English III
Ms. Kenney


Analytical Essay Topics for The Scarlet Letter
Note:  These are topics for you to choose from.  You must construct your own thesis statement and 
            your own organizing statement.

1.  Hester Prynne is finally able to overcome the stigma of her guilt and gain the acceptance of the 
community.  (Why? And So What?)


2. The fatal flaws of each of the characters lead to their own downfall. (So What?)


3. The scaffold is the unifying symbol of the novel.  (Do not tell me simply that this is true because

The characters all come together in the scaffold scenes!  Why does Hawthorne use the scaffold?)

4. Puritan dogma makes reality impossible.

5. The novel is an allegory.  The setting and characters represent moral concepts.  (The significance of this type of question doesn’t lie in the story.  It is significant because as a student of literature, you should be able to demonstrate that this is true or it might be significant because you want to show that Hawthorne was interested in symbolism).


6. Hawthorne demonstrates through the novel that man cannot be ruled by reason or by faith, but by a balance of head and heart.


7.  Hawthorne makes his anti-transcendentalist message that “the truth is elusive” clear.

8. Discuss the central idea of the novel:  Sin is a reality.


9. Hawthorne’s ambivalence regarding the Puritan attitude toward sin is represented in the character of Pearl.

10. Discuss Hawthorne’s use of irony.

11. Whom does Hawthorne present  as the greatest sinner?

12. How does Hawthorne use the various settings of the novel to enhance its effect?

13. Hester and Dimmsdale commit the same sin, but are affected differently.  Discuss.

14. Discuss Hawthorne’s criticism of Puritan society.

15. Discuss Hester as Emerson’s “self-reliant” individual.

16. Discuss the difference between atonement and repentance as presented in the novel.

