


“virtue,” *
built” serve to consecrate the Yankee our.

This sort of troping is most pronounced in the later Emerson. But it may be
traced throughout his writings: in “The American Scholar.” for example, which

compensates for the Depression of 1837 by prophesying “America” as a millennial

the progress of civilization”—the very “principles on which the world is

“nation of men . . . inspired by the Divine Soul”; and in Representative Men, pub-
lished 1n 1850, the year of the Compromise, which resolves anxieties about Amer-
ican newness by declaring that “Nature has a high end in the production of
individuals, namely ascension”; and again, in “T'he Fortune of the Republic,”
which makes civil war the occasion for celebrating “a nation ot individuals,”
America, now (1863, 1866, 1870, 1874) representing “the sentiment and the
future of mankind.”*

I do not mean by this to deny the radicalism inherent in Emerson’s great
essays from 1836 through 1850. My point is not the weakness of his later vision
but the persistent power of cultural symbology. Characteristically, the Emer-
sonian mode (even in “The Fortune of the Republic”) is subversive of fixed
meaning. And characteristically it defines itself (especially in the early essays, such
as “The American Scholar”™) through the state of transition—a quality of mind
reflecting a community-in-process. In short, it is a4 mode of subversion that is by
definition confined to resistance. On principle, it can never take sides, except pro-
visionally, can never find “repose™ in any commitment, not even to itself. And
Hester’s return shows how this may entail as a prerequisite our acceptance of society
as 1t 1s and things as they exist.

In this perspective, Emersonian potential may be scen as a form of liminality
that flowered under the pressures of massive social change in the Jacksonian
period. 1t expresses the antistructures of free-enterprise capitalism in an “open,”
“empty,” and apparently endlessly malleable New World. The Scarlet Letter
expresses the conservative thrust of that ritual mode—the integrative, consoli-
dating function of liminality—and the contrast is all the more striking if we con-
sider the formalist differences between Emerson the essavist and Hawthorne the
novelist. 1 have in mind recent theories of genre, from Mikhail Bakhtin to Paul
Ricoeur and Hans Blumenberg. More than any other form of “artistic moder-
nity,” writes Blumenberg, the novel “legitimates the aesthetic qualities of nowvitas
.. .removes the dubiousness from what is new, and so terra incognita, or the munda
novus, becomes possible.”* Like Macherey’s theory, Blumenberg’s conspicuously
does not apply to The Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne’s novel functions precisely to reign
in what “becomes possible.” Its office (aesthetically, as nowitas) is to enclose “the
new world” within culture, as culture. Hester’s letter may be a tragic symbol of
memory, the memento mort of her radical fantasies in the forest; but more largely
and constrictingly, it 1s the symbol of Emersoman hope—hope in prophecy, as
being more subversive than argument; hope in vision, as being a more eftective
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agent of progress than action; hope in the individual. as being both ends and
means of change; and hope in the future, as the boundless prospect of liberal/
liminal things to come.

This is essentially the “spirit as of prophecy” for which Dimmesdale remains,
and to which Hester returns—Dimmesdale, “to foretell a high and glorious des-
tiny for the newly gathered people of the Lord™ (332-33); Hester, to herald “the
destined prophetess . . . angel and apostle of the coming revelation.” And that
rhetoric is authorized by essentially the same sense of destiny that Julia Ward
Howe endorsed, when (speaking as “angel or apostle” of the Union) she
announced: "Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.”!

Hawthorne did not intend the ambiguity this implies, one that makes Hester’s
vision a foreshadowing of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Let us say that his
rhetoric of violence was intended by the symbology he inherited. In any case, 1t
forms a minor but persistent theme of the novel. The reference to the Revolution
makes 1t integral to the meanings of the A that it is a trophy of war, and that
particular meaning is extended through the imagery that connects the intro-
duction to the story proper: for example, the instability inherent in a politics of
self-interest, “where brethren of the same household must diverge from one
another”; or the prospect of economic and political “warfare,” waged in the
“fierce and bitter spirit of malice and revenge,” “poisoned with ill-will,” and
leaving the defeated, after “seething turmoil,” at “the mercy of a hostile admin-
istration” (154-56).

These contrapuntal ambiguities add another level of complexity and control
to Hawthorne’s design. They give a greater density to his strategy of multiple
choice, and lend a deeper resonance to the pervasive force of negation, which
verges on the dialectical only to veer in precisely the opposite direction. From all
these angles, they find the right symbolic focus in the national eagle, icon of the
Revolution, as Hawthorne describes it in the introduction. An “enormous spec-
imen of the American eagle.” he writes, hovered above the Customs House door,

with outspread wings, a shicld before her breast, and a bunch of intermingled thunder-
bolts and barbed arrows in each claw. With the customary infirmity of temper that char-
acterizes this unhappy fowl, she appears, by the fierceness of her beak and eve and the
general truculency of her attitude, to threaten mischief to the inoffensive community; and
especially to warn all citizens, careful of their safety, against intruding on the premises. . . .
Nevertheless, vixenly as she looks, many people are seeking, at this very moment, to shelter
themselves under the wing of the federal eagle. . . . But she has no great tenderness. even
in her best of moods, and, sooner or later, —oftener sooner than late, —is apt to Hing oft
her nestlings with a scratch of her claw, a dab of her beak, or a rankling wound from her
barbed arrows. (122-23)

The eagle and the A: for all the oppositions between them, they are symbols made

out of the same cultural materials. Both are ambiguous artifacts of authority; both
are social emblems transformed by private vision in such a way as simultaneously
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to assert the self and to accommodate community; and in both cases the act of
accommodation recasts the untoward events of history—the “ulcerated wound”
of Hester’s penance (191), the wounds that Hawthorne received in 1849 from the
claw of Whig party functionaries—in terms of art as cultural work. Itis the myth
of Philoctetes, historicized. And it is appropriate that the two symbols, so histo-
ricized, should find common ground in the Salem Customs House—*Uncle Sam’s
brick edifice” (128), entry to the republic of 1849, as the Puritans were (for Haw-
thorne) the entry to national history. The extraordinary cunning and force of
Hawthorne’s vision here attests to the symbolic resources of what by 1850 was
becoming the single most cohesive ideology of the modern world.

I have been arguing that text and context are reciprocal: that to understand
The Scarlet Letter in its own terms is not only to see the ideological dimensions of
its art but to bring into view the aesthetic richness of mid-nineteenth-century
American liberalism. My purpose in this respect has been to explore (rather than
expose) Hawthorne's morality of compromise, and more largely the culture’s
powers of mystification. Still, ideological analysis assumes a priori that those
powers are limited by history; and since the limitations constitute the adversarial
donné of this essay—much as adultery serves as the novel's donné—I would like in
closing to take account of these, however briefly and sketchy. To that end, I return
to the ground on which I began, Hawthorne’s insistent directives for interpreta-
tion. They are a form of special pleading, I would suggest. which betrays an
underlying cultural-authorial anxiety. Hawthorne’s winding ironies and ambi-
guities—like the subtle links between the eagle and the A—are meant to keep our
interpretations under control, but the windings themselves make for what he
privately called “a h—I-f-
first sign of a strain in his method. The second was Sophia's splitting headache,
after he read the last chapter aloud to her. When she recovered. she wrote to her
sister Mary: “I don't know what you will think of the Romance. Itis most powerful
and contains a moral as terrific & stunning as a thunderbolt. It shows that the

d story.” The repressed letters may be taken as the

»35

Law cannot be broken.

Sophia was not just thinking of the Seventh Commandment. She was
reacting, as Nathaniel was, to the enormous cultural pressures brought to bear
upon the Conclusion. “The scarlet letter had not done its office”: the entire novel
asks us to interpret this in the afirmative, and by the end compels us to, as a grim
necessity. It is as though Hawthorne had to overcompensate for the enormous
radical potential inherent in his characters and symbols; had to find some moral
absolute—some equivalent in the liberal imagination for the Thou Shalt Nots deliv-
ered from Mount Sinai—powerful enough to recall all those unleashed energies
of will, eros, and language back into the culture from which they arose and, in
his view, to which they belonged. He found the solution in the act of ideological
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mimesis that his novel endorses and enacts. It was to represent the continuities
of national history—both progressively, by our assent to the almost absent Revo-
lution that connects the novel’s twin time frames, and conservatively, by our rejec-
tion of the radical politics that Hester disavows in absentic—to set forth the
dynamics of antebellum liberalism, so interpreted, as the iron link between cul-
ture, nature, and the self, “the Law [that] cannot be broken.”

It is to Sophia’s credit that she found the “moral as terrific and stunning as a
thunderbolt.” And it is to Hawthorne's credit that he not only made full use of
the morality of compromise but had the integrity to indicate, if not the full costs
involved, then at least some signs whereby those costs might be inferred: the
coercive force, for example, of containment by consensus, including the contain-
ment of the hell-fired arust in liberal democracy, which forms an itlicit bond
between the secret Hawthorne and the hidden Hester. As a symbol for this and
other traces of dialectics in the novel—silences that (again to Hawthorne’s credit)
do not quite succeed in silencing contlict—I should like to appropriate the “angry
eagle” of “The Custom-House” for my own purposes, relocating her from “The
Custom-House” of 1849 to the “War-Matters” of 1862. In the later essay, Haw-
thorne sought to reconcile himself to the consensus of another “iron age,” and
instinctively he returned once again to the myth of national origins:

There 1s an historical carcumstance, known to few, that connects the children of the Puri-
tans with those Africans of Virginia in a very singular way. They are our brethren, as heing
lincal descendents of the Maytlower, the fated womb which in 1ts first labor brought forth
a brood of Pilgrims on Plymouth Rock, and. in a subsequent one, spawited slaves upon the
Southern soil,—a monstrous birth, but one with which we have an instinctive sense of
kindred, and so are stirred by an irresistible impulse to attend their rescue even at the cost
of blood and ruin. The character of our sacred ship, I fear, may suffer a little by this
revelation; but we must let her white progeny offset her dark one, —and two such portents
never sprang from an identical source before.*

Hawthorne's Mayflower has all the major imaginative ingredients of the dom-
inant culture: the legend of the Puritan theocracy, womb of American democ-
racy; the ambiguities of good and evil, agency of compromise; and the ronies of
regeneration through violence, rationale for avil war. But it is a symbol overde-
termined by history. Its “deeper meanings” point insistently to the contradictions
of process, the irresolutions of closure, the precariousness of the gap or silence that
links “rescue” to “blood and ruin”—precarious because the historical details resist
symbolic reciprocity. The return of the Mayflower is a parable of social conflict
following upon cultural myth. It reverberates with ambiguities at cross-purposes
with each other—for example, the recurrent American nightmare of miscegena-
tion; the long literary procession of mutually destructive dark-white kin (from
Clotel through Clarel and Pudd’nhead Wilson to Absalom, Absalom?); the biblical types
of the elect and the damned (Seth and Ham, Jacob and Esau) through which the
South defended its peculiar institution; and the racist use of the image of Chris-
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tian sacrifice through which the North sanctified first the Union Cause and then
the Martyrdom of Lincoln. Considered together with the “unhappy fowl,” this
“sacred ship” blackened by “revelation” is itself a monstrous birth, a Franken-
stein’s monster of the culture: history returning in the guise of figures designed
to control 1t—the most familiar of symbols that now streams forth disjunctions,
mocks the compromise of morality, and directs us to the contradictions repressed
by the novel’s twin contexts, 1642—49 and 1848-52.

Let me conclude with that image, and underscore its uncanny quality by
recalling the image that Hester projects upon her return. First, then, Haw-
thorne’s Mayflower-eagle, mother of nationhood and vixen of contradictions; sec-
ond, Hester come home, the dissenter as agent of socialization, a self-professed
sinner self-transformed into a herald of progress. Two figures of symbolic ambi-
guity; two models of historical irony; two examples of the relation between rhet-
oric and social action; two intersections between power and imagination—they
are opposites, and uncannily alike, like the object and its reflection in a camera
obscura, or like two sides of the same symbolic coin, representing the American
liberal ideology.

Notes
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at Berkeley. I want to thank Mitchell Breitweiser, Walter Benn Michaels, Carolyn
Porter, and Eric Sundquist for their generous response. Some of the research for this
essay was done at the American Antiquarian Society. My thanks to the Society and to
the National Endowment for the Humanities for their support.
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(it “embodies the ideas of youth, freedom, progress”), adding privately that the
sculptor was not only “a great artist” but “very American”; French and Italian Notehooks,
436-37. Quotations from Powers are from Jean F. Yellin, “Caps and Chains: Hiram
Powers’ Statue of ‘Liberty,”” American Quarterly 38 (1986): 798-826.

See Horatio Bridge, Personal Recollections of Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York, 1893), 112.
Hawthorne, “Chiefly About War-Matters,” 66. On Hawthorne’s deliberate distortion
of the Customs House eagle, see Hugh ]. Dawson, “The Scarlet Letter’s Angry Fagle
and the Salem Customs House,” Essex Institute Historical Collections 120 (1986): 30-34.
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