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Lee, Kyeong-Hwa. “A Study of the Collective Violence of the Puritan Society and Hester’s Social
Role.” Studies in English Language & Literature 44.1 (2018): 87-105. This essay aims to study the
collective violence of the Puritan society and the social role of Hester, heroine of The Scarlet Letter. The
scientific revolution began in the 17" Century Europe, which brought about the development of
rationality. Since then, the subject of individual who acts independently based on his/her rational decision
had become important in European society of modern times. In the novel Hester is charged with felony
adultery. Her punishment on the scaffold and the following isolation are understood as a type of René
Girard’s collective violence. It seems that Puritans overcome the crisis of their society by using Hester as
the scapegoat through which they relieve their negative feelings. Meanwhile, Hester imbibes the
progressive ideas of Europe while living in solitude, which changes her to an individual with the thinking
ability. The novel suggests that Hester’s self-development eventually contributes to social progress in the
way in which she gains people’s trust and shares her idea with them. (Dankook University)
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In fact, this scaffold constituted a portion of a penal machine, which now,
for two or three generations past, has been merely historical and
traditionary among us, but was held, in the old time, to be as effectual an
agent in the promotion of good citizenship, as ever was the guillotine among
the terrorists of France. . . . There can be no outrage, methinks, against our
common nature, —whatever be the delinquencies of the individual,—no
outrage more flagrant than to forbid the culprit to hide his face for shame;
as it was the essence of this punishment to do. (52)
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As was usually the case wherever Hester stood, a small, vacant area—a
sort of magic circle—had formed itself about her into which, though the
people were elbowing one another at a little distance, none ventured, or felt
disposed to intrude. (204)
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It was an age in which the human intellect, newly emancipated, had taken a
more active and a wider range than for many centuries before. Men of the
sword had overthrown nobles and kings. Men bolder than these had
overthrown and rearranged—not actually, but within the sphere of theory,
which was their most real abode—the whole system of ancient prejudice,
wherewith was linked much of ancient principle. Hester Prynne imbibed this
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spirit. She assumed a freedom of speculation, then common enough on the
other side of the Atlantic, but which our forefathers, had they known of it,
would have held to be a deadlier crime than that stigmatized by the scarlet
letter. (143)
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