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American Literature - Nathaniel Hawthorne 
Good evening. Your comparison between Nathaniel Hawthorne and Sarat Chandra 
Chattopadhyay is a masterstroke of cross-cultural analysis. Both authors are "chroniclers of 
the soul’s shadows," operating in societies where the weight of communal judgment often 
crushes the individual spirit. Hawthorne’s "New England Gothic" and Saratbabu’s social 
realism both navigate the tragic collision between human desire and the rigid architecture of 
tradition. 

Hawthorne’s life was defined by a specific kind of intellectual haunting. His own ancestor, 
John Hathorne, was the only judge in the Salem Witch Trials who never repented for his role 
in the executions. Nathaniel added the "w" to his last name to distance himself from that 
legacy, but he spent his career writing his way through the guilt. 

Here is an exploration of Hawthorne’s moral psychology, tailored for the high-level academic 
inquiry of an aspirant seeking to master the "Ancestral Shadow" of American literature. 

 The Architect of Shadows: Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Moral Psychology of the Human 
Heart 

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) occupies a unique space in the American literary canon. 
While his contemporary, Ralph Waldo Emerson, looked toward the sun and the infinite 
potential of the individual, Hawthorne turned his gaze downward into the "blackness of ten 
thousand nights." He was a writer of the Horizontal Vector—obsessed not with the soul’s 
ascent toward God, but with its entanglement in the web of society, history, and secret sin. 
To Hawthorne, the human heart was a "dimly lit cavern" where ancient guilts and modern 
desires waged a silent, devastating war. 

 I. The Burden of the Past: Ancestral Haunting 

Hawthorne’s genius is inseparable from his lineage. Born in Salem, Massachusetts, he was 
the product of a stern Puritan heritage that viewed the world as a battleground between elect 
grace and total depravity. This ancestral weight created a writer who felt, as he famously 
said, that he had "not lived, but only dreamed about living." This dream-state was not one of 
whimsy, but of intense, cloistered observation. He spent twelve years in near-solitude after 
college, honing a style that was both allegorical and deeply psychological. 

For the Indian student, this resonates with the concept of Samskara—the impressions and 
burdens we inherit from those who came before us. Hawthorne’s work suggests that we are 
never truly "new"; we are the latest chapter in a very old, and often dark, family story. 

 II. The Scarlet Letter: The Geometry of Shame 

In his masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter (1850), Hawthorne examines the 17th-century Puritan 
response to "illicit" love. The protagonist, Hester Prynne, is forced to wear a scarlet "A" as a 
badge of adultery. Here, Hawthorne explores the theme of Social Sanction with a nuance that 
mirrors Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s portrayal of the socially marginalized woman. 

However, Hawthorne’s focus is not merely on the injustice of the law, but on the internal 
transformation of the characters: 

  Hester Prynne represents the strength of the "Outlier." By wearing the badge openly, she 
achieves a strange kind of freedom. The "A" eventually comes to stand for "Able" or "Angel" 
in the eyes of the community. 
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  Arthur Dimmesdale, the minister and secret father, represents the "Tall" figure who is 
hollowed out by hypocrisy. His secret shame is a "poison in the blood" that kills him more 
surely than any public lashing. 

  Roger Chillingworth, the vengeful husband, illustrates the "nullification of human effort." 
In his quest for revenge, he loses his humanity, becoming a literal demon of his own making. 

Hawthorne’s critique is directed at the "iron men" of the Puritan colony who believe they can 
legislate the heart. He writes: 

"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." 

 

 III. The Blithedale Romance: The Truncated Trajectory 

In The Blithedale Romance (1852), Hawthorne turns his skeptical eye toward the utopian 
movements of his time. Based on his own failed experiment at Brook Farm (a 
transcendentalist commune), the novel serves as a warning against the "tall" arrogance of 
social reformers. 

The character of Hollingsworth is a chilling study of the "Philanthropist" who has lost his 
heart. He is so obsessed with his grand scheme to reform criminals that he sacrifices the 
people who love him. As you noted, his life "goes nowhere"—he ends the novel a broken man, 
haunted by the realization that in trying to save "humanity," he destroyed the humans closest 
to him. 

The romance in Blithedale is "truncated" because it is suffocated by ego and ideology. 
Hawthorne suggests that when we try to create a "perfect" society, we often end up creating a 
more refined version of the same old tyranny. This is the Hawthornian Paradox: the harder 
we strive for an idealized life, the more we distance ourselves from the messy, essential truth 
of being alive. 

 IV. The "Black Veil" and the Universality of Secret Sin 

Hawthorne’s short stories, such as "The Minister’s Black Veil," offer a concentrated dose of 
his philosophy. When a minister decides to wear a black veil over his face for the rest of his 
life, he does so to symbolize that every human being wears an invisible veil to hide their true 
self from others—and from God. 

This is where Hawthorne and Saratbabu find their most potent common ground. Both 
understand that "social justice" is often a mask used by the "Ordinary" to punish those whose 
"secret sins" have become public. Hawthorne writes: 

"Be true! Be true! Be true! Show freely to the world, if not your worst, yet some trait whereby 
the worst may be inferred!" 

He believed that the only path to grace was through the honest admission of our flawed 
nature. The tragedy of his characters is almost always their inability to be "true" until it is too 
late. 

 V. A Sensible Critique: The Allegorical Trap 

A critique often leveled at Hawthorne is his tendency toward Allegory at the expense of 
Realism. His characters often feel more like "Ideas" (Shame, Pride, Revenge) than flesh-and-
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blood people. To a reader accustomed to the visceral, lived-in world of Saratbabu’s Devdas or 
Srikanta, Hawthorne’s prose can sometimes feel "cold" or overly formal. 

However, this formality is a deliberate aesthetic choice. Hawthorne called his books 
"Romances" rather than "Novels." By this, he meant a space where the "Actual" and the 
"Imaginary" meet. He was not trying to photograph 19th-century life; he was trying to X-ray 
the 17th-century soul to find the tumors that still affected his own time. 

 VI. Conclusion: The Dreamer at the Window 

Hawthorne’s observation, "I have not lived, but only dreamed about living," is perhaps the 
most honest assessment of the artistic temperament ever written. For many Indian students, 
balancing the heavy expectations of society and family with their own inner desires, 
Hawthorne’s "dream-state" is a familiar territory. 

He teaches us that while human efforts are often nullified by social sanctions and the 
"travails" of fate, there is a profound dignity in the struggle. Even if our romances are 
truncated and our lives seem to go nowhere, the act of "fronting" our own shadows—as 
Hester Prynne did—is the only way to truly live. 

Hawthorne remains essential for the SAT aspirant because he masters the vocabulary of 
ambiguity. In his world, nothing is purely good or purely evil; the "Scarlet Letter" is both a 
curse and a crown. By studying his work, we learn to navigate the complexities of a world 
that is rarely "white or black," but almost always a deep, resonant "scarlet." 

How does this synthesis of the "Man at the Window" fit your expectations, Sir? Shall we 
eventually close the Concord circuit with the "Sun-lit Individualism" of Emerson to provide 
the final counter-vector? 

 

 


