The Scarlet Letter Discussion Questions
1. Images of Light and Dark

Throughout the novel, Hawthorne includes images of light and dark and day and night to symbolically comment on characters and events. How do these images help to define the role of each character in the story? How are they related to the concepts of sin and redemption? How do they relate to the opposing forces of society and nature? Analyze how images of darkness and light help to create a deeper understanding of the characters, events, and themes of the novel.

2. The Three Scaffold Scenes

The three scaffold scenes roughly mark the beginning, middle, and end of the novel. How are the scaffold scenes important to the structure of the novel? What does each scaffold scene convey about the main characters involved? How do the scaffold scenes relate to the concepts of sin and redemption? What do they say about public judgment and the role that society plays in guilt and shame? The last scaffold scene is the climax of the novel. What is the narrator’s final message that is conveyed in this scene?
3. The Symbolism of Character’s Names

Hawthorne intentionally gives the characters names with symbolic significance. What do the main characters names mean and how do they represent aspects of those characters? What do the names convey about the nature of sin, especially revealed versus concealed sin? How does the symbolism of these names relate to the concepts of sin and redemption?

4. The Changing Meaning of the “A”

The meaning of the “A”, the central symbol in the novel, morphs as the novel progresses. What are the various interpretations of the “A” and how do they reflect Hester’s changing character and her path toward redemption? What does the changing meaning of the “A” illustrate about Hester’s changing role in society? Which interpretation of the “A” seems most accurate? Justify your position.

5. Society vs. Nature

The village and the forest are two opposing locales in the novel and they represent opposing forces. What opposition does Hawthorne establish by presenting these two places in a deeply contrasting manner? What comment is he making about the differences between society and nature and how these two entities view sin? What happens in the natural environment that can not happen in civilization and what effect does the natural environment have on the characters?

6. The Nature of Evil

A central issue in the novel involves finding a true definition of evil. Does Hester’s adultery, Dimmsdale’s hypocrisy, or Chillingworth’s vengeance make these characters evil? Who do you feel commits the gravest sin in the novel? Justify your position. Ultimately, what comment is Hawthorne making about sin/evil and its origin?
