The Scarlet Letter Study Guide
Ch. 1-3

1. Why does Hawthorne begin the story with a reflection about the need for a cemetery and a prison?

2. What is the significance of the wild rosebush that grows beside the prison door?

3. What does Hawthorne achieve by his allusion to “the sainted Ann Hutchinson”?

4. What is Hawthorne saying about the Puritan women of the New World?

5. What is the public view of Hester’s sin as expressed by the women outside the prison?  What do their comments suggest about this society?

6. What is surprising about the “A” Hester has sewn for herself?  What might this indicate?

7. What is accomplished by the allusion to the Madonna and the Child?

8. What does the flashback reveal about Hester’s past?

9. What purpose does the conversation between the townsman and the stranger at the beginning of this chapter serve?

10. Who is Dimmesdale?  What appeal does he use to convince Hester to reveal the baby’s father?

11. What is Hawthorne foreshadowing with the stranger’s prediction that the name of the father will eventually be disclosed?

12. What is ironic about Dimmesdale’s reaction to Hester’s refusal to name the father of her child?

Ch. 4-6

1. Why does Hester fear Chillingworth?

2. What does Chillingworth ask Hester to promise?  Why does she agree?

3. What is foreshadowed by Chillingworth and Hester’s exchange at the end of ch. 4?

4. What traditional dichotomy does Hawthorne begin to establish with the location of Hester’s cottage?

5. How do the townspeople treat Hester, and how does she react?

6. How does Hester’s character evolve?

7. What point is Hawthorne making about an individual’s ability to separate oneself from one’s wrongdoings?

8. What is the significance of Pearl’s name?

9. What is significant about Pearl’s temperament?

10. Hester believes that, while society punishes her for sinning, God has a different reaction.  How does Hester explain Pearl’s existence?

Ch. 7-10

1. Compare the Governor’s garden with gardens in Old England.  What is significant about the difference?

2. How do the magistrates react to Pearl and why?  How does Hester behave towards the magistrates and why?

3. Why does Hester feel that Arthur Dimmesdale should speak on her behalf?

4. Why does Hawthorne have Pearl perform such an uncharacteristic tender action?

5. Describe how Dimmesdale has changed since Hester’s public punishment.  Describe how Chillingworth has changed over the last few years.

6. Why would Hawthorne want to include Mistress Hibbins as a minor character in this book?

7. A difference of opinion arises over the cause of Dimmesdale’s failing health.  Compare the townspeople’s opinion to Dimmesdale’s opinion.

8. Explain the ambiguity of chapter 9’s title, “The Leech.”

9. Describe the relationship between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth.  What is suggested by their names?

10. Some people in the community feel that God has sent Chillingworth to heal their minister, but other people have a different view.  Explain the second view about Chillingworth.

11. In ch. 10, how is nature used to reflect Dimmesdale’s stance on hidden sin?

12. In ch. 10, what metaphors does Hawthorne establish for Chillingworth’s probe? How do they further define Chillingworth’s character?

13. What does Chillingworth do while Dimmesdale sleeps, and what does his action symbolize?  Describe Chillingworth’s reaction and what his response reveals about his character. 

Ch. 11-14

1. What is ironic about Dimmesdale’s incredible success as a minister?

2. Explain the ways that Dimmesdale tortures himself.  Comparing Dimmesdale’s current struggle with his sin with Hawthorne’s earlier treatment of Hester and her sin, what is Hawthorne suggesting about the effects of sin?

3. How is the episode of Dimmesdale’s midnight vigil on the scaffold structurally significant?  What is the significance of the meteor event?

4. How does Dimmesdale feel as he holds Pearl’s hand and why?  Why does Pearl pull away from Dimmesdale?

5. What is significant about Hester’s position in the community now that years have passed?

6. Compare the initial intent behind the scarlet letter to the actual effect on Hester?

7. Notice that Chillingworth is called a “leech” in the chapters in which he interacts with Dimmesdale, but a “physician” in this interaction with Hester.  What is Hawthorne’s point in using these two designations?

8. How is the doctrine of predestination reflected in this conversation between Hester and Chillingworth?

9. Compare Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth in terms of their responses to the initial sin.

Ch. 15-17

1. What is Hester coming to realize is the true sin she has committed?  Why would Hawthorne consider this a worse sin than her sin with Dimmesdale?

2. Hester refuses to answer Pearl’s question about the meaning of the “A.”  Why does Hester not confide in Pearl?

3. Explain the significance of the sunlight imagery.

4. When Hester determines to warn Dimmesdale about Chillingworth, why does the meeting take place in the forest?

5. What positive significance does the forest begin to take on?  What negative significance does the forest begin to assume?

6. In what ways does Hester acknowledge her sin to Pearl?

7. What do we learn is the emotional connection between Hester and Dimmesdale?  Why is this significant to the developing theme of the book?

8. Do you believe Hester is to blame for Dimmesdale’s suffering during the past seven years?  Why or why not?

Ch. 18-20

1. What contrast does the narrator point out between Hester and Dimmesdale’s ability to leave town?

2. What is significant about the title of ch. 18?

3. Why would children dislike Dimmesdale?

4. Beyond Hester’s explanation, why won’t Pearl come to Hester without the scarlet letter?  What is significant about the fact that Pearl will not bring her the scarlet letter, but makes Hester pick it up for herself?

5. Ch. 19 begins on an optimistic note.  On what kind of note does the chapter end?  Why?

6. In terms of Hawthorne’s theme contrasting hidden sin versus revealed sin, how can you explain Dimmesdale’s change in ch. 20?

7. Why is ch. 20 called “The Minister in a Maze”?

Ch. 21-24

1. What is Mistress Hibbins saying about the people of Boston?  Why?

2. What clues has Hawthorne offered to foreshadow the revelation of the scarlet letter on Dimmesdale’s chest?

3. Many critics believe the novel is structured around the three scaffold scenes.  Explain how each fits within the typical plot scheme of conflict, rising action, climax, falling action, and conclusion.

4. In what way is Dimmesdale’s sin worse than Hester’s?  Of Hester, Chillingworth, and Dimmesdale, whose sin is the worst?  Why?

5. Why do you suppose Hester returns to her home near Boston?  What might be Hawthorne’s point about sin, repentance, and redemption?

6. Why would Hawthorne allow the story to end with Hester and Dimmesdale being remembered so ignominiously? 

