most important in The Scarlet Letter is that once rescued from God, he
wins the love of God forever as Calvinism says.

This paper emphasized that Hawthorne’s major characters are
interdependent as part of a configuration and the restricted setting of the
puritan society in the 17th century rather helps to give the book the
remarkable  unity. In particular, it shows that the complex
interrelationships of Hester Prynne, Dimmesdale, Chillingworth and the
puritan community yield a rich texture to the structure of The Scarlet
Letter. In addition, it describes that Dimmesdale undergoes worlds of
penance, but it is penance without penitence because he is not willing to
sacrifice the public image of himself.

Accordingly, this paper tries to prove that Hawthorne’s point of view
was in line with orthodox Calvinist thinking and his criticism of New
England Puritanism resulted from his understanding that the Puritanism
of his day was distorted if it was viewed from the view of orthodox
Calvinism about which he had a strong conviction.

Finally, the author thinks that Hawthorne criticized the contradictions in
those days through his characters including Dimmesdale from the view of
orthodox Calvinism and illuminated the way of right life by suggesting

the meaning of true salvation.
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Hawthorne’s material was the ethical view of life of his Calvinistic New
England ancestors, and his tales are almost always allegories with
morals attached, but the author’s own attitude toward his material is
usually that of the artist. detached, critical, skeptical. The central theme
of most of his stories is not sin as a theological problem, but rather the
psychological effect of the conviction of sin on the lives of the early

colonists.(2=2& 79)
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. He was likewise a bitter persecutor, as witness the Quakers, who
have remembered him in their histories, and relate an incident of his
hard severity towards a woman of their sect . . . I know not whether
these ancestors of mine bethought themselves to repent, and ask pardon
of Heaven for their cruelties: . .. At all events, I, the present writer, as
their representative, hereby take shame upon myself for their sakes, and

pray that curse incurred by them. . . .(79)
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bringing all the learning of the age

. a young clergyman, who had come from one of the great English
Zd g A

thought, which, as many people said, affected them like the speech of

earnest of high eminence in his profession . . .
an angel.(149-150)

occasion was,

universities,
forest-land. His eloquence and religious fever had already given the
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“But, not to suggest more obvious reasons, it may be that they are kept
silent by the very constitution of their nature. Or-can we not suppose
it? Guilty as they may be, retaining, nevertheless, a zeal for God’s
glory and man’s welfare, they shrink from displaying themselves black
and filthy in the view of men, because, thenceforward, no good can be
achieved by them, no evil of the past be redeemed by better service.
So, to their own unutterable torment, they go about among their fellow
creatures looking pure as new fallen snow, while their hearts are all
speckled and spotted with iniquity of which they can not rid
themselves.”(130)
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They are new to me. I found them growing on a grave, which bore no
- 10 -

@

tomb-stone, nor other memorial of the dead man, save these ugly weeds
was buried with his, and which he had done better to confess during

grew out of his heart, and typify, it may be, some hideous secret that
his lifetime.”(96-97)

that have taken upon themselves to keep him in remembrance. They



—_

°
He

=°l7t

)

7]/1\:11_04§_ 5—-/\]-_0,] 7}_%% j—]':ll

“

XK

el
xr

o 2" B

2=
=]

Y

sl Atk AlAle) 7}

T4 @AY Ao that Hof 7}

2

Ak v

K
e
o

e

K

el
o

—_
file)

& glogeh

. as he proceeded, a terrible fascination, a kind of fierce, though still

“

calm, necessity seized the old man within its gripe and never set him

free again, until he had dome all its bidding. He now dug into poor

clergyman’s heart like a miner searching for gold;, or, rather, like a

sexton delving into a grave, possibly in quest of a jewel that had been

but likely to fine nothing save

buried on the dead man’s bosom,

mortality and corruption. also for his own soul, of these were that he

sought!”(127)
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stood, he was only the more trammelled by its regulations, its
his order inevitably hemmed him in.( 363- 364)
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“Hawthorne notes that his sin has the effect of binding him more
tightly to the categories of Puritan orthodoxy—so that the fact of
his own untruth becomes his only reality and his only identity”
(HRZ d=57)
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Dimmesdale’s secondary guilt, his concealment of his intial
transgression, is for the greater of the two, for all the powers of nature
call so earnestly for the confession of sin. It is this sin which destroys
him.(B1H 59)
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. Hester, though he were to step down from a high place, and stand
there beside thee, on thy pedestal of shame, yet better were it so, than
to hide a guilty heart through life. What can thy silence do for him,
except it tempt him—yea, compel him, as it were—to add hypocrisy to

sin? Heaven hath granted thee an open ignominy, that thereby thou

_14_



mayest work out an open triumph over the evil within thee, and the
sorrow without. Take heed how thou deniest to him—who, perchance,
hath not the courage to grasp it for himself—the bitter, but wholesome,
cup that is now presented to thy lips!(150-151)
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His conscience looks at him and declares him sinful hypocrite. Hester is
able to externalize her sin. But he feels he must always hide his guilt,

and so he suffers from introspection.(8|H1E 47)
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Dimmesdale is effectively asking her not to reveal him. As he continues
his speech, however, he contradicts himself. Hester’s silence can only
tempt her lover to add hypocrisy to sin he reasons. Ironically, Hester
has been the fortunate one. Heaven has marked her guilt with the child
Pearl. Ought she to withhold the similar relief of identification from her
lover, he asks. Now he is on the verge of asking her, truly, to do what

he is too weak to do-reveal his sin.(415)
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His inward trouble drove him to practices more in accordance with the

old, corrupted faith of Rome, than with the better light of the church in
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which he had been born and bred. In Mr. Dimmesdale’s secret closet,
under lock and key, there was a bloody scourge. Oftentimes, this
Protestant and Puritan divine had plied it on his own shoulders;
laughing bitterly at himself the while, and smitting so much the more
pitilessly because of that bitter laugh It was his custom, too, as it has
been that of many other pious Puritans, to fast—not, however, like
them, in order to purify the body and render it the fitter medium of
celestial illumination, but rigorously, and until his knees trembled

beneath him, as an act of penance.(271)
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Thus does Arthur Dimmesdale reach the extreme of his isolation. for
the time being, seemingly, earth, hell his eventual fate would have been

more terrible, but his immediate suffering could not have been greater.

(A 530)
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And thus, while standing on the scafflod, in this vain show of
expiration, Mr. Dimmesdale was overcome with a great horror of mind,
as If the universe were gazing at a scarlet token on his made breast,
right over his great. On that spot, in very truth, there was, and there
had long been, the gnawing and poisonous tooth of bodily pain. Without
any effort of his will, or power to restrain himself, he shrieked
aloud.(277-278)
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Alone in his chamber, sitting in ‘utter darkness” of with light of a
“glimmering lamp,” Dimmesdale keeps secret vigils in with, “viewing his
own face in a looking-glass,” he ‘typified the constant introspection
wherewith he tortured, but could not purify, himself” His glimpses into
his own heart are still vague and obscure. Purification will come only
when he manages to bring to clarity that vision which will embody the
truth of his inner being. Dimmesdale is thus seen by Hawthorne as a
romancer struggling to transform furtive emotions into glimpses of

imaginative truth.(X€| 408)
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“I, whom you behold in these black garments of the priesthood,—I, who
ascend the sacred deY}, and turn my pale face heavenward, taking upon
myself 78 hold communion, in your behalf, with the Most High
Omniscience,—I, in whose daily life you discern the sanctity of Enoch—
I, whose footsteps, as you suppose, leave a gleam along my earthly
track, whereby the pilgrims that shall come after me may be guided to
the regions of the blest,—I, who have laid the hand of baptism upon
your children,—who have breathed the parting player over your dying
friends, to whom the Amen sounded faintly from world which they had
quitted,—your pastor, whom you so reverence and trust, am utterly a

pollution and a lie”(269)
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His knowledge is as agony. His conviction of sin is in exact relationship
to the reverence in which his parishioners hold him. He grows pale and
meager—it 1Is the asceticism of saint on earth, his effectiveness as a
minister grows with his despair; he confesses the truth generality of his
avowal and merely increases the adoration of his flock: every effort
deepens his plight, since he will not—until the end—make the effort of
complete self—revelation.(3X= 556)
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Happy are you, Hester, that wear the scarlet letter openly upon your
bosom! Mine burns in secret! Thou little knowest what a relief it is,
after the torment of a seven years’ cheat, to look into an eye that
recognizes me for what I am! Had I one friend,—or were it my worst

enemy!—to whom, when sickened with the praises of all other men, I
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could daily betake myself, and be known as the vilest of all sinners,
methinks my soul might keep itself alive thereby. Even thus much of
truth would save me! But now, it is all falsehood/—all emptiness!—all

death!(350-351)
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“There is no substance in it! it is cold and dead, and can do nothing
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for me! Of penance, I have had enough! Of penitence, there has been
none! Else, I should long ago have thrown off these garments of mock
holiness, and have shown myself to mankind as they will see me at the

judgment—seat.” . . .(350)
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His worst punishment is that all other reality becomes unreal. knowing
that his penitence is false but unable to think ling universe, interesting
a comet and other phenomena as messages sent directly from God to
himself.(&| ¥ 493)
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“These men deceive themselves,” said Roger Chillingworth, with
somewhat more emphasis than usual, and making a slight gesture with
his forefinger. “They fear to take up the shame that rightfully belongs
to them. Their love for man, their zeal for God’s service,—these holy
impulses may or may not coexist in their hearts with the evil inmates
to which their guilt has unbarred the door, and which must needs
propagate a hellish breed within them. But, if they seek to glorify God,
let them not lift heavenward their unclean hands! If they would serve
their fellowmen, let them do it by making manifest the power and
reality of conscience, n constraining them to penitential self—
abasement! Wouldst thou have me to believe, O wise and pious friend,
that a false show can be better—can be more for God’s glory, or man’s
welfare—than God’s own truth? Trust me, such men deceive

themselves!” (251-252)
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. His was the profession, at that era, in which intellectual ability
displayed itself far more than in political life; for—leaving a higher
motive out of the question—it offered inducements powerful enough, in
the almost worshipping respect of the community, to win the most
aspiring ambition into its service, Even political power—as in the case

of Increase Mather—uwas within the grasp of a successful priest.(425)
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The munister had inquired of Hester, with no little interest, the precise
time at which the vessel might be expected to depart. It would probably
be on the fourth day from the present. “That is most fortunate!” he had
then said to himself Now, why the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale,
considered it so very fortunate, we hesitate to reveal. Nevertheless,—to
hold nothing he was to preach the FElection Sermon;, and as such an
occasion formed an honorable epoch in the life of a New England
clergyman, he could not have chanced upon a more suitable mode and

time of terminating his professional career.(386)
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“What else could I look for, being what I am. and leading such a life as
mine? Were I atheist—a man devoid of conscience,—a wretch with
coarse and brutal instincts,—I might have found peace, long ere mow.
May I never should nave lost it! But, as matters stand with my soul,
whatever of good capacity there originally was in me, all of God’s gift
that were the choicest have become the ministers of spiritual torment.

Hester, I am most miserable.”(348-349)
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“It cannot be!” answered the minister, listening as if he were called
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upon to realize a dream. “I am powerless to go! Wretched and sinful as
I am, I have had no other thought than to drag on my earthly existence
in the sphere where Providence hath placed me. Lost as my own soul
is, I would still do what I may for other human souls! I dare not quit
my post, though an unfaithful sentinel, whose sure reward is death and

dishonor, when his dreary watch shall come to an end.”(359-360)
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“Wilt thou stand here with mother and me, tomorrow noontide?”
inquired Pearl. ‘“nay: not so, my little Pearl,” answered the minister: for
with the new energy of the moment, all the dread of public exposure,
that had so long been the anguish of his life, had returned upon him;

and he was already trembling at the conjunction in which—with a
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strange joy, nevertheless—he mow found himself. “Not so, my child I
shall, indeed, stand with thy mother and thee, one other day, but not

” o«

tomorrow.” “But wilt thou promise” asked Pearl, “to take my hand and

mother’s hand, tomorrow noontide?” “Not then, Pearl,” said the minister,

“but another time.” “And what other time?” persisted the child.(285)

=d 9% sedg A4Ae AP 2 AL BYglol
a9 B35 Aok ANFL 19 R
o] "ol EAE 19 A2HE RolFE
)

oA QoM = el FHS AL

K n_YL

A Az wRd AFY Tl /‘1E ‘—31“34 aE Eﬁ%tﬂ Al %0}%%
o Sl 2B ef 2he3 AAE Aus AREelM WA w2 AR d=dHd
]

A 7 A AR 2elste. ol 3% FelA olx shlE B2
o e G903 shEs mMEe slole

By giving me this burning torture to bear upon my breast! By sending
yonder dark and terrible old man, to keep the torture always at red—
heat! By bringing me hither, to die this death of triumphant ignominy
before the people! Had either of these agonies been wanting, I had
been lost forever!(451-452)
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“Do I feel joy again?” cried he, wondering at himself, “Methought the
germ of it was dead in me!” “O Hester, thou are my better angel! I
seem to have flung myself—sick, sin stained, and sorrow—>blackened—
down upon these forest—leaves, and to have risen up all made anew,
and with new powers to glorify Him that hath been merciful! This is
already the better life! Why did we not find it sooner?”(366-367)
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“I freely forgive you now. May God forgive us both! We are not,
Hester, the worst sinners in the world. There is one worse than even
the polluted priest! That old man’s revenge has been blacker than my
sin. he has violated, in cold blood, the sanctity of a human heart. Thou
and I, Hester, never did so!”(355)
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He had told his hearers that he was altogether vile, a viler
companion of the worst of sinners, an abomination, an thing of
unimaginable iniquity, and that the only wonder was that they did not
see his wretched body shrivelled up before their eyes, by the burning
wrath of the Almighty! Could there be plainer speech than this? . . .
They little guessed what deadly purport lurked in those self—
condemning words. “The godly youth” said they among themselves.
“The saint on earth! Alas, if he discern such sinfulness in his own

white soul, what horrid spectacle would he behold in thine or mine!”
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. In their eyes, the very ground on which he trod was sanctified.
The virgins of his church grew pale around him, victims of a passion
so imbued with religious sentiment that they imagined it to be all
religion, sacrifice before the altar. The aged members of his flock,
beholding Mr. Dimmesdale’s frame so feeble, while they were
themselves so rugged in their infirmity, believed that he would go
heavenward before them, and enjoined it upon their children, that their
old bones should be buried close to their young pastor’s holy
grave.(268)
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“We can understand the nature of Dimmesdale’s illness by defining the
state of mind that has possessed him for seven vyears. It is of course
his concealed act of adultery that lies at bottom of his self—torment” (=
= =

FF 141)
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“More misery, Hester!—only the more misery!” answered the clergyman,
with a bitter smile. “As concerns the good which I may appear to de, I
have no faith in it. It must needs be a delusion, What can a ruined
soul, like mine, effect towards the redemption of other souls?—or a
polluted soul towards their purification? And as for the people’s
reverence, would that it were turned to scorn and hatred! Canstthou
deem it, Hester, a consolation, that I must stand up in my pulpit, and
meet so many eyes turned upward to my face, as if the light of heaven
were beaming from it!—must see my flock hungry for the truth, and
listening to my words as if a tongue of Pentecost were speaking!—and
then look inward, and discern the black reality of what they idolize? 1
have laughed, in bitterness and agony of heart, at the contrast between

what I seem and what I am! And Satan laughs at it!” . . . “Happy are
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you, Hester, that wear the scarlet letter openly upon your bosom! Mine

burns in secret!”(349-350)
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The long fast is over. Partaking of supper, he composes, as if divinely
inspired, the flaming Rhetoric of the Election Sermon. This is his new
field; this is his true dawn, and as the golden sunrise beams in his
study, he is seen with the pen still between his fingers and a vast

immeasurable tract of written space behind him.(W <Y 355)
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Dimmesdale, the secret sinner, is also a remarkable study in psychology.
His private, partial penitence only becomes a greater punishment. for he
shows remarkable cunning in punishing himself by vague hints of
confession that work to his public benefit, Throughout the book he
denies his natural, human connection with Hester and their child. his
awareness of his own guilt keeps his preaching at a level that the most
lowly can understand;, but the more revered he becomes in his public
success, the more painfully he realizes that his every public action

violates his cardinal principle of honesty, or truth.(@%l 495)
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“People of New England!” cried he . . . behold me here, the one sinner
of the world! At last!—ar last!—I stand upon the spot where, seven
years since, I should have stood: . .. Lo, the scarlet letter which Hester
wears! Ye have all shuddered at it! . . . But there stood one in the
midst of you, at whose brand of sin and infamy ye have not shuddered”

. But he hid it cunningly from men, and walked among you with the
mien of a spirit, mournful because so pure in a sinful world/—and sad,
because he missed his heavenly kindred! Now, at the death- hour, he
stands up before you! He bids you look again at Hester’s scarlet letter!
He tells you. that, with all its mysterious horror, it is but the shadow
of what he bears on his own breast, and that even this, his own red

stigma, is no more than the type of what has seared his inmost heart! .

. Behold! Behold a dreadful witness of it!”(448-449)
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Pearl kissed his lips. A spell was broken. The great scene of grief, in

which the wild infant bore a part, had developed all her sympathies, and

as her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, they were the pledge that she

would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, nor forever do battle with

the world, but be woman in it. Towards her mother, too, Pearl’s errand

as a messenger of anguish was all fulfilled.(450-451)
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“God know: and He is merciful! He hath proved his mercy, most
of all, in my dfflictions. By giving me this burning torture to
bear upon my breast! By sending yonder dark and terrible old
man, to keep the torture always at red-heat! by bringing me
hither, to die this death of triumphant ignominy before the people!
had either of these agonies been wanting, I had been lost forever!

Praised be His name! His will be done! Farewell!”(557)
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Seen from this perspective, the final pillory scene is a moment of

triumph for Dimmesdale . . . The confession that follows outside
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the meeting house is a dramatic reenactment of the sermon.
Dimmesdale confesses his sin and throws himself repentant before
God with hope. His act is a message to the other sin-tainted
mortals around him. His final moment is one of leadership.(Z2>% 2~

391-392)
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