
Chapter Three: The Recognition 

 

COMMENTARY 

From remembrances of her life in England, Hester’s 

focus in this chapter shifts to awareness of a particular 

member of the crowd surrounding the scaffold: a 

white man clad in a mixture of “civilized and savage” 

clothing. The description of this man emphasizes the 

intelligence obvious in his face but also the fact that he 

lives on the boundary between two cultures, European 

and Native American. Although he has tried to cover it, 

Hester notices a slight deformity in the man’s body: One 

shoulder is higher than the other. Immediately, the reader 

is reminded of the older man hinted at in the previous 

chapter who was, perhaps still is, Hester’s husband. This 

instance of recognition exemplifies the fact that each 

detail of the plot is essential—each has a role to play in 

the overall movement of the novel. 

This odd man in the crowd seems equally interested 

in Hester. After glancing at her, his gaze becomes “keen 

and penetrative”; even more surprising, his face is 

twisted with a “writhing horror,” as if a snake had glided 

across it. Each detail provides insight on this man, who is 

soon revealed to be Hester’s husband, Roger 

Chillingworth. 

His mixture of clothing is symbolic of his personality: 

Although he appears to be an intelligent, educated 

man, he also has a savage, malicious side. (Note that 

Hawthorne’s equation of Native Americans with 

“savageness” 



is a racial slur typical of his day. As you read 

passages like this, consider whether such racial comments 

make this novel less valid to modern readers.) 

Indeed, later in the book Chillingworth will seem almost 

satanic, an element of his personality prefigured here in 

the image of the snake gliding across his face. The snake 

is associated with sin, specifically with Eve’s sexual 

transgression in the Garden of Eden. Notice that 

Chillingworth 

quickly hides this horrific facial expression, 

absorbing it into “the depths of his nature.” He internalizes 

his rage, but its effects will be evident as the novel 

progresses and he becomes obsessed with his need to 

avenge himself upon Hester’s lover. 

From Chillingworth’s conversation with a townsman, 

the reader discovers more about Hester’s past. Not only 

was she unhappily married to an older, scholarly man, but 

this man decided to move to New England and sent Hester 

ahead to the New World by herself. In the two years 

that Hester has lived in Massachusetts, no word has come 

from this man, so the townsfolk assume he must have 

perished 

at sea. Both Chillingworth and the townsman suggest 

that Hester’s husband should have learned more 

about human nature in his studies, and should have known 

better than to leave a young woman alone in a New World. 

This conversation also reveals that the identity of the 

father of Hester’s baby is unknown. Death is the typical 

punishment for adultery, but Hester has been spared 

because the Massachusetts magistrates believe she was 

probably seduced and recognize that the long absence of 



her husband has made her especially vulnerable. 

The conversation between Chillingworth and the 

townsman shows the strength of Hester’s character 

again: Although the judges have tried to force her to 

reveal the identity of the baby’s father, she has resisted 

all their efforts, just as she repelled the town beadle in 

the previous chapter. In addition, this conversation gives 

a clear picture of the factors that led to Hester’s fall: Not 

only was she unhappily married, but her husband seemed 

to have disappeared on his voyage to the colonies and 

was presumed dead. 

Hawthorne’s goal in this novel isn’t to provide a simple 

moral judgment about adultery, but to examine adultery’s 

psychological impact on everyone involved. 

Chillingworth’s comments add a new shade of meaning 

to the scarlet letter. He suggests that the letter will make 

Hester “a living sermon against sin.” As the bearer of the 

scarlet letter, she will lose her individuality, functioning 

as a symbol of morality, a potent antidote to inappropriate 

sexuality among members of the community. 

In addition to offering further insight on the characters 

of Hester and Chillingworth, this chapter also offers a 

description of Boston’s leaders. Governor Bellingham is 

an older man, a fit leader for this community, which was 

formed not with the impulses of youth but with the stern 

and somber wisdom of age. The narrator’s analysis 

suggests 

that the colony accomplishes little because it 

dreams of little. The narrator indicates that the other men 

in the group, although good and just, are probably the 

least capable people to judge “an erring woman’s heart”: 



These old men have lost sight of the importance or 

meaning 

of passion, if they ever understood it. They are men 

like the Reverend John Wilson, who has developed his 

intellect more than his sympathy; he looks like “a darkly 

engraved portrait” that might accompany a volume of 

sermons but has no more right to judge a question of 

human passion and sorrow than one of those portraits. 

Wilson’s sermon in this chapter expatiates on the scarlet 

letter, adding new depth and meaning to the symbol. 

CliffsComplete The Scarlet Letter Chapter III 61 
According to Wilson, the letter seems to have gained its 

scarlet color from the flames of hell. As in previous 

chapters, 

the narrator takes Hester’s side rather than that of 

the Puritan leaders, once again pointing to their 

conservatism, 

narrow-mindedness, and lack of imagination. 

Only the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, the unnamed 

father of Hester’s baby, seems to have any understanding 

of Hester’s needs, and his understanding is selfishly 

motivated. While the elderly magistrates believe that 

Hester 

should reveal the name of her lover in this public 

forum, Dimmesdale convinces them that it would be 

opposing the “nature of woman” to lay her “heart’s 

secrets” open in such a public manner. Ironically, Hester’s 

soul is said to be Dimmesdale’s responsibility, yet he 

shares her sin. 

In this chapter, Dimmesdale’s great eloquence and 

religious fervor is revealed, but the fact that his body is 



frail and has a tendency to tremble is also brought to light. 

He is full of nervous energy that reflects his great capacity 

for self-restraint. For example, his nervous habit of 

placing his hand over his heart indicates that his guilt is 

branding him with its own scarlet letter, though one that 

isn’t visible to the public eye. Overall, his personality is 

defined by “an apprehensive, a startled, a half-frightened 

look.” Ironically, his parishioners see Dimmesdale as 

“simple and childlike,” with an angelic “dewy purity of 

thought.” The narrator implicitly critiques the Puritans for 

misreading Dimmesdale, for seeing this adulterer as an 

angel. 

Knowing that Dimmesdale is Hester’s lover and Pearl’s 

father, the reader is aware of the double meanings of his 

speech to Hester. The speech, which is meant to uncover 

the identity of Pearl’s father, reveals as much about 

Dimmesdale as it does about Hester. Publicly, he holds 

the position of advisor to her spiritual growth; privately, 

he was her lover. In this scene, Hawthorne emphasizes 

the huge gap that often separates our private and public 

lives. 

The ironies in Dimmesdale’s speech to Hester are 

apparent, for example, when he tells her that her lover 

would be better to share her pedestal of shame than to 

live with the secret of his guilty heart. Her silence only 

compels him to add hypocrisy to his list of sins—though, 

of course, the question could be raised as to why Hester 

has the sole responsibility to reveal his name. Shouldn’t 

Dimmesdale have the moral courage to admit his fault, as 

Hester has been forced to do? The narrator suggests that 

public shame is more acceptable than private sin. 



Although the Puritan leaders tell her that if she identifies 

her lover they will allow her to remove the scarlet 

letter from her breast, Hester rejects their appeals, 

exemplifying 

her ethical and moral strength. She says that she 

feels strong enough to bear her lover’s pain along with 

her own. Obviously, she loves this man for whom she is 

sacrificing so much. Although Hawthorne never provides 

the reader with any details about their relationship, it is 

apparent that Hester and Dimmesdale shared a deep 

connection. Even Dimmesdale recognizes that Hester is 

capable of “wondrous strength and generosity.” As she 

returns back through the doorway, the scarlet letter is 

said to throw “a lurid gleam” in the dark passageway— 

a light into the interior of the prison—that the spectators 

associate with the fires of hell. 

 

 

 


