
Example Analysis Cards - ✔+ 
Topic: Alienation 

“[Hester Prynne] stood apart from mortal interests, yet close beside them, like a ghost that 
revisits the familiar fireside, and can no longer make itself seen or felt; no more smile with the 
household joy, nor mourn with the kindred sorrow” (76).  

Hawthorne describes the severe melancholy one experiences when alienated from society 
through his comparison of Hester to a ghost. By emphasizing how Hester “can no longer make 
herself seen or felt [and] no more smile” with the rest of her society, Hawthorne shows the reader 
the intense, melancholy loneliness that hester experiences. Additionally, his mention of ghosts, 
which are associated with death and grief, Hawthorne furthers the sadness. 

 

Topic: Alienation 

“The chain that bound her here was of iron links, and galling to her inmost soul, but could never 
be broken” (74). 

Hawthorne expresses the unbreakable bind to guilt that results from sin through his disheartening 
description of those who feel alienated. By depicting “the chain that bound her here was of iron 
links, and galling to her inmost soul” helps the reader realize the invisible hold that guilt grasps 
on sinners (74). This reminds the reader that culpability of wrongdoings imprison sinners as 
Hawthorne’s depictions of alienation. 

 

Topic: Sin  

“They averred, that the symbol was not more scarlet cloth, tinged in an earthly dyepot, but was 
red-hot with internal fire, and could be seen glowing alight wherever Hester Prynne walked 
abroad in the nighttime” (81). 

Hawthorne presents the painfully noticeable and permanent brand of sin in an unforgiving 
society through his brutal description of the scarlet letter. Through emphasizing that it is not 
“tinged in an earthly dyepot,” but rather “red-hot with infernal fire,” the author presents the 
scarlet letter as unearthly, a mark of the devil, revealing that bearing it is comparable to hell. He 
thus stresses that condemnation by society is, in reality, a worse punishment than death. 

 

Topic: Guilt 

“The chain that bound her here was of iron links, and galling to her inmost soul, but could never 
be broken” (74). 



Hawthorne reveals how the feeling of guilt is the most enduring punishment one can suffer 
through his comparison of guilt to physical punishment. By referring to Hester’s guilt as a 
“chain...of iron links,” he places guilt on the same scale of severity as being physically 
imprisoned, and by claiming it “could never be broken,” he emphasizes how there is no clear 
way to end it (74). Hester’s feelings of undying guilt can be expanded to say guilt is also the 
most dangerous and psychologically damaging punishment, as the only inflictor is one’s mind, 
making it irreparable.  

 

Topic:  Pride 

“In a moment, however, wisely judging that one token of her shame would but poorly serve to 
hide another, she took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, and yet a haughty smile, 
and a glance that would not be abashed, looked around at her townspeople and neighbors: (46) 

Through his astute description of Hester’s prideful response to her public humiliation, 
Hawthorne asserts that acting with a defensive stubbornness is a natural response to shame, By 
describing Hester’s facial expression as “a burning blush, and yet a haughty smile, and a glance 
that would not be abashed,” he shows that although Hester is embarrassed, she is determined not 
to reveal this to her onlookers (46). Hester’s aloof attitude indicates to readers that pride serves 
as a defense mechanism to mask people’s true responses to embarrassment.  

 

Topic:  Breaking Society’s Rules 

“Thus she will be a living sermon against sin, until the ignominious letter be engraved upon her 
tombstone” (44) 

Hawthorne describes the eternal punishment one experiences when they disregard the laws of a 
strict society through the stranger’s comparison of Hester Prynne’s life to a sinful story that will 
be used to teach a lesson. He foretells how her story will become “a living sermon,” and the 
scarlet letter will forever be her story and legacy when it is “engraved upon her tombstone” (44). 
While all of her society has words to tell their story, she only has one letter that defines her 
whole life, and her legacy in future generations, simply because she ignored the rules of her strict 
society. 


