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PREFACE
Hester Prynne and Captain Ahab are two fictional characters that have allowed me to
deeply analyze the human characteristics of love, sexuality, leadership, self reliance, and
forgiveness. The two characters are polar opposites on these issues. In my personal life, I
often find myself choosing to be Captain Ahab, but wishing to be Hester. Recently, I sat
on my doctor’s operating table knowing that I had the option to leave. The nurse carefully
took out swabs, bandaids, and sterile instruments, then departed the room. Minutes ticked
by; ten, twenty, thirty minutes and still no doctor. I weighed my options. Should I go
through with this and remove the small skin growth on my chest so that biopsy was
possible or freeze the blotchy skin patch and see if it would go away. It was not really my
skin that I was worried about. I was an emotional disaster and needed a doctor’s care for
my brain and heart. This small surgery would have to do. Knowing that the minor surgery
would leave a scar as a lasting imprint, I waited. I knew I wanted the scar to represent the
emotional damage that my current relationship had wielded on my heart. The doctor took
out the growth. Luckily, it proved to be benign, but the scar, my scarlet letter is there to
remind me, everyday to be loving and unselfish like Hester and less driven by selfish
interests like Captain Ahab.
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ABSTRACT
In the mid 1800s, contemporary writers Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman
Melville contributed prodigiously to early American literature by creating works of
profound insight and intellect. By creating their respective classics, The Scarlet Letter
(1850) and Moby-Dick (1851), they opened up a canon of writing specific to America
that was separate and distinct from British literature. Specific to this thesis, they crafted
two iconic characters, Hester Prynne and Captain Ahab, that still circulate in the psyche
and imagination of the American public. This thesis seeks to answer the question of why
there remains interest in these two fictional figures. By focusing on the original texts,
critical literature, and film material, this thesis analyzes themes, images, symbols, and
signs to find answers..
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In 2010, Sony Pictures released a movie titled Easy A. This movie is a modern
version of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1850 novel, The Scarlet Letter, with Emma Stone
playing the role of Olive Pendergast, who is a teenage girl experimenting with the notions
of her own sexuality. Unlike Hawthorne's heroine, Hester Prynne, who is forced to wear
the ignominious scarlet letter “A” on her breast as a Puritan punishment for committing
adultery, Olive, on the contrary, sews the letter on her own clothing, embracing
promiscuity. As the film begins, Olive makes up a story about sleeping with her college
boyfriend. The great irony involved

Figure 1. Adam Taylor. Emma Stone as Olive Pendergast in Easy A (2010). Olive
embraces promiscuity by sewing a scarlet letter on her clothing.
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is that she has yet to lose her virginity and all her stories are just that, stories. Once word
gets around, Olive becomes the talk of the school. Boys desiring a new reputation
approve of her; religious fanatics condemn her. Despite alienation from her best friend
and a Christian religious group, she maintains her confidence to embrace a new found
popularity and notoriety. She buys bustiers in a variety of colors, cuts out the letter A in
red fabric and sews it on; she’s a modern Hester Prynne.

Figure 2. Adam Taylor. Graffiti scene from Easy A (2010). Brandon and Olive clean
bathroom stalls symbolically showing the difference in sexual perceptions for men and
women.
The topic of sexuality is explored in the film. The director uses visual signs and
symbols to indicate that even in modern America, there is a difference in sexual
perceptions for men and women. As an example, when both Olive and her friend
Brandon are assigned to clean up the school as part of detention punishment, Olive
confesses to Brandon, “He’s not real…the guy I slept with.” Brandon replies, “You’re not
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even a real slut, you just want people to think you are—it’s pathetic, Olive Pendergast,
the fake school slut.” As they clean the bathroom and engage in conversation, Brandon,
who is supposed to be removing the graffiti from the bathroom stalls, is instead creatively
adding to the bathroom art, while Olive is dutifully scrubbing off the graffiti. Stancu
believes that both The Scarlet Letter and Easy A “exhibit the inherent hypocrisy of
sexuality between men and women.” She goes on to explain that there is a divergent
treatment amongst the sexes when it comes to promiscuity. A man can be promiscuous
and be congratulated as a hero, yet a woman engaging in the same conduct is labelled a
slut (Stancu 4). This discrepancy is elucidated covertly as the two work side by side in
different bathroom stalls. Brandon adding to the graffiti, while Olive removes it, signifies
that while boys can add to their sexual conquests, girls are supposed to feel remorseful if
they sleep around. Thus, while boys are allowed to celebrate their licentiousness, girls are
taught to feel shame, and are required to clean up their act. This contemporary version of
The Scarlet Letter puts a twist on an old story, but the themes that fascinate are still
present: sexuality, religion, and alienation.
In 2015, the film In the Heart of the Sea breathed new life into another old story,
Moby-Dick. Chris Hemsworth played the role of first mate on the Essex, a real whaling
ship that was rammed and sunk by an angry sperm whale. Hemsworth is a handsome
personality star who gains the audience’s admiration and sympathy. He is best known for
his muscular build, confidence, and strength in Marvel Comic movies playing the
superhero, Thor; but in this movie, he had to commit to the role of a starved, shipwrecked
sailor. In an effort to look the part, he lost thirty-three pounds by working out and eating
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only five hundred calories a day for a month (Coggan 1). Juntti explains, “To make his
character believable, Hemsworth had to look the part of a man desperate enough to eat
his crew mates” (1). Resorting to cannibalism was just one of the horrifying events that
actually took place during the ninety consecutive days that the sailors spent living in
small life boats out on the open sea.
To tell the story of In the Heart of the Sea, screenwriter Charles Leavitt had two
literary sources to work with, Melville’s Moby-Dick, a work of fiction, and Philbrick’s In
the Heart of the Sea, a historically accurate account of what happened to the Essex and
her crew in 1812. Leavitt did a masterful job weaving these two tales together by
focusing on Melville as an author pursuing a story and then, choosing a formalistic
narrative for Philbrick’s report.

Figure 3. Warner Brothers. Chris Hemsworth as Owen Chase. In The Heart of the Sea
(2015). In this image, he prepares to throw a harpoon into a whale.
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Giannetti comments, “In formalistic narratives the author is overtly manipulative,
sometimes scrambling the chronology of the story or heightening or restructuring events
to maximize a thematic idea” (332). In this case, the story is restructured to add in
commentary from an aging Thomas Nickerson as he recounts the events of the Essex to
Herman Melville. Melville is anxious to learn what happened so he can recreate a
fictional account of the Essex’s story. Using both diegesis and mimesis, the viewer is
presented with the amazing strength and dominant power of the whale. While trying to
make a kill out on the open sea, one of the small lifeboats is rocked. Chase yells, “Don’t
let him chew your oars boys, back to it!” The very next moment, the entire boat is
overturned with the slap of a whale fin. The men are thrown into the sea and flounder to
the surface for air. In a moment of movie magic, the sailor’s heads bob just above the
water as an enormous tail breaks the surface. Sunlight

Figure 4. Whale Tail Scene In the Heart of the Sea (2015). The men are small and
vulnerable compared to the strength and power of the whale.

6
streams through the clouds as the tail points up to the sky in a low-angle shot. The tail
wiggles, then slaps the water, drenching the men with a huge ocean shower. The scene
indicates that in this environment, neither captain nor first mate are really in command.
Power and control definitely belong to the whale. In this dangerous occupation, men and
whales were vulnerable and expendable pawns in the face of the capitalistic venture.
Power and control, sex and religion, capitalism and alienation are themes that
have captivated Americans for a long time. Early American literature pointed the country
in this direction over 160 years ago. In 1850, Nathaniel Hawthorne published The Scarlet
Letter and introduced his readers to the beautiful adulteress, Hester Prynne. Bloom notes
that “Of all the principal female characters in our national literature, Hester is clearly the
central figure.” He goes on to call her a “national heroine” and a representation of
“Protestant will in America” (Bloom 234). Her popularity reflects the fact that readers are
drawn to the intriguing topic of an adulterous woman in a religious society. Wagenknecht
sees Hester as “the first great female character in American fiction” (Morey 64). Her
strength and grace in the face of overwhelming judgement offers the reader an example
of courage in solitude. As she leans on inner strength to make a life for herself within her
hypocritical Puritan community, she becomes an American hero; a literary example of
facing adversity with strength. Mukherjee notes that Hawthorne’s Hester is a “freethinking woman making what peace she can with the demands of submission to a
doctrinaire religion and gender inequality” (Marcus and Sollors 272).
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Figure 5. Playbill for “Fucking A” a play written by Suzan Lori-Parks. This 2017 offBroadway play contains elements of Hawthorne’s original novel.
This free-thinking ability allows her to become a strong individual and leave behind the
stigma of her adultery. Claudia Durst Johnson explains that “despite its shocking subject
matter, The Scarlet Letter entered the canon of American masterpieces almost from its
first appearance in 1850” (x). The book has maintained its appeal as high school and
college students continue to be introduced to the novel’s important themes and
characters.
This appeal continues in American films and plays. From 1908–2009, over ten
films based on the book were created. Most recently, The Scarlet Letter (1996) starring
Demi Moore and Easy A (2009) starring Emma Stone have contributed new
interpretations as well as vaulted Hester’s status into the new century with different
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standards and morals. Currently, in New York City, there is an off-Broadway play
showing titled Fucking A, written by Suzan Lori-Parks. The play features an abortionist
named Hester who is fiercely loyal to her illegitimate child. It is obvious that
Hawthorne’s creative work touches on an American nerve that perpetuates his ideas,
inspires new versions and pulses with themes that have lasting allure.
In 1851, Herman Melville published his masterpiece, Moby-Dick. Melville’s
unforgettable Captain Ahab reigned over the Pequod with power and authority. His rogue
brand of leadership and pursuit of the white whale at all costs gives him legendary status
in America. Lazar et. al. place him on the list of the 101 Most Influential People Who
Never Lived and explain that he is the “embodiment of obsession and insanity” (156).
They explain that “Ahab has come to represent any unreliable leader. His foe, the white
whale, represents any unrealistic goal” (157). Many would have said that Donald
Trump’s bid to become the United States President was an unrealistic goal. Yet on
January 20, 2017, the real estate mogul was sworn in as the 45th president. Many writers
have drawn comparisons to the unpopular president and Melville’s famous voyager.
Cohen states, “At the end of the day, Trump, like Captain Ahab, will probably remain
topside, pursuing whatever Moby-Dick his imagination has just conjured up” (4). Rollins
sees that Trump’s attitude on revenge makes the analogy particularly poignant. Quoting
from a 2012 speech, Trump said, “If somebody hits you, you’ve got to hit ’em back five
times harder than they ever thought possible” (1). Rollins goes on to chastise the sitting
president with these words, “Melville had it right, Mr. President: Revenge
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Figure 6. Donald J. Trump, the 45th President of the United States. Many writers
compare Trump to Captain Ahab.
clouds the mind. Entertained, it poisons the heart (1). Unfortunately, this kind of rogue
leadership continues to poison American democracy.
In addition to leadership comparisons, Melville’s work has inspired music, books,
films, operas, and even children’s stories. J.M. Barrie’s character Captain Hook was
modeled after Captain Ahab (Selby 34). In 2016, surprise went through the literary
community when Bob Dylan won the Nobel Prize in Literature for “having created new
poetic expressions within the great American song tradition.” (Smith-Spark 1). Melville’s
masterpiece was mentioned in Dylan’s acceptance speech. Dylan noted, that Moby-Dick’s
theme of death, “and all that it implies would work its way into” many of his songs
(Dylan 1). From the 1956 film Moby-Dick starring Gregory Peck to the 2013 Moby-Dick
Opera in San Francisco, it is easy to see that Melville’s masterpiece is not losing power.
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This thesis will seek to answer the question of why Hester Prynne and Captain
Ahab still capture the collective American psyche and imagination. Why, after all this
time, are these two characters still relevant and interesting to Americans? The primary
methodologies to be employed will be iconography and Formalism/New Criticism. These
methodologies will be used to discover how the images and symbols in the original texts
give clues to our collective fascination. Semiology will be explored to understand signs in
modern film versions that relate to themes involving Hester and Ahab. Chapter 1 will
review Hester and Ahab as American Icons and introduce the methodologies to be
explored. Chapter 2 will give a brief overview of the time period in history called the
American Renaissance. Chapter 3 will explore Hester as a character that represents our
collective longing for freedom in love and sexuality. Chapter 4 will investigate Ahab’s
symbolic and literal leadership style. Chapter 5 will examine Hester and Ahab as self
reliant characters. Finally, in Chapter 6 I will conclude by answering the question of why
the fictional characters of Hester and Ahab continue to capture the collective American
psyche and imagination.
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CHAPTER 2
AMERICAN ICONS: HESTER AND AHAB
Before President John F. Kennedy was assassinated or Walt Disney animated
Snow White, before Martin Luther King Jr. had a dream or Oprah Winfrey had a talk
show, America had her icons. From Coca-Cola to Kentucky Fried Chicken, blue jeans
and Super Walmart, America holds dear her symbols of the society. Sometimes an icon
refers to an idol as someone or something that it is admired. In art, the word icon is based
on an image.
Laurie Schneider Adams explains that the term iconography “comes from two
greek words—eikon, meaning “image,” and graphe, meaning “writing” (43). Thus,
iconography looks at an image and interprets it not only from the visual image, but also
from what has been written about it. Adams goes on to explain Erwin Panofsky’s
iconographic methodology. Essentially, there are three levels used to understand an icon.
The first level is the subject matter, the second level is the text concerning the image, and
the third level is the historical and cultural significance (43-4). For example, to fully
review the Statue of Liberty as an American icon, it would be important to view an image
of the sculpture. Then, it would be necessary to review text information on her history
from the time she was crafted in France to her existence in America. Finally, it would be
important to find out her significance within American culture. Icons can often be
associated with things much larger than themselves. The Statue of Liberty embodies the
idea of freedom because she has been and continues to be
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Figure 7. Dan Byl. Statue of Liberty Pop Art. Byl combines two American icons in his
painting.
a beacon to immigrants seeking a new life. In Figure 7, Dan Byl has combined two iconic
images, the American flag and the Statue of Liberty, to create a distinctly American
painting. This colorful artwork displays the Statue of Liberty in an appealing way and
perpetuates the statue’s iconic status. Thus, the important elements associated with an
icon are the image itself, the historical and cultural information that vaulted it to its iconic
status and what it represents to the viewer.
Hester Prynne and Captain Ahab are two American literary icons. These two
fictional characters have achieved iconic status not only because of their interesting
original stories and history, but also because images, themes, symbols, and signs
surrounding them are circulated and recreated in our American culture. In general, Hester
engages the American fascination with sexuality in society. Captain Ahab captivates the
nation’s interest in leadership. Both Hester and Ahab suffer from alienation because of
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their situations. Using Iconography, New Criticism, and Semiotics methodologies, this
thesis will investigate the American fascination with Hester Prynne and Captain Ahab.
New Criticism is a methodology that looks to the text of a literary work as the
sole source for interpreting it. By looking at the text itself, it is possible to gather much
evidence as to determine a valid meaning. Often, New Criticism is also called Formalism
because this methodology looks to the formal elements in a work to make discoveries and
interpretations. A work can be analyzed by looking at any of the formal elements
including the images, symbols, metaphors, rhymes, settings, characterization, plot, or
linguistic devices such as paradox, irony, ambiguity, or tension (Tyson 138-40). With this
methodology, there are many options for crafting an argument. This thesis looks at the
original texts to reveal meaning in the symbols surrounding Hester and Ahab. The scarlet
letter, the heart and embroidery work will be discussed as important symbols in
understanding Hester Prynne. Important symbols associated with Ahab that will be
examined for meaning are the barbaric white leg, the gold doubloon, and Moby-Dick.
Authors use symbols because they enhance understanding and add depth to their writing.
Symbols can bring deeper meaning and insight to a problem or situation. A symbol can
be the actions of a character, a word, an action, or an event. Authors use the literary
element of symbolism to enhance their creative effort. Tyson defines symbols in this
way:
A symbol is an image that has both literal and figurative meaning, a concrete
universal, such as the swamp in Ernest Hemingway’s writing. The swamp is a
literal swamp—it’s wet, it contains fish and other forms of aquatic life, but it also
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stands for something else: the emotional problems the protagonist does not feel
quite ready to face. What matters is that our analysis of the text’s private
symbolism, like our analysis of all its formal elements, supports what we claim is
the text’s theme. (142)
As allegorists, both Hawthorne and Melville used symbolism to enhance their writing.
In the beginning of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne writes about a wild rose bush.
He describes it this way, “But, on one side of the portal, and rooted almost at the
threshold, was a wild rose-bush, covered, in this month of June, with its delicate gems,
which might be imagined to offer their fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisoner as he
went in” (33). It is literally, a wild rose bush. Many consider the rose to be the most
exquisite flower on the planet. Often, in literature and in life, roses figuratively represent
love, passion, and sexuality. In this symbol, Hawthorne is foreshadowing what is to come
and wanting the wild rose “to symbolize some sweet moral blossom…or relieve the
darkening close of a tale of human frailty and sorrow” (34). Hawthorne juxtaposes the
prison and the rose bush together. This creates a metaphor that symbolizes the truth that
love brings both sorrow and joy to humanity.
Melville created interesting symbolism in a coffin created for the boat’s Maori
cannibal, Queequeg. When Queequeg gets sick, he dramatically requests a coffin. The
ship’s carpenter measures and builds one just the right size for Queequeg and then
promptly announces, “Ah! poor fellow! He’ll have to die now” (394). Yet, Queequeg
recovers from his illness and dies in the quest to conquer the white whale. He never uses
the item for its intended purpose. In an interesting twist at the end of the book, the coffin
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buoys up the one and only survivor, Ishmael and provides him safety from the sharks that
would eat him. Ishmael relates, “buoyed up by that coffin, for almost one whole day and
night, I floated on a soft and dirge-like main” (469). Here, the coffin is literally a box to
bury the dead and, figuratively, a symbol of death that provides safety and life to Ishmael.
Melville’s symbolism here shows us that there is a balance between life and death. It is
possible to be “buoyed up” by death because it is an inevitable part of life. There is peace
in the knowledge that one day the struggle of living will end.
Another methodology that will be applied in this thesis is semiology. This is a
method concerned with language and the science of signs. Adams states that “Semiotics,
comes from the greek word sema (meaning “sign”), it is the application of the science of
signs (semiology). It assumes that cultures and cultural expressions such as language, art,
music and film are composed of signs, and that each sign has a meaning beyond its literal
self” (159). This methodology was developed by Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist
at the University of Geneva. He noticed how language is built of two sides: a sign and a
signifier. For example, when we think of an apple, the image or the picture of a red
glossy fruit appears in the mind. The word apple has nothing to do with the image except
for the fact that it is the word assigned to it. So, a sign is the word, such as apple, and the
signifier is the actual object or image. This thesis will examine how semiology was used
in four films Moby-Dick (1956), The Scarlet Letter (1995), Easy A (2010), and In the
Heart of the Sea (2015) to perpetuate our fascination with Hester and Ahab.
When using semiotics to critique films, Giannetti explains that the goal is to find
an “underlying network of symbolic meaning that is related to a movie’s surface
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structure, but is also somewhat independent of it” (475). Scalia gives more information
concerning this when he elaborates on the fact that “images are iconic; that is, they are
what they are and are nothing else” (49). Yet, the camera along with dialogue and audio
has the ability to create meaning. He elaborates, “The camera is the meaning-making
agent of film” (50). Through the use of “mise-en-scene, camera movement, composition,
aspect ratio, deep focus, and editing techniques” layers of information are added (50).
When applied to film, semiotics is used by viewing the image or picture as being iconic
or stable with the language and camera creating the meaning.
Violence to man and violence to whale is shown through semiology In The Heart
of the Sea. Through the use of signs, the audience comes to understand that whaling was
a very dangerous occupation. One sign that Melville used to show this was Captain
Ahab’s missing leg. In the movie, violence to man is shown through signs of the sinking
whale-ship and the twenty men struggling for survival on three small lifeboats. While a
whale attacking a ship was a rare occurrence, McLendon reports that “whaling fleets
killed an estimated 1 million sperm whales between the 18th and 20th centuries” (1). In
the movie, violence to whales is shown through harpoons, spears, ropes, and whale pins.
Whale pins were intricate prizes carved out of whale bone and worn by the whalers.
Young Nickerson asks about the pins, “How do I get one of them?” His friend tells him,
“Well, you’ve got to thrust the killing lance into the largest beast that ever breathed on
this earth.” Nickerson replies, “I shall have twelve of them someday.” Pride in killing
was something whalers wore around their neck. Understanding this, the viewer starts to
consider that man may be the real beast in this dangerous venture.
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Another example of semiology in film is a little red bird that poses a threat to
Hester Prynne’s virtue in The Scarlet Letter (1996) film starring Demi Moore. The bird is
a sign of leaving the straight path, going astray and finding a new journey. The red color
is an indication of love, passion and caution. As Hester is gardening the red bird flies out
of the woods. She stops what she’s doing to notice it and then follows the bird. The man
helping her with her outside work says, “Best to have company if you’re going into the
forrest,” but she waves the warning aside and says, “Don’t worry, I shan't go far.” The
red bird leads her along a path, over fallen trees and through a stream as haunting music
is played in the background. Reminiscent of Mother Eve, she sees a cluster of fruit on a
tree that is symbolic of the forbidden fruit. She smells it, but doesn’t eat it. As she comes
to the river, she sees a man swimming naked. The camera shows full front and back
nudity as he is swimming, then pans to Hester ripe with desire in her eyes. As he climbs
out of the river, she is called back home by two little girls and the scene ends. The red
bird is an example of semiotics in film. The red bird is just a red bird, but the dialogue,
the music, and the additional images captured by the camera allow the viewer to
understand the red bird as a sign of passion and of going astray.
To review, iconography, New Criticism, and semiotics will be the methodologies
explored in this thesis to look at the early American literary figures Hester Prynne and
Captain Ahab. Though artwork and images, symbolism from the text and signs from the
movies information will be gathered to gain an understanding of why Hester and Ahab
have had long-term and wide-reaching appeal in America.
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CHAPTER 3
AMERICAN RENAISSANCE
F.O. Matthiessen was a writer that crafted the term American Renaissance to
explain the flourishing of original literature during the mid-nineteenth century. He
explains this time as “America’s way of producing a renaissance by coming to its first
maturity and affirming its rightful heritage in the whole expanse of arts and culture” (vii).
He saw this time period not as a rebirth, but as a rising up to make a showing of “creative
intentions” by American writers (vii). In Matthiessen’s 1941 book, American
Renaissance Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman, he sets out to
review his belief that literature serves two purposes, it reflects the age and illuminates it
(x). He goes on to quote Ezra Pound to explain that art is a “history of masterworks, not
of failures or mediocrity” (xi). Matthiessen’s judgment of what denotes a master work
has been criticized over the years as his list of American Renaissance writers focused on
just five white male authors: Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, Hawthorne, and Melville.
William Cain explains that Matthiessen’s list is “exclusive and class-bound in the
extreme” as he does not include female or black authors and excludes obvious choices
like Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frederick Douglass (163-4). Nevertheless, his title of
American Renaissance still applies to this period in time when America was beginning to
create and craft her own literary heritage.
One of the remarkable works during the 1850s was Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The
Scarlet Letter, a tragic romance novel. Hawthorne had a propensity for solitude. Perhaps
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because of this, writing was a natural talent for him. He wrote The Scarlet Letter after
experiencing great sorrow at the death of his mother and at a time when he needed
income from his work. Somewhere between the grief of his mother’s passing and the
necessity of making money, he crafted a masterpiece in less than a year. Stewart explains,
“It must have been in a spirit of desperation that he sat down once more to try to make a
living with his pen” (91). He started writing in September of 1849 and finished it in
February of 1850. Mukherjee notes that the first batch of 2,500 copies sold out in just ten
days and that “Hawthorne was finally able to enjoy commercial as well as critical
success” (Marcus and Sollors 270). This novel was a welcome addition to literature and
was vaunted not just as a personal accomplishment for Hawthorne, but also as an
American literary achievement. As Elmer Kennedy-Andrews explains, “It was America’s
declaration of cultural independence, the proof of an emergent distinctively American
literary tradition” (5). With England’s intimidating wealth of writing from Beowulf to
Jane Austen, the young country struggled to find its literary independence. Yet, with The
Scarlet Letter, America achieved new status and recognition with a novel that could be
read and celebrated right along with the British and European classics. Henry James
applauded the work as the “finest piece of imaginative writing” to come out of the US
and explained it to be “absolutely American” because “it belonged to the soil, to the air; it
came out of the very heart of New England” (Morey 27). Over time, the novel gathered
popularity beyond its origins and gained world-wide appeal. It has now been translated
into many languages including, French, Spanish, Japanese, German, and Chinese.
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Yet, the reviews were not all positive. Even while praising the work, Henry James
finds the work “consistently gloomy” with little joy or happiness (Morey 26). C. Johnson
finds the work to be forbidding; a work to be read not for pleasure but more as a
“challenge and a duty” (1). Fielder notes that “it was Hawthorne who set the diabolical
pact in a Puritan context and cast upon the beginnings of life in America a gothic gloom
that not even Longfellow’s middlebrow idylls could relieve” (Kennedy-Andrews 54).
Despite the somber tone, an in-depth reading of the book gives a genuine sense of
accomplishment and insight into human relationships. As an American masterpiece the
novel deals with powerful, debatable and important subjects that generate new ways of
viewing the human situation.
Another work significant to the American Renaissance was Herman Melville’s
Moby-Dick. This masterwork was written in just a year and half by a thirty-year-old
mariner. At the time, he was a husband, a father, and living on borrowed income from his
relatives (Bloom, “Daemon” 137). Davey sees Melville as “The first American literary
sex symbol — a roguish sailor turned writer who had lived with the promiscuous and
exotic natives in the Marquesas Islands” (1). This somewhat provocative, playboy image
of Melville doesn’t match Sophia Hawthorne’s description of him. Hawthorne’s wife
writes that, Melville is “a man with a true, warm heart, and a soul and an intellect—with
life to his fingertips; earnest, sincere, reverent; very tender and modest” (Stewart 108).
He has a verbose, colorful, and elaborate writing style—very un-Hemingway like.
Published in 1851, Moby-Dick was greeted with a lack-luster reception from readers. This
greatly disheartened the author. Financially, his lack of success could be compared to that
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of Van Gogh in that his great efforts amounted to very little in monetary gain. Davey
reports that “Melville’s total earnings from Moby-Dick over his lifetime was just
$556.37” and that his greatest fear was an inability to navigate “the demands of his art
and the demands of the book-buying public” (17,19). This fear proved to be true as he
could not earn a living with his writing and had to explore other avenues of work.
Eventually, during the 1920s Melville revival, America began to embrace his wild
tale of whale hunting and revenge. This revival was due, in part, to the book’s historical
significance related to commercial whaling. In addition, readers and critics started to
discover important themes as well as literary progressiveness in the work. Nick Selby
explains it in this way, “Moby-Dick mixes literary styles and genres,” weaves in an
undependable narrator and develops streams-of-consciousness in the passages (33). Even
though Melville’s writing can be convoluted, a persistent reader can gain valuable insight
from Moby-Dick. At some point, the reader wonders if the story is about the dangers of
revenge, capitalism, and rogue leadership or about embracing Melville’s search for God
along with all his angst about existence. It is all of this and more. The book’s depth and
scope is part of what perpetuates the fascination with it.
It is interesting to note that Hawthorne and Melville were friends. Their
relationship started in 1850 after Melville purchased a farmhouse in Massachusetts close
to Hawthorne’s home. The friendship lasted just a few years, but Melville was so
enamored with his literary friend that he dedicated Moby-Dick to him with the following
words: “in token of my admiration for his genius, this book is inscribed to Nathaniel
Hawthorne.” Early on, Melville wrote an article praising his friend titled Hawthorne and
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his Mosses. This article, published in 1850, compared Hawthorne to Shakespeare. He
gushes, “Now, I do not say that Nathaniel of Salem is greater than William of Avon, or as
great. But the difference between the two men is by no means immeasurable.” He goes
on to encourage American writers, “Let America then prize and cherish her writers; yet,
let her glorify them” (Melville and Hayford 1162-3). This friendship influenced Melville
sincerely and it is apparent in the manner that Melville crafted his novel, Moby-Dick.
Both authors favor allegory as a story telling method and offer deep symbolism in their
narratives as well as place their stories in a religious setting.
So, the American Renaissance was a time period that gave America a voice in the
literary world. The mid-nineteenth century was a time when America was striving to
maintain balance with internal forces that threatened democracy. United States presidents
from Fillmore, Pierce, and Buchanan were trying to fend off a civil war due to the issue
of slavery. Matthiessen was writing about this renaissance one hundred years later,
looking back over history and looking at a new history where totalitarian forces were
threatening the world. Matthiessen lived and wrote during the time of World War II.
Hitler was the dictator of Germany and Benito Mussolini controlled Italy. His book was
published the same year that Japan bombed Pearl Harbor in an unprovoked act of war
that brought the US into the conflict and, ultimately, led to the use of atomic bombs.
Selby believes that Matthiessen’s work, “American Renaissance, seems to speak of
America’s political duties to a world where democracy is under threat” (52). He is
writing at the time when the world is at war and setting up “a claim for American culture
as an operative force to be set against the threat that culminated in the rise of Nazism and
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Fascism” (Donoghue 64). Thus, Matthiessen labeled the mid-1850s as the American
Renaissance not only to mark a new birth in American literature but also to craft an
argument for embracing democracy.
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CHAPTER 4
HESTER PRYNNE
Whatever happened to chivalry? Does it only exist
in ‘80s movies? I want John Cusack holding a
boombox outside my window. I wanna ride off on
a lawnmower with Patrick Dempsey. I want Jake
from Sixteen Candles waiting outside the church
for me. I want Judd Nelson thrusting his fist into
the air because he knows he got me. Just once I
want my life to be like an 80’s movie, preferably
one with a really awesome musical number for
no apparent reason. But no, John Hughes did
not direct my life.
Olive Pendergast
In the film, Easy A (2010), Olive Pendegast longs for a chivalrous kind of love.
The Greek word for this type of love is eros and is defined as “sexual or passionate love”
(Burton 1). According to Burton, this type of love “is most akin to our modern construct
of romantic love. In Greek myth, it is a form of madness brought about by one of Cupid’s
arrows” (1). Olive wishes for that magical kind of love because she’s been experimenting
with the truth about her sex life and it has gotten her into some strange situations. She’s
gotten a reputation and boys are trying to buy her off to lie about their trysts together.
None of these situations feels like love because the boys are just using her to get their
own sexual status. Olive wants the reputation and even likes it, but, in the end, she wants
a real relationship with someone she honestly loves and cares about. She is a modern
Hester Prynne with a twist.
Even though there are no passionate moments within the pages of The Scarlet
Letter, Hester is associated with sexual love. Bloom believes that there are ways of
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explaining Hester’s popularity “both in and out of the pages of The Scarlet Letter” but is
convinced that the real reason behind her charm is “implicit sexual power” (“Daemon”
235). Hester is a part of our American culture because of this sexual power. Yet, the true
Hester, the non-Hollywood Hester, is impressive because of her ability to turn passion
into a more lasting, more enduring kind of love. Burton defines this kind of love with the
Greek word agape and relates it to the modern word of altruism. He defines it “as
unselfish concern for the welfare of others.” He further notes that, “Recent studies link
altruism with a number of benefits. In the short term, altruism leaves us with a euphoric
feeling—the so-called ‘helper’s high.’ In the longer term, it is associated with better
mental and physical health, as well as longevity” (3). In light of this definition, it is easy
to see that even though Hawthorne was writing long before there were studies on
altruism, he was not far off with creating a character that is able to cope with great
adversity by leaning on altruism. Because of her Puritan roots, Hawthorne’s Hester
believes the passion of eros love to be sinful so she seeks to find its opposite, altruistic
love. Yet, even Hester knows that what she really longs for is to leave her lonely life and
trade it in for a new one where she and Arthur can be together. Hester’s relationships
with Arthur, Pearl and her community reflect her altruistic nature and reveal that humans
long for love, both eros and agape. Tyson insists that “unfulfilled longing has always
been and will always be a part of the human condition” (152). This longing adds to a
perpetual interest in Hester because human longing is a universal experience. Hester
Prynne is a character that endures within our American culture because she represents our
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collective longing for freedom in sexual and enduring love unencumbered by the
restraints of society.
Many early critics denied the idea of The Scarlet Letter being a book about love
and passion. Johnson acknowledges, “It is a story of passion, but the reader never sees
what we would call an explicit sexual scene” (Morey 127). George Woodberry writes, “A
book from which light and love are absent may hold us by its truth to what is dark in life;
but, in the highest sense, it is a false book” (Sganlon 202). Woodberry also insists that,
“the romance is steeped in gloom” (Kennedy-Andrews 22). While there may be truth to
this, there is something to be said for Loring’s interpretation that sees the relationship
between Hester and Arthur “as something positive, the expression of love in a loveless
society” (Kennedy-Andrews 16). Hawthorne claims that “love, whether newly born, or
aroused from a deathlike slumber, must always create a sunshine, filling the heart so full
of radiance, that it overflows upon the outward world (139). From those words,
Hawthorne seems to view love in a positive light, yet the passionate love between Hester
and Arthur is halted. Without a doubt, their love is complicated by her situation as a
married woman, his situation as a minister, and the rigid society they live in. Throughout
the book, she is only able to love him in an altruistic way that shows she is looking out
for him and his happiness.
The Scarlet Letter is labelled as a romance, yet it is filled with sorrow. The book
is so tragic and dark that Hawthorne’s wife complained that it broke her heart. Strangely,
Hawthorne confessed that he thought this reaction was a “triumphant success” (KennedyAndrews 13). Perhaps his wife’s reaction was rewarding to him because it confirmed his
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ambition: to create a sad love story. Woodberry believes that the romance is “essentially
a parable of the soul’s life in sin” (Kennedy-Andrews 21). Yet, sin is not what makes the
tale so gloomy. While it is true that proponents of traditional Christianity would agree
that the sins of adultery and revenge need to be repented of, it is the lack of forgiveness
that seems to bear the heavy weight of sadness. It is obvious that Hawthorne did not
condone the way the Puritan elders handled the situation. He writes, “out of the whole
human family, it would not have been easy to select the same number of wise and
virtuous persons, who should be less capable of sitting in judgement on an erring
woman’s heart” (45). There is a sense of human learning and growth thwarted both
mentally and romantically. It’s as if the roses cannot bloom, the leaves cannot fall, the
heart cannot mend. This is essentially because forgiveness has been forgotten as one of
the most important virtues. The Puritan community will not forgive Hester for her sin
because she has been given a punishment that lasts a lifetime. It seems that Hawthorne
believes love and forgiveness to be tied together and that Hester and Arthur are stuck in a
Puritan community sorely lacking in both.
Hawthorne’s novel explores problems and morals of Puritan life. Puritanism was
a Christian faith governed by elderly men with strong views of right and wrong. This
branch of Christianity was formed in England in an attempt to purify the Anglican
Church that was formed when King Henry VIII seceded from the Roman Catholic
Church in 1534. In the 1620s, the Puritans were granted passage to America to practice
their faith. The Scarlet Letter focuses on a community in Boston that became known as
the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Hawthorne realized that the Puritan leaders could have
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created a “utopia” on the “virgin soil” but instead “brought much of the worst of the Old
World’s wrongs with them” (C. Johnson 35-6). This was a strict life, filled with “grim
rigidity” and governed as a theocracy with no separation between church and state
(Hawthorne 34). It is into this Puritan world, filled with judgment and little tolerance for
sin, that Hester finds falling in love with Arthur to be an impossible situation.
Hawthorne does not write about how Hester and Arthur’s love affair started, but
Hollywood offers some insight into this relationship in The Scarlet Letter (1996) film.
The heart is offered as both a sign and symbol of love in this dialogue that takes place
when Arthur returns Hester’s books. The scene captures what Orson Welles explains as,
“A film is a ribbon of dreams. The camera…is a medium via which messages reach us
from another world that is not ours and that brings us to the heart of a great secret. Here
magic begins” (Giannetti 363). The script must have read something like this:
Arthur (on his way to get Hester’s books suddenly turns around): I’m not the man
I seem. (Walks towards Hester) I’ve lived in this township my whole life, my
purpose clear but now I would risk my everything, my life, my ministry, my soul,
just to spend a few moments alone with you. (Hester and Arthur now looking at
each other, face to face). God help me, Hester, I love thee.
Hester: God help me, I love thee too.
Arthur: Oh God, how lost are we?
Hester: I dreamed of thee speaking thy heart. I have prayed for it, even as I have
dreamt of it. Was I alive before I laid eyes on thee?
Arthur: What shall we do?
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Hester: I know not
Arthur: Say something to end it for I have not the power.
Hester: Nor I
Arthur (moving towards Hester almost kisses her but stops): We could be hanged
for this. (Arthur starts to walk away) I’ve put you in too much danger. I must end
it now by walking away and never speaking to you again.
Hester (looking heart-broken): Go then, do as you promised.
Arthur (hesitates and then walks away).

This film scene gives insight into the sexual tension between Hester and Arthur as

Figure 8. Alex Thomson. Gary Oldman as Arthur Dimmesdale and Demi Moore as
Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter (1996). In this scene, they confess their love for one
another.
they deal with their forbidden love. Hawthorne reveals Hester’s predicament in his own
way.
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As The Scarlet Letter opens, Nathaniel Hawthorne introduces the reader to his
beautiful heroine; a married woman who has committed the sin of adultery. Through this
decision, Hester loses not only her virtue and her good name, but also the ability to walk
freely amongst the Puritan settlers of Boston without judgment. For her sin, “the throng
of bearded men” condemn her to stand three hours on the platform of the pillory and wear
a mark of shame in the form of a scarlet letter “A” symbolizing the word “adulterer”
(33,43). Standing in front of the crowd, carrying her “winking baby,” Hawthorne
describes this strange and tragic moment with a mix of glory and defeat (38). On one
hand, he notes that it is “as if her heart had been flung into the street for them all to spurn
and trample on” (36). Yet at the same time, he compels the reader to be fascinated with
the adulterer because she stands out from the crowd as a beauty, “a figure of perfect
elegance” (37). Her trial makes her almost angelic as the “misfortune and ignominy”
creates a halo that envelops her (37). Hawthorne offers us great insight into how she felt
at that moment standing on the scaffold of the pillory, “Could it be true? She clutched
the child so fiercely to her breast that it sent forth a cry; she turned her eyes downward at
the scarlet letter and even touched it with her finger, to assure herself that the infant and
the shame were real. Yes!—these were her realities,—all else had vanished!” (41). A
baby, a condemning community and a mark of shame are her new existence.
Despite her beauty, Hester suffers, of course, as an outcast from her society. The
alienation came with “shame, despair and solitude” teaching her to be strong but making
happiness a mystery (137, 139). Here, Hawthorne uses sexual words that recall the act
that brought on her alienation and also the feelings she has because of it, “In all her
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intercourse with society, however, there was nothing that made her feel as if she belonged
to it. Every gesture, every word, and even the silence of those with whom she came in
contact, implied and often expressed, that she was banished and as much alone as if she
inhabited another sphere” (58). Hawthorne goes on with a very simple statement that
explains it all, “she stood apart” (58). Michael Dunne sees her situation as a Puritan
problem. He reflects, “from top to bottom this society stands indicted as deficient in basic
human feeling.” He goes on to relate that Hester’s sin was of the heart but the Puritan
people had the greater sin of the head (36). Hawthorne’s Hester is not judgmental of her
accusers or her minister lover that refuses to confess his part in the affair. Accepting her
adultery as an evil deed, she acquiesces to her punishment and embraces wearing the
scarlet letter even though it isolates her from the community (61). Slowly, through
ignoring what others think of her, she embraces forgiveness and generosity to purify
herself. Yet, neither this desire for purity nor the alienation she feels from her Puritan
community reflect why she has become an American icon. Both genders find fascination
with her because she is “beautiful, strong, silent, self-regulating, sexual and subversively
sinful enough to break the sexual codes” (Barlowe 200). This knowledge of Hester makes
her like a magnet, drawing the reader or viewer in with a desire to know more about the
alluring sinner.
This Spanish edition book cover done for Penguin Classics (see Figure 9) is an
intriguing image of Hester. Here, she is shown as a sex symbol. This image portrays the
very human feeling of sexual longing that perpetuates her popularity. Her naked body,
flamboyant purple hair and letter A tattoo reveal that she is desirable. Her womanly
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hands wrapped around her nude back show that she alone has to endure the pain of her
infidelity. These are not man hands, they are not supporting hands, they are her own
hands that had to create a life for herself after passion changed the entire course of her
existence. Bloom believes that “Hawthorne celebrates the sexual vitality of women as a
potentially saving force, tragically curtained by male inadequacy and societal restraint”
(“Daemon” 228). Yet, Hawthorne’s sexual indications are subtle and only powerful in the
way he displays Hester’s ability to nurture, endure, and encourage.

Figure 9. La Letra Escarlata Book Cover. Penguin Classics, Spanish Edition. This image
reveals that Hester is often viewed as a sex symbol.

Hollywood offers more than Hawthorne on the issue of sexuality being an
important component of Hester Prynne’s popularity in the 1996 film version of The
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Scarlet Letter. Caryn James believes that the director, Roland Joffe should have “called
his new movie Puritans in Lust, labeled it a comedy and gotten it over with” (1). In spite
of critical reviews and a narrative that is quite Hollywood with very little Hawthorne, the
chemistry between Hester and Arthur is believable. The acting of Demi Moore and Gary
Oldman conveys a longing to be together and not in a reading the Bible, Puritan kind of
way. There is intensity and passion involved with their struggle to remain apart. When
they finally give in to their strong sexual feelings, the act is consummated in a barn under
a bed of grain. James find this to be “one of the most ludicrous sex scenes ever” because
the images of Hester and Arthur are spliced together with scenes of a slave girl bathing
and watching a little red bird (2). The viewer is left a bit confused about the director’s
intentions. Yet, this film conveys what Hawthorne’s book only reveals through the
symbolism of the scarlet letter: the sexual experience between Hester and Arthur that
results in the birth of Pearl.
Hawthorne understood the truth that humans, by nature, are sexual beings. This is
why the Puritan community is accused of great hypocrisy. The community and even the
God-fearing magistrates are not above having these feelings, thoughts or even acting out
on desire. C. Johnson notes that The Scarlet Letter is a story about “the hypocrisy of
members of a community who refused to acknowledge that each of them is just as
human, just as subject to passionate feelings as the woman they label an adulterer” (128).
Hester senses this sin in others. She believes that the scarlet letter gives her “a
sympathetic knowledge of the hidden sin in other hearts” and “it perplexed as well as”
shocks her (59-60). Sometimes a minister a magistrate, a matron, or a young maiden who
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would set off the feeling that “Behold, Hester, here is a companion!” (60). Strangely,
Hester has a hard time believing that any other mortal would be “guilty like herself” (60).
The Puritans isolate Hester as an “adulterer,” and because she is a part of the Puritan
culture, even she believes in the separation. Bloom describes it in this way, “There was
an overt separation in Hawthorne’s consciousness between sexual power and the quest of
the Protestant will for its own autonomy and dignity, and that separation is painfully
repeated in Hester’s mind” (“Daemon” 236). In truth, sexual power and religious power
are two very different things that do not combine easily. Yet, there seems to be value in
confession. The forced honesty about her sexual sin preserves her integrity. Edward
Wagenknecht explains it this way, “She presents what she is to the world at all times, so
that there is nothing left to fester inwardly” (Morey 64). Yet, because sexuality is a part
of human nature, Hester could not extinguish her passionate feelings, she just found
healthy ways to channel them by serving others.
The symbol of the scarlet letter changes and evolves throughout the book because
of Hester’s actions. This symbol initially means adulteress, but changes because Hester
redirects her love and longing in a new direction. In the beginning, the scarlet letter is a
punishment she is required to wear to remind herself and everyone in her society that she
has committed sexual sin. Hester deals with this punishment by creating an “elaborate
embroidery” of the letter A; she “hath good skill at her needle,” so she makes the scarlet
letter beautiful for everyone to see (37). She is a woman of courage and makes “a pride
out of what they, worthy gentlemen, meant for a punishment” (38). She handles this
hardship not only by elaborately decorating the scarlet letter but also by staying true to
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the requirement. She wears it always, and remains in her New England village instead of
fleeing to another place. Staying and serving out her punishment, she believes would
“purge her soul” and replace the purity that was lost (55). Her heart grows. The longing
she feels for Arthur evolves into not only a love that includes him and her daughter Pearl
but also the people in her community.
Hawthorne shows Hester’s ability to show love through heart symbolism. Sganlon
finds that there are “one hundred and forty one direct references to the heart in The
Scarlet Letter” (201). These references show many sides of the human heart with words
like “mercy,” “tenderness,” “secret,” “strength,” and “generous” (Hawthorne 43-8). Other
symbolic images include “sick and morbid heart,” “troubled heart,” “their hearts are
speckled and spotted,” “a heart full of torture,” “the wood’s heart of mystery,” and “terror
in his heart” (Sganlon 202). This great variety and elaborate descriptions of the human
heart go a long way in showing that to Hawthorne, the heart was the center of emotion.
Obviously, Hester’s heart goes through a wide range of feelings as she deals with her
internal pain, punishment, and isolation. Yet, despite her own emotional pain, she is able
to protect the important people in her life. As a valiant mother to Pearl and a quiet
mistress to Arthur, she supports and nurtures even when it causes great difficulty for her.
Henry James felt that the people in The Scarlet Letter are not characters but
representatives, very picturesquely arranged, of a single state of mind (Morey 29). If this
is true, Hester’s single state of mind represents altruistic love.
During the opening scene on the platform of the pillory, Hester shows a loyal love
to Arthur by refusing to reveal his name to their community. With this decision, she alone
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must be singled out for her sin of passion, yet she does not ever show anger towards
Arthur for his decision to remain anonymous. It is quite the opposite. Even in her
suffering, she is looking out for him and trying to find a way for him to be free. As the
scene unfolds, Hawthorne utilizes heart symbolism to show that Arthur appreciates
Hester’s love and loyalty. He recognizes that she is willing to protect his good name.
Hester, of course, cannot hide from her indiscretion because of the obvious proof of her
newborn child. As she stands upon the scaffold in the market place, to be judged for her
moral crime, her lover, and clergyman begs her to speak out his name (47). His words
show his weakness. Even though he could, at any moment, confess his own sin, he leaves
the decision to Hester saying,
I charge thee to speak out the name of thy fellow-sinner and fellow sufferer! Be
not silent from any mistaken pity and tenderness for him; for, believe me, Hester,
though he were to step down from a high place, and stand there beside thee on thy
pedestal of shame, yet better were it so, than to hide behind a guilty heart through
life. What can thy silence do for him, except it tempt him—yea, compel him as it
were—to add hypocrisy to sin? (47)
Perhaps it is compassion that prevents her from speaking his name. It may even be fear
that he will be executed for his crime. She gives a clue to the depths of her feelings for
him when she replies, “Never! It is too deeply branded. Ye cannot take it off. And would
that I might endure his agony, as well as mine!” (47). She cares for him and shows
significant loyalty. Even with Arthur’s elaborate language of trying to get her to confess
his part in their affair, his true feelings come out when he, with great relief, states, “She
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will not speak! Wonderous strength and generosity of a woman’s heart!” (48). She
protects him because she loves him; not realizing that the pain of his hypocrisy and her
husband’s desire for revenge will be worse than the scarlet letter punishment.

Figure 10. Mary Hallock Foote. An illustration from an 1878 edition of The Scarlet
Letter. Hester as a maternal figure.
Hester’s ability to love is not diminished by her punishment. Hawthorne reveals
her ability to focus her love and attention on her daughter, Pearl. In this pen and ink 1878
illustration (see Figure 10) by Mary Hallock Foote, Hester is portrayed in a very maternal
way. The townspeople are placed behind her in the act of mocking and casting
judgement. Her scarlet letter is noticeable but not prominent. The stockade behind her is a
reminder of more severe punishments. Hawthorne notes that the Massachusetts
magistracy were merciful with Hester’s punishment because she was young and her
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husband was missing. The penalty for adultery was usually death (43). Sonstegard
believes that in this image, the viewer is invited to “share the shame and penitence of a
Madonna-like Hester, rather than empowered to pass judgment upon her” (5). In this
image, the viewer is asked to accept Hester just as she is, a mother with a newborn child.
In figure 11 we see these same maternal instincts captured in a photo from The Scarlet
Letter (1996) film. Hester’s job was to protect, nurture, and love a newborn child.

Figure 11. Alex Thomson. Demi Moore as Hester Holding Pearl in The Scarlet Letter
film (1996).

Hester’s love for her only child, Pearl is shown through the beautiful clothing she
makes for her and in her interaction with the governor. Hawthorne explains that Hester is
“heart-smitten” with her “sole treasure, whom she had bought so dear and who was all
her world” (63). Even though neither Pearl nor Hester can enjoy a normal social life,
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Hester devotes her life to taking care of her daughter who Hawthorne sees as “the scarlet
letter endowed with life” (70). Indeed, Pearl is the product of her passion. Hester could
have shown resentment for this, but instead she embraces single motherhood. As a doting
mother, Hester uses her gift for needlework to provide Pearl with elaborate and beautiful
clothing infused with “fantastic ingenuity” and “airy charm” (57). Hawthorne explains
the child’s clothing as “crimson velvet…abundantly embroidered with fantasies and
flourishes of gold thread” (69). When the Governor challenges Hester’s ability to raise
the child and instruct her in the “truths of heaven and earth,” Hester’s response is part
tiger and part scholar as she makes her own plea first and then turns to Dimmesdale to
lend his support as her pastor. She demands, “Look thou to it! I will not lose the child!”
(77). Here we see Hester at her most fierce in fighting to keep her child and maintain her
motherly duty. She will not allow the governor or anyone else in their Puritan society to
take away her right to be a mother. Nor will she allow her situation to stop her from
helping others.
This Macmillan Collector’s Library edition book cover (see Figure 12) offers a
reminder of the beauty of Hester’s needlework. The image is elegant and artistically
appealing with the use of the calming pale green background and bright Christmas red in
the Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne remarks that her work was fit for royalty (56). Adorning
the governor, military men, the minister, babies and even the dead in her creations, she is
a much sought after seamstress.
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Figure 12. Embroidered Scarlet Letter Book Cover. Macmillan Collector’s Library
Edition. This image is a reminder of Hester’s needlework skill.

Even though Hester “hath good skill at her needle” and has “in her nature a rich,
voluptuous, Oriental characteristic—a taste for the gorgeously beautiful,” she does not
utilize this skill to craft beautiful clothes for herself (57). Hawthorne writes, “Hester
sought not to acquire anything beyond a subsistence, of the plainest and most ascetic
description, for herself…her own dress was of the coarsest materials and the most sombre
hue; with only that one ornament—the scarlet letter” (57). She devotes her extra time to
making clothing for the poor (57). Figure 12 is a basic and uncomplicated image of an
embroidered scarlet letter. In its simplicity, it makes a statement that Hester’s talent with
needlework gave her the opportunity to provide for herself and others. She offers simple
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service to her community through her art. In this way, Hester’s talent is focused outward
and away from herself; it is a positive attribute and a way she is able to serve others.
She is also able to channel her time and energy into helping community members
and in this way, Hester gains strength from her situation to become a “self ordained Sister
of Mercy” (111). Hawthorne explains, “Such helpfulness was found in her—so much
power to do, and power to sympathize—that many people refused to interpret the scarlet
A by its original signification. They said that it meant Able; so strong was Hester Prynne,
with a woman’s strength” (111). She is generous with the poor and helpful in households
“darkened by trouble” (110). She overcomes the initial meaning of the scarlet letter so
sincerely that Roy Male notes, “At the end, we are left with the symbol into which the
whole meaning of the book has been distilled. Around the letter have been gathered not
only the explicit associations of Adulteress, Able, Affection, and Angel but also the
myriad of subtle suggestions of art, atonement, ascension, and the Acts of the Apostles”
(Morey 130). Thus, Hester changes the meaning of the scarlet letter from one that reflects
sexual sin into one that embraces a plethora of Christian virtues. In essence, she decides
not to spend a lot of time feeling sorry about her situation. Rather, she overcomes her trial
through good works towards others. Instead of turning inward, she turns outward to help
those in need. Her ability to turn hardship into strength is an attribute that intrigues
readers, but it is the dabbling with sexuality that excites the human mind and perpetuates
her popularity.
In the film Easy A (2010), this aspect of her popularity is shown in the sign of
lacy red underwear that represents the human need and desire for sexuality. This sign also
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indicates that sexuality has different consequences for men and women. Even in the
book, Hester and Arthur endure different consequences because of the adultery. They
committed adultery together, but face the consequences of their actions in very different
ways. Not much has really changed in over 160 years since Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet
Letter.
In Easy A (2010), Olive’s friend, Brandon, convinces her to go to a party and
engage in fake sex in a closed off bedroom. Brandon wants to avoid the rumors that he’s
gay and seeks to cure the rumors by pretending to have sex with Olive. They frolic and
romp on the bed, jumping up and down and making funny noises. As a sign of their
relations, she puts her red lacy underwear in his pocket as evidence. He walks out happy,
the boys congratulate him. Olive walks out slightly shy and sullen. Perhaps it would have
been strange and funny if she walked out with his underwear in her back pocket to the
cheers of all her girlfriends. Feminists and proponents of free love would have approved,
Victoria would have been glad the secret was out. Yet, the sign of the red lacy underwear
indicates that the stigma associated with sexuality hasn’t changed much. In modern
America, sexuality is more accepted, but there is still an obvious gender difference. In the
English language, there is no equivalent to the word “slut” for men. Yet, for women,
there are a host of words such as harlot, prostitute, trollop, and whore. These words just
don’t even exist for men. Sexual longing and the sex act is celebrated for men, but there
are different standards for women.
Another example from the film Easy A (2010) shows that in America there is an
interesting mix of capitalism and sexuality. This is presented as a sign in the form of gift
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cards and coupons that boys give Olive as payment to lie about sexual acts they’ve done
together. After Olive pretends to have sex with Brandon, word gets around and she starts
to be approached by others to help them get their names on the map sexually. When she
first lied about giving away her “v-card” or virginity, she admits, “I didn’t mean for it to
put me on the map but I kinda liked being on the map.” When Sanje pays her with a
coupon, she exclaims, “Seriously—a coupon? Twenty percent off at Bath & Body
Works? Is that how much our imaginary tryst meant to you? I fake rocked your world.”
The gift cards keep coming in as a representation that the boys are willing to pay her off
just to get a reputation. In a weird mix of sex and capitalism, a chubby boy with a hairy
chest and back is willing to give her a $100 gift card for fake sexual favors. Phil Lorde
offers a $100 card from Best Buy to say they hooked up behind the library; Eric Lim
gives her a $50 gift card to TJ Maxx for pretending to get it on during chemistry class;
and John Davis delivers $90 from Panda Express for a fake breast reveal. It is all working
out fine for Olive until her best friend’s boyfriend wants to give her a $200 Home Depot
gift card for the real thing. At this point, the gift cards are not appealing to her anymore
and she feels like all the lying she did “piling lie after lie was like setting up Jenga.” She
realizes it all means nothing. The lies are just about making others believe you are
something you are not and despite all the rumors, she is not really sexually active. Olive
as a modern Hester explains why The Scarlet Letter remains relevant: sex always sells. It
draws in the human mind and excites that human longing within.
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Figure 13. Adam Taylor. Capitalism meets Sexuality in Easy A (2010). Olive is offered
coupons and gift cards in exchange for fake sexual favors.
The fictional character Hester Prynne is continually being recreated in
imaginative and interesting ways within American society because she represents
collective longing for freedom in sexual and enduring love. Duberman claims that
Americans still have stigmas associated with sexuality that started with a “puritanical
seed” planted in the 1700s (1). In light of the fact that Hester often represents the conflict
between religion and sex that still persists today, she gives Americans a point of
comparison to see if we’ve made gains in finding fulfillment in love and sex. Beck notes:
When it comes to romance, Americans are freer than they’ve ever been. Freer to
marry, freer to divorce, freer to have sex when and with whom they like with
fewer consequences, freer to cohabitate without getting married, freer to remain
single, freer to pursue open relationships or polyamory. (1)
She goes on to argue, unfortunately, that any gains Americans have made with freedom
in this category have simply brought more loneliness (6). Hester Prynne’s situation was
undoubtedly filled with loneliness, but “lonely as was Hester’s situation,” she managed it
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by becoming a “well-spring of human tenderness,” “so kind to the poor, so helpful to the
sick, so comfortable to the afflicted” (Hawthorne 56, 111). In many ways Hester’s heart,
filled with all the emotions that Hawthorne could conjure up, represents the human
experience. With that human heart, Hawthorne gives an answer to help assuage the
loneliness and longing that comes with living. Through Hester, he confirms a belief in the
benefits of looking outside the self by helping others and nurturing the ability to love in
an altruistic way.
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CHAPTER 5
CAPTAIN AHAB
To return to port without a single barrel of oil
would be a mistake, sir. And not behoove a man
whose name is Pollard. Or Chase, for that matter.
And the best thing for both of us would be to work
all hours God sends us, fill this ship with oil and be
home inside a year and rid of one another as quickly
as possible. Trust me, I am every bit as desirous of
that as you
Owen Chase
One ship that sailed out of Nantucket in 1821, the Essex, never returned. The
story of this ship and the harrowing tale of the men on board is captured in the movie
titled In the Heart of the Sea (2015). The movie weaves fiction and nonfiction into the
account of a voyage that displays the tenuous relationship between the captain and his
first mate. Captain George Pollard was a man born into wealth and privilege because his
family established Nantucket as the world’s main provider of whale oil. Pollard’s father
helps fund the Essex’s voyage, so Owen Chase, the first mate, is overlooked for the top
position even though he is a natural born leader. The movie prompts the question what do
men look for in a leader. Pollard dresses the part. Wearing a huge black hat, turtle-neck,
navy jacket with gold buttons running down either side, khaki pants, and long black boots
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Figure 14. Warner Brothers. Benjamin Walker as Captain George Pollard. In the Heart of
the Sea film (2015). Web. Pollard looks the part of captain in his elaborate costume.
that come to his knees, he looks the part of a captain, but can he do the job? He seems
stiff and out of place on the Essex. In contrast, Chase is dressed in somewhat casual
clothing dark pants, taupe vest, and navy coat. What stands out with his apparel are the
whale pins that he wears around his neck and that decorate his jacket. His clothing and
attitude on the ship reflect that he is comfortable in this maritime world. Chase proves
that he will be the one the crew looks to for leadership at the beginning of the voyage by
quickly solving a problem with one of the sails. As the Essex is leaving the harbor for the
open water, the men are busy on deck, but a problem arises: a sail gets stuck. It will not
break free despite much pulling and tugging from the deck hands. There is much anxiety
surrounding the problem. One man yells to him, “It won’t clear Mr. Chase, no…it still
won’t clear.” Chase is then filmed in a quarter-turn shot as he swiftly removes his jacket
and climbs up the ropes to the very highest part of the ship. The camera catches this event
in a fast moving mix of shots ranging from high-angle, low-angle, bird’s-eye, and eyelevel as
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Figure 15. Warner Brothers. Chris Hemsworth as Owen Chase Handling the Ropes In the
Heart of the Sea film (2015). Chase looks more comfortable in his casual clothing aboard
the Essex.
Chase quickly ascends up the ropes, pulls out a knife and with a smooth slice, cuts the
rope that is keeping the sail bound. These shots are intermixed with images of the
captain, looking on with worried concern. As a man calls out, “Nice work, Mr. Chase,” it
is obvious that he has earned the respect of the sailors through swift action.
Decisive leadership is definitely one of Captain Ahab’s qualities, but unlike Chase
who strives to be helpful to his crew, Ahab’s mind is not focused on his crew at all. In
many ways, Melville’s captain has come to symbolically represent rogue leadership.
Americans are constantly bombarded by news reports and information regarding our
leaders. Senators, congressmen, presidents, and governors, often persuade and influence
the American public.
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Figure 16. Terry Ribera. Captain Ahab. His clouded eye symbolically represents selfcentered and distorted thinking.
Abramson believes that Ahab represents “every leader of every country who asks the
population to trust him, follow him” come what may (1). Just like a massive white whale
left its mark on the 238-ton Essex ship in 1819, Captain Ahab has left an indelible
impression on the American psyche. Philbrick believes that through Captain Ahab,
“Melville shows us how susceptible we ordinary people are to the seductive power of a
great and demented man” (“Why” 37). There is definitely a negative association with
him. Yet, Ahab’s qualities are not entirely corrupt. What Insko sees as the “Ahab Trope”
makes him a “cultural artifact” that can be “deployed either to praise or condemn: in
American public discourse, Captain Ahabs appear as both reckless authoritarians and as
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heroic strivers, threats to the body politic and emblems of human achievement, men to be
feared and men to be admired, exemplars of tragic hubris and models of undaunted
courage” (Insko 28-9). Many times, the Captain Ahab metaphor draws on the negative
aspect of his leadership qualities, but Insko sees that there are two sides to Captain
Ahab’s leadership, one is reckless, the other courageous. These two sides of Captain
Ahab are what make him so engaging as an American icon. Melville’s Captain Ahab can
be read in a literal or symbolic way. In a literal reading, the focus is on his monomaniacal
revenge; in a symbolic, reading the emphasis is on his quest to understand more about our
human existence. This dichotomy between reckless and courageous leadership
perpetuates Captain Ahab’s identity as an American icon because he represents the
American fascination with politics and religion.
Terry Ribera’s (see Figure 16) image is a literal interpretation of Captain Ahab as
a lonely revenge-filled leader with clouded vision focused more on death than on life. He
is dangerous to his crew because he is only focused on the morbid goal of killing MobyDick. This is his personal revenge quest and he is not concerned with anyone else around
him. One interesting aspect of the artwork is Captain Ahab’s eye. The eye positioned on
the left side is not clear, it is covered with a white cloudy film suggesting more about
Captain Ahab’s mental state than his actual vision. This clouded eye represents not only
how his wounded leg distorts his thinking but also how he is focused inward and not
outward at his crew. In the image, the whale, coffin, blood, harpoon, and trail of smoke
are indicators of death. He is not focused on the life that is going on all around him with
the men that he’s in charge of or the real goal of
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Figure 17. Lalit Kumar Singh. Longman Critical Edition Cover of Moby-Dick. This
illustration reflects the symbolic interpretation of Captain Ahab’s search for God.
seeking whale oil for profit. His leadership style is isolated and intensely self-centered,
the product of an ego focused only on a desire for revenge.
Here in figure 17, Longman’s Critical Edition Moby-Dick book cover shows the
Pequod falling from the sky in a more symbolic interpretation of Captain Ahab’s
frustration at existence and a God that he struggles to understand. This image seeks to
acknowledge a higher power with the images of sky, clouds, and birds. The men falling
from the boat are lost, fallen, helpless to save themselves from an unknown power.
Captain Ahab can be seen in the top left corner with his white leg attempting to pierce the
cloud as a visual reference to Melville’s “pasteboard masks” that Captain Ahab wants to
strike through in an attempt to know what is on the other side of this life (136). From this
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image, the reader can gather Captain Ahab’s helplessness in the face of something larger,
bigger, and unstoppable. Be it God or gravity, in this image, the whale is replaced to
show man’s struggle for survival in an upside down world. Captain Ahab is searching for
answers in his pursuit of the white whale. Davey notes that Captain Ahab’s “wound is
more psychological than physical” (150). He elaborates on this theme by explaining that
“Ahab sees many things in Moby-Dick,” he sees his wounded leg but mostly his revenge
is focused on “a type of existential and Job-like rage against an ambivalent but malignant
cosmos” (150). In this way, Captain Ahab’s quest is more symbolic of his frustration at
not understanding the mysteries of existence and his frustration at the problems humans
endure.
One way Melville shows the spiritual aspect of Captain Ahab’s quest is through
the use of biblical names. From Ishmael ending the novel as an orphan to Elijah
foreshadowing a possible unlucky voyage, the biblical names imply symbolic meaning.
Melville told Hawthorne, “I have written a wicked book, and feel spotless as a lamb
(Davey 52). Part of the wickedness is Captain Ahab and the way he leads his crew.
According to the King James Version of the Bible, Ahab was “the most wicked and most
powerful of the kings of Northern Israel” (605). After he married Jezebel, the two
introduced idol worship into Judaism. This idol worship, along with Captain Ahab’s
attempts to exterminate the prophets and the worship of Jehovah, give him the status as a
wicked Old Testament king. Melville’s Captain Ahab shows the reader a different form
of idol worship, one that worships questioning. Thompson sees the purpose of this
questioning is to probe the “contrast between so-called orthodox religious dogma and the
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tragic truth of human experience” (Slade 15). Melville feels “spotless as a lamb” because
he is encouraging his readers to think for themselves and he believes this to be a worthy
goal. His Captain Ahab represents an ability to question and wonder. Through Captain
Ahab he is striving to elucidate the problems of real life; the real injuries humans acquire
both physical and mental just by living on planet earth. He questions “all those malicious
agencies which some deep men feel eating in them, till they are left living on with half a
heart and half a lung” (Melville 153). Many times the doctrines that are taught through
religion cannot solve these injustices, cannot heal the wounds of body and mind. To
Melville, spiritual life and temporal life just didn’t match up. So, Captain Ahab leads his
crew not only on a quest to kill Moby-Dick but also on a journey to question religion.
This was a courageous thing to do during antebellum American when religious
revivalism spread throughout the United States.
The religious revival before the Civil War was due to the Second Great
Awakening amongst Protestant congregations in an effort to prepare for the Second
Coming of Jesus Christ. Within the whaling community and within the pages of MobyDick, the Quaker religion is prominent. Quakerism and American whaling came with a
strange mix of financial pursuits and spirituality. The Quakers, an off-shoot of the Church
of England, came to America to escape religious persecution. Their name derives from a
scripture in Ezra 9:4, which suggests trembling at the words of God. According to
Philbrick, in 1702 a Nantucket woman by the name of Mary Starbuck was moved to tears
by a Quaker minister and converted to the religion (“Heart” 8). It was her conversion that
brought Quakerism to the small island off the coast of Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Thus
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Nantucket, the most important whaling port of the world, became a place where religion
and capitalism coexisted fairly peacefully. Philbrick explains it this way, “Nantucketers
saw no contradictions between their livelihood and their religion. God himself had
granted them dominion over the fishes of the sea. All shared in a common, spiritually
infused mission—to maintain a peaceful life on land while raising bloody havoc at sea”
(“Heart” 9). Melville believes, “The Nantucketer alone resides and riots on the sea. This
is his home; there lies his business, which Noah’s flood would not interrupt” (55). He
also notes Nantucket’s sailors to be “whale-hunters” and “fighting Quakers…Quakers
with a vengeance” (63). Captain Ahab is exactly that, a Quaker with a vengeance.
Melville waits to introduce the reader to Captain Ahab so that the tension and the
wonderment of this “grand, ungodly, god-like man” can build (68). The reader knows of
Ahab, knows of the last voyage where he lost his leg, knows that he is “desperate moody
and savage sometimes,” but Ahab does not make an actual appearance until Chapter 28
(69). “Like the shark in the movie Jaws, his entrance is all the more powerful because of
the delay” (Philbrick “Why” 33). Once he does appear, his visual image is a powerful
one. He stands on the quarter-deck, his face marked by a white lightning-like scar (102).
“Ahab stood before them with a crucifixion in his face; in all the nameless regal
overbearing dignity of some mighty woe” (103). His presence with the “barbaric white
leg” that had been fashioned from a “polished bone of the sperm whale’s jaw” makes a
formidable impression on the narrator, Ishmael (103). Melville sets Ahab up as a dark
and disturbed force. He is a powerful leader with a presence.

55
Ahab’s reckless leadership is shown in his promise of a gold doubloon for the
man that finds the white whale. This object is a symbol of the truth that human beings are
easily bought with the promise of financial reward. Ahab can be compared to an
unethical business

Figure 18. Oswald Morris. The Gold Doubloon used in the 1956 film adaptation of
Moby-Dick. The gold doubloon is a symbol of how easily humankind can be persuaded to
do unethical things for money.
man offering to increase salaries for a project that would damage the environment or an
immoral politician willing to pay off advisors to direct government funds to his own
business venture. As a man with forty years of experience as a captain on the sea, Ahab is
a leader that knows how to coerce, bribe, and entice men to do his bidding. He tells
Starbuck, “Forty years of continual whaling! Forty years of privation, and peril, and
storm-time! Forty years to make war on the horrors of the deep” (Melville 445). He is
tired of whaling life. He believes his years on the sea have primed him for war with the
whale that injured him. He’s obsessed and explains, Moby-Dick “tasks me, he heaps me;
I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable
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thing is chiefly what I hate” (136). Ahab has the strength, focus, and enough anger inside
of him about his situation to go after the whale that injured him. He just needs to get the
crew to buy into it. As he gathers the men together, he entices them with the offering of a
gold doubloon. Money, bribery, a reward for the crew’s loyalty and a little competition to
see who can find the white whale first. “Look ye! D’ye see this Spanish ounce of gold?—
holding up a broad bright coin to the sun—it is a sixteen-dollar piece, men. D’ye see it?”
(Melville 134). Then he offers it up. The man that finds this white whale will win the
prize because this is “what ye have shipped for men! To chase that white whale on both
sides of land, and over all sides of earth, till he spouts black blood and rolls fin out”
(135). Melville explains that with the promise of financial reward, the crew took their
“oaths of violence and revenge” (148). Even Starbuck explains, “Aye, and say’st the men
have vow’d thy vow; say’st all of us are Ahabs. Great God forbid!” (421). Ahab is
changing the plan; he’s restructuring the goal. The gold doubloon is a symbol that shows
Ahab’s willingness to bribe and his men’s eagerness to be bought with the promise of
financial reward.
Just as the gold doubloon is a symbol for a larger idea, Ahab’s white whale is a
symbol for God. Ahab is leading his crew to hunt the whale in a symbolic search for
answers about what powers the universe. Over the years, viewing Moby-Dick as a
symbol for deity has taken root in the analysis of many writers. Thompson notes that
Ahab is angered by God’s tyranny and tries to “pay God back in his own cruel terms”
(Slade 14). White believes Ahab’s God to be the Jehovah of the Old Testament, an angry
and powerful God (Slade 16-7). Braswell reports that the whale becomes “an imposing
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symbol of divine power” (Slade 18). These writers found evidence in Melville’s text to
conclude the whale to be a symbol of the Almighty. Melville himself explains the
“Albino whale” to be a “symbol of spiritual things, nay, the very veil of the Christian’s
Deity” (162-3). So, the white whale is a symbol of God and the “mask” that exists and
makes Him unknowable to man (Melville 136). Ahab’s rant about striking through the
pasteboard mask is an attempt to discover and question the power that gives life and
enables the ability to think. Ahab wonders, “But if the great sun move not of himself; but
is as an errand-boy in heaven; not one single start can revolve, but by some invisible
power; how then can this one small heart beat; this one small brain think thoughts unless
God does that beating, does that thinking, does that living, and not I” (444-5). Ahab
wants to understand the power that enables life to thrive. Davey believes that “Melville
transformed the hunt for whales and for the great white whale in particular into a dense,
fictional world within which he could explore the deepest profundities of the universe
and the human soul, all of which were embodied symbolically in Moby-Dick himself”
(16). If the white whale is a veil of God then, it is logical that Ahab and his crew must die
in their quest to pass through the veil. Only through death are real answers found. In this
way, Ahab’s act of war on God is really a suicide mission. The mystery of what this life
means and what it’s all about can only be found through death. It is then no surprise when
Moby-Dick destroys the Pequod and all the men die except Ishmael. Ahab was searching
for a knowledge that can only be completely fulfilled in death.
Death to whales and men was not unusual in the whaling occupation. Whaling
was of course, an ecological nightmare. Unfortunately, for these massive creatures,
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humans discovered that whale oil was useful for illumination. During Melville’s day,
ships were sailing the great oceans in search of the largest animal on planet earth.
Whalers hunted the 40,000 pound mammals and supported “one of the bloodiest business
the world has ever known” (Philbrick, “How Nantucket” 1). Whalers would sail out for
long periods of time, often two to three years, in search of killing whales for profit.
Dvorky reports that in the nineteenth century, over 236,000 whales were killed (1).
America led the world in this slaughter. According to Applebom, “the United States
whaling fleet peaked in 1846 with 735 ships out of 900 in the world. Whaling was the
fifth-largest industry in the United States; in 1853 alone, 8,000 whales were slaughtered
for whale oil shipped to light lamps around the world, plus sundry other parts used in
hoop skirts, perfume, lubricants, and candles” (1). Whale oil was a desired commodity.
Even now, the human world interferes with the whale’s ability to live a peaceful
life. Although electricity and kerosene eventually took over the need to slaughter whales
for oil, whaling is still practiced today in Iceland, Norway, and Japan for food. This is not
the only threat to whales. According to a recent film titled Sonic Sea (2015), there are
over 60,000 commercial ships traversing the world’s oceans. These ships combined with
deep ocean blasting to find oil, gas, and sonar equipment used by the US military are
causing the noise environment of our oceans to be unbearable for whales that use their
sense of sound to hunt, pick mates, and locate other whales. The noise of propellors and
engines in the ocean vibrate through the water. According to the movie, “the incessant
and increasing cacophony masks whales’ ability to hear and be heard, hindering their
ability to prosper and ultimately to survive.” The film displays events where whales
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beach themselves just to get away from the noise. Human presence on the oceans
continues to cause harm to these great mammals. The commercial efforts of harvesting
whale oil and using the ocean for capitalistic gain is a true sign of humans often
overlooking care of the planet in search of profit. Often, it is without regard for the
animal life that is affected. During the 1800s, and even today, it is easy to justify harming
whales when it is part of a process that is important to humans.
Not only were the whales injured and killed through whaling, it could be a
horrific job for the men involved. Flower suggests that Melville viewed hunting whales
as “arduous and terrifying encounters with a prey that could—and very often did—
escape, elude, outwit, injure, crush, and destroy attackers” (144). This was not an easy or
pleasant job but a “sanction to the ruthlessness of capitalism” (Flower 145). Philbrick
reports that the people of Nantucket were very familiar with death. In 1810, forty-seven
fatherless children lived on the little island and “almost a quarter of the women over the
age of twenty-three had been widowed by the sea” (“Heart” 14). This was an occupation
with many fatalities. Of course, Ahab takes up his relentless pursuit of Moby-Dick
because of the injury to his leg. The whale had “reaped away Ahab’s leg, as a mower a
blade of grass in the field” (153). This tragedy overwhelms Ahab, “Aye, Aye! It was that
accursed white whale that razed me…I’ll chase him round Good Hope, and round the
Horn, and round Norway Maelstrom, and round perdition’s flames before I give him up”
(135). Pursuing whale oil for profit had a huge negative consequence for Ahab and he
cannot forget or forgive because he is reminded of it every day through his injury.
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Ahab was guilty of not seeing a connection between humans and nature.
Interdependence is a theme in this image (see Figure 19) created by William Pocock.
Here the viewer is

Figure 19. William Pocock. Kindle Edition Cover of Moby-Dick. This book cover shows
the interconnection between man and nature.
offered a representation of the interconnectedness of man and whale. The small yellow
stars indicate the heavens and the unknown. The white lines of the whale represent
goodness, purity or a connection to the divine. The black lines represent Ahab and the
darkness in human nature. Ahab’s handicap is represented by the red leg that symbolizes
injuries and challenges in life. The entire image is encased in blue to remind the viewer
of the ocean and its importance to both human and whale. Pocock superimposed the two
figures, whale and man on top of one another, to indicate the significant connection
between humankind and nature. Flower acknowledges that the ocean in Moby-Dick
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represents nature and in many ways, humans and all the other creatures are enmeshed
with it even though “these vital interdependencies com

Figure 20. Glasshouse Images. Gregory Peck as Captain Ahab. The 1956 Film
Adaptation of Moby-Dick. This image indicates a connection between Abraham Lincoln
and Captain Ahab.
monly go unrecognized.” He then offers John Muir’s oft-quoted remark, “when we try to
pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe” (139).
Yet Ahab cannot see this connection and many of our current American leaders deny it.
Good leadership is needed to create a world where the interconnectedness of man and
nature is respected.
Hollywood reinforced the idea of Ahab as both a reckless and courageous leader in the
1956 film titled Moby-Dick. In this film, Gregory Peck portrayed Ahab as a dark and
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intense man. Hoberman describes Peck’s performance as an “evil Abraham Lincoln”
because of his intense acting and costuming (1). The black top hat, lanky body, and thick
beard definitely yield a comparison to Lincoln. Perhaps this costuming was purposeful
and added an extra dimension to the film for the purpose of drawing comparisons to the
Civil War. As Melville wrote his masterpiece, the issue of slavery divided the nation. It
took the strength and leadership of Abraham Lincoln to work through the necessary
events to end the institution that rocked America’s core belief that all men are created
equal. Lincoln led the nation through a bloody and difficult war that was fought for
moral, constitutional, political, and economic reasons. Just like Ahab, Lincoln had to be
both a reckless and a courageous leader.

Figure 21. Kino Lorber. Gregory Peck as Captain Ahab Strapped to the White Whale.
Moby-Dick Film (1956). Web. In this image, Captain Ahab is filled with hubris and a
reckless disregard for life and the power of nature.
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When considering the courageous aspect of Ahab’s ability to lead, it is important
to note that this courage is connected to a spiritual quest. This spiritual quest is marked in
the 1956 movie Moby-Dick by the sign of white sea birds. At the end of the movie, the
birds appear as Ahab’s crew is rowing towards the whale. The camera captures the birds
flying in the sky above the men as they row and also captures them alone flying though
the sky with the sound of wings flapping. The sound track is quiet except for a whoosing
sound that resembles wings beating the air. The birds are plentiful, gathered in the sky
going this way and that way, hovering above the men, and above the sea. Ahab
acknowledges Moby-Dick and the birds calling out, “Rise now ye white whale, show us
your crooked jaw, show us your wrinkled brow, rise.” He looks around and calls out,
“The birds - The birds…he rises”. Rowland acknowledges that “it is a widespread and
extremely ancient belief that the soul assumes the form of a bird or, put more extremely,
that all birds are human souls” (xiii). He continues, “the idea that the bird represents the
soul as opposed to the body, the spiritual in contrast to the earthly, seems to be universal”
(xiv). In this case, the birds are a sign of the souls of Ahab and his crew that are on a
spiritual quest and will soon be released to God. The birds are there to signify death.
Another aspect of Ahab is expressed in the sign of the whale’s eye. In the 1956
movie Moby-Dick the whale’s eye is a sign that Ahab is filled with an “unhealthy type of
self-love” that is akin to hubris (Burton 4). Burton explains that hubris leads to
destruction and is often accompanied by arrogance (4). Moby-Dick’s eye is shown after
Ahab’s small boat has been smashed and he is floating in the ocean. Ahab grabs onto the
ropes and harpoons that are attached to the whale and climbs up to make a final attempt
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to kill the whale in an act of revenge on the beast that disabled him. As Ahab climbs up,
the whale's eye is shown in a close up shot that indicates he sees Ahab and knows what
he is up to. This shot acknowledges the whale as a thinking, breathing, being. Ahab is
filled with anger as he continually stabs the whale saying, “From Hell’s heart I stab at
thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.” In this way, Ahab is a leader filled with
hubris and self importance. He has no humility in the face of nature. Ahab is a reckless
leader because he is not willing to see the whale as the more powerful being on the ocean.

Figure 22. Warner Brothers. Whale’s Eye. An image from In the Heart of the Sea film
(2015). Man’s insignificance to the mighty whale is shown in this shot.
Ahab cannot acknowledge nature’s power, but Chase Owen in the film, In the Heart of
the Sea, represents a leader that comes to understand his own insignificance and through
this humility, gains the respect of his crew mates. This divergence is shown through
dialogue, photography and the sign of the whale’s eye. Captain George Pollard and First
Mate Owen Chase debate mankind’s position on planet earth after a massive white whale
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destroyed their ship and stranded twenty men on three small lifeboats almost 3,000 miles
away from land. After being stranded for thirty-four days on the open sea, the men see
land. Arriving on sparse shores, they scramble to find bird eggs, fish and fresh water. Yet
these things are not abundant and it becomes clear that they must leave. Before they
leave, circled around the light of fire, Chase gives voice to his concerns. The script reads:
“Chase: What have we done to offend God?
Pollard: The only creature to have offended God here is the whale.
Chase: Not us? Not our arrogance? Not our greed? Look where we find
ourselves.
Pollard: We are supreme creatures made in God’s own likeness. Earthly kings
whose business it is to circumnavigate the planet bestowed to us, to bend nature to
our will.
Chase: You really feel like an earthly king? After everything we’ve been through?
We’re nothing, we’re specks, dust.”
Once back at sea, through the use of a bird’s-eye view camera angle, the director
of photography conveys not only man’s insignificance and vulnerability compared to the
strength and size of the great white whale, but also the divergent paths of thought that
Chase and Pollard take because of their situation on the high seas. Giannetti explains that
the bird’s-eye shot is the most disorienting angle of all because it permits the viewer “to
hover above a scene like all-powerful gods. The people photographed seem vulnerable
and insignificant” (13). Towards the end of the movie, there are just two small boats
carrying starving seamen trying desperately to find land or another boat. In a bird’s-eye
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view shot, the two boats sit in the water looking small and weak in the vast ocean. The
whale swims between them. This is captured in an amazing photographic moment as the
image lines up small boat, giant whale, small boat. The whale is at least four times as
long as the small sea crafts. The image is not only a comparison of how enormous the
whale is compared to the boats, but also represents a symbolic division between two
world views. Chase in one boat represents a humbled understanding of his place in the
world, Pollard in the other boat still clinging to the idea that man reigns supreme even
over the beasts of the sea. An emaciated Owen Chase stands ready to spear the great fish.
The camera captures the moment from the view of the whale moving swiftly through the
water yet just as he comes within inches of the boat, he swerves away. This image is
captured in an extreme low angle. The camera is under the whale looking up towards the
sunlight. The viewer sees how close the men come to total destruction but the whale
holds off. Chase holds the lance as his Captain continues to implore him to throw the
weapon to injure the whale. Yet, in a turn of events, Owen Chase, the great whale killer,
gets a good look at the whale’s eye. The camera captures this in a high angle shot. The
whale’s large imposing eye looks directly at the men. Then, the camera switches to a low
angle shot of Chase holding the lance. In the left corner of the screen he looks mad,
crazed by hunger and revenge but drops the lance. The whale looks at him, he looks at
the whale. There seems to be a recognition in Chase regarding his place in this battle. The
whale in his strength and dominion over the sea would undoubtedly win. His captain tells
him, “you are a damn fool.” The low angle shots of Chase with the sun at his back
indicate that he is not a fool. The subtext, conveyed by photography is more important
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than the dialogue. Chase has been humbled and understands that in this aquatic world, the
whale reigns supreme. Even after all they went through on the open ocean, a young
Thomas Nickerson acknowledges his appreciation of Chase Owen’s leadership. At the
end of the movie, Nickerson states, “It’s been an honor sir — to sail with you.” This
simple act of gratitude shows that leaders need a sense of humility so they don’t get
wrapped up in their own goals or their own egos. The whale’s eye is a sign of a need for
humble leadership and acknowledgement of the power of the larger forces that threaten
humankind.
Captain Ahab is a strange mix of what Americans like and dislike in a leader. He
has this quality of being able to commit whole-heartedly to a goal without fear or
remorse. Yet, neither his literal goal of hunting the whale nor his symbolic goal of
finding God takes into account the desires of those aboard his ship. According to
President Harry S.Truman, “Men make history and not the other way around. In periods
where there is no leadership, society stands still. Progress occurs when courageous,
skillful leaders seize the opportunity to change things for the better” (Kruse 1). Brooks
believes that change, good change, only comes about when leaders are focused on the
“long game” and are “willing to throw themselves toward their goals imaginatively,
boldly, and remorselessly” (3). This is a worthy plan if the goals imagined consider the
“greatest common good” (Brooks 1). In this time period when American leadership is
failing to guide the country in a positive direction, America needs leaders that are both
willing to commit to worthwhile goals and able to consider the desires of the majority.
Unfortunately, Captain Ahab reminds us how hard it is to find a leader that does this.
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CHAPTER 6
SELF-RELIANCE
Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that…iron
string.
Ralph Waldo Emerson
In the Heart of the Sea (2015) film, the hammer is a sign of human vulnerability
when compared to the strength and power of a large white whale. The first mate, Owen
Chase attempts to repair a damaged boat so he and his crew can go back out to hunt for
whales. Determined to get back out to sea and frustrated that he is missing the action by
having to fix his boat, he vigorously hammers nails into broken wood. Giannetti notes,
“loud sounds tend to be forceful, intense, and threatening” (208). In this case, this sound
is threatening not to the audience but to a male sperm whale. Philbrick believes that the
hammer sounds were similar to the sounds that whales use to communicate and to
challenge each other. He explains, “with every blow of his hammer against the side of the
damaged boat, Chase was unwittingly transmitting sounds down through the wooden skin
of the whale ship out into the ocean (“Heart” 87). This is shown on-screen with the sound
and image of the hammer combined with a shot of the whale moving swiftly through the
water. These images are captured right before the
whale collides with the Essex. This collision is so powerful that the men become like ragdolls, thrown across the deck. Visually, the hammer is a sign of the men’s vulnerable
situation. They are in a physical world where hammer and nails are easily destroyed by a
stronger force.
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In Easy A, human vulnerability is shown in another way through Olive Pendergast
and her convoluted situation. In this movie, human hands, a stapler, and pencils are used
as signs of emotional vulnerability. Stancu explains that “although we may not place
adulterers on the town pedestal anymore, that doesn’t mean we are a society free of
judgment”(2). She goes on to explain that American teenagers would agree that gossip
can travel down high school hallways and through cell phones with amazing speed (3).
This gossip can be crippling to the person being talked about. Despite her confidence and
her part in the humors about her sex life, Olive Pendergast admits, “that’s the one thing
the movies don’t tell you—how shitty it feels to be an outcast.” Mary Ann Bryant
encourages others to campaign against Olive’s immoral lifestyle. Mary Ann leads the
“cross your heart” club, a club devoted

Figure 23. Warner Brothers. The Essex and the Whale. In the Heart of the Sea film
(2015). In this image, film makers capture the whale’s attack on The Essex
to abstaining from sex until marriage. Her hands represent the human element of religious
and societal judgment along with the psychological and emotional pain that exclusion
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inflicts. As the leader of this club, Mary Ann feels justified in doling out judgment about
pre- marital sex because abstinence is part of her religion.

Figure 24. Amanda Bynes plays Mary Ann Bryant in the movie Easy A (2010). The
pencil symbolically represents the sharp jabs of human judgment.
Mary Ann and Olive are in the school office together twice. The first time, Mary Ann
repeatedly hits a stapler with her hand. The second time, she continually sharpens pencils.
In both these situations, her hands represent the human element of judgment, the stapler
and pencil signify the sharp emotional pain it wields. As the conflict comes to a climax,
Olive feels the wrath of the school come down on her as students are protesting her
sexual antics with posters and chants. She feels alienated and states, “Never
underestimate the power of extremists like Mary Ann, they sense a weakness and pounce
like jungle cats. The wack pack just gets bigger and bigger, but at least they have a pack.
I have to get used to being by myself.” So, through these signs, it becomes apparent that
there are many possible injuries to humans: injuries that are external and injuries that are
internal.
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Humans are vulnerable creatures. While Hawthorne focused his attention on
internal vulnerabilities, Melville examined external forces. In Ahab’s case, his
vulnerability is shown through the external injury of a barbaric white leg. This physical
injury is a visual reminder of ailments that can happen to the body. Hester’s injuries are
internal, existing in the heart and mind. These injuries cannot be seen. A broken heart,
exclusion from a group, shame, embarrassment, and guilt are part of Hester’s inner
world. Both sorts of injuries can be difficult and painful. The two characters' fictional life
situations seem bleak, yet both are able to create a plan within their circumstances that
show strength and courage. Ahab could have chosen to give up whaling; Hester could
have moved to a new town. Yet, neither runs away from their difficult existence. What
did Hawthorne and Melville want readers to gather from these two fictional lives?
Matthiessen believes that, “Hawthorne was concerned with depicting the good and evil
within man’s heart” yet, Melville was not so concerned with the individual, but with
“titanic uncontrollable forces which seem to dwarf man altogether” (441). Both men
strive for answers in navigating life’s difficult pathways. Through Hester and Ahab, these
two American writers turn to the American virtue of self reliance for possible solutions.
Ralph Waldo Emerson was another writer noted by F.O. Matthiessen as being an
important part of the American Renaissance. Emerson’s ancestors were New England
ministers. He graduated from Harvard, worked as a school teacher, and became a writer.
Wayne believes Emerson to be, “one of the most important writers and thinkers in
American literary history” (98). He was a prolific writer, but is most known for his work
with the Transcendentalist movement; a movement that took religion in a new direction
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and emphasized nature as a source for healing and inspiration. In 1841, Emerson
published an essay titled, “Self Reliance.” Bloom explains this as Emerson’s most
important work and the matrix of what he calls, “the American Religion” (169).
Emerson’s grand ideas are very American in that he champions each individual’s
freedom to decide how to guide his or her life. There is an absence of God, a removal of
organized religion and an emphasis placed on listening to an inner voice that is at the
heart of his ideas. He explains, “To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true
for you in your private heart, is true for all men—that is genius” (27). And then, these
empowering words, “Nothing can bring you peace but yourself” (51). Certainly, Emerson
viewed self reliance as a positive attribute that should be cultivated.
His writings influenced both Hawthorne and Melville, but the two men had
varying opinions on the topic of self reliance. Hawthorne embraced Emerson’s ideas
while Melville saw potential problems. Kennedy-Andrews believes that it is possible to
read The Scarlet Letter as a campaign for self reliance. He entertains the idea that the
book is “an attack upon the sterile conventions of institutionalized society (44). It is true
that Hawthorne’s sympathy rests with Hester and not with the community that scorns her.
Yet, Hawthorne does not completely discount the value of organized religion or the
restraints placed on individuals by society. Dunne believes The Scarlet Letter upholds the
idea of self reliance but also sees value in the qualities that “secure the welfare of
society” (39). Self reliant, Hester does not get her magic ending. She does not sail off to
Britain with Arthur and Pearl in a Disney-like happily-ever-after. Hawthorne was not
willing to tie his book up in a neat package that would have given approval to adultery.
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That would have been a shocking ending for a book written in 1850 about an early New
England Puritan community. Instead, Hawthorne takes a middle ground, balancing an
approval of self reliance and society’s constraints with Hester growing through the
adversity and alienation imposed on her by the Puritan community.
As for Melville, his work seems more of a critique on the destructive influence of
self reliance. Donoghue interprets Moby-Dick as an overwhelming statement of
“Emerson gone wrong” and Ahab as representing totalitarianism (65). Matthiessen finds
that “No more challenging counter statement to Emerson’s self reliance has yet been
written” (Donoghue 37). There is a definite sentiment that Melville and Emerson did not
see eye to eye on this issue. Melville insisted, “Nay, I do not oscillate in Emerson’s
rainbow, but prefer rather to hang myself in mine own halter than swing in any other
man’s swing” (Matthiessen 435). Melville’s Ahab demonstrates that bold self reliance
can go terribly wrong. Without a doubt, Hawthorne’s Hester and Melville’s Ahab are
“self-reliant questers” (Bloom “Daemon” 175). Yet, their quests take on very different
meaning within their social spheres. Hawthorne and Melville envisioned divergent
outcomes with their self-reliant characters and reveal the truth that self reliance can really
be a positive or negative American value depending on the person and the situation.
This image (see Figure 25) by Doug Zider, captures self reliant Captain Ahab as a
lonely and isolated individual. Despite the fact that he has crew members aboard the ship,
Ahab is essentially alone. This is by his own choosing. The water crashing over the sides
of the boat represent Ahab’s life. He will soon drown in loneliness if his obsession for the
white
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Figure 25. Doug Zider. Ahab Alone on the Pequot. In this image, Captain Ahab is
portrayed as a lonely and isolated leader.
whale doesn’t get him first. American culture hasn’t served him well. S. Johnson notes
that “our culture’s established social and psychological ideas of adulthood” teach us “that
maturity means being independent and self-sufficient. The notion of the invulnerable
warrior who face life and danger alone is long ingrained in our culture” (21). So, Ahab’s
barbaric white leg becomes not only a physical ailment but also a mental ailment. He
turns to self-reliance because his culture has taught him that dependence on others is
something undesirable.
In Figure 26, we see actress Lillian Gish as Hester Prynne on the platform of the
pillory. She is a lovely Hester with thick red lips and almond-shaped eyes gazing
heavenward. Her upwards glance is symbolic of looking to God for strength to endure. In
this photo, she stands apart from the rest of the community, singled out as a pariah. A
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female in the crowd thinks she ought to die because she “brought shame upon us all”
(Hawthorne 36).It is interesting

Figure 26. Henrik Sartov. Lillian Gish as Hester. The Scarlet Letter Film (1926). Hester
is vulnerable as she stands alone with her baby in front of the Puritan community. She
looks up to God for strength.

that most mortals would have crumbled under such condemnation, neither madness or
suicide is available to Hester because she must embrace motherhood. Yet, even
motherhood doesn’t explain Hester’s resilience. Olds and Schwartz note that “Man is a
social animal. That commonplace observation is true at the most basic level. Our
biological survival depends on our attachments” (38). Hester’s self reliance is especially
impressive because she has no one to turn to; she has no attachments. Her independence
is forced rather than selected; she is a solitary self-reliant woman.
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Hester’s embroidery work on the scarlet letter and Ahab’s barbaric whalebone leg
are two significant symbols dealing with self reliance. For Hester, deciding to make the
scarlet letter beautiful with her needlework sends a message about her private thoughts
concerning the punishment given to her through the Puritan leaders. The Puritan
community is her group, her society, and even though she is relatively new to the place,
she cannot help but feel the weight of their judgment of her. Baym expresses the
challenge that Hester faces in this way, “Arthur is the darling insider while she is in many
ways an outsider even before her deed exposes her to public disgrace” (Morey 91). This
lack of protection is both a “disadvantage and a blessing” (91). Obviously, it is a
disadvantage in the beginning, but as time moves on, her initial vulnerable position turns
into a strength because Hester is not hiding anything from her community. The idea of
her sinning against God’s laws is, in someways, irrelevant because her Puritan society
took it upon themselves to play God in their judgment of her. Even from the beginning
she is able to create her own way of accepting this man-made punishment. When she
appears in the market place, she boldly wears the scarlet letter “surrounded with elaborate
embroidery and fantastic flourishes of gold thread” (Hawthorne 37). The women see that
Hester is making “a pride out of what they, worthy gentlemen meant for a punishment”
(Hawthorne 38). Baym sees strength in this gesture. She explains that Hester’s
embroidery work on the scarlet letter is “denying its literal meaning” and “by applying
this art to her own letter she puts her gift to work in the service of her private thoughts
and feelings rather than in support of public rituals” (Morey 93). Hester knows herself.
She also knows that the passion she shared with Arthur “had a consecration of its own”
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(Hawthorne 134). In many ways, by making the scarlet letter beautiful, she empowers it
to be an emblem of her feminine power. The source of that power comes from her mental
ability to challenge what others may think or say that can harm her. From the very
moment she appears in public wearing the scarlet letter, she displays a belief that a strong
and creative mind can weave a beautiful life out of an undesirable situation. In this way,
Hester’s needlework on the scarlet letter shows self reliance to be a desirable attribute
when it is accompanied by a bright, imaginative mind.
The Scarlet Letter was published before Moby-Dick. In light of this, Melville had
time to learn from Hawthorne’s work. With Hester Prynne, Hawthorne created not only a
memorable female character, but also crafted a deep and meaningful symbol with the
scarlet letter. His ability to create an allegory through imagery and symbolism was not
lost on Melville. Blaise points out that “Melville, through Hawthorne’s tales, was
discovering a way of expanding the frame of conventional storytelling by deepening and
darkening it; in a word, he had discovered the power of allegory.” He goes on to
elaborate that Melville found not just a father figure in Hawthorne but also an “editor,
confessor, and nurturer” (Marcus and Sollors 280-2) So, in crafting Captain Ahab,
Melville yielded to Hawthorne’s example and developed his own deep symbolism with
Ahab and his barbaric white leg.
This leg, crafted from the jawbone of a whale, is a symbol of Ahab’s reaction
when his self reliance is changed. His independence and solitude are challenged by his
injury. The handicap changes his abilities; he becomes more dependent on others because
his skills and agility as a captain are reduced. McWilliams sees it this way:
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Melville suggests that in a society where solitude is a way of life, and the idea of
solitude is valued, the fact and the idea of human interdependence are
concomitantly devalued. No one exemplifies this more that Captain Ahab, who is
humiliated by and furious about his injury in large part because it has made him
tangibly dependent on others. He needs a doctor to help tend to his wounds; he
needs a carpenter to craft and repair his false leg; he needs other crew members to
assist him in climbing ladders…without others, Ahab is quite literally without a
leg to stand on. (241-2)
With this injury, he could have learned important attributes like patience,
gratitude, tolerance for imperfection, and a respect for the strength and power of nature.
Yet, this injustice is something he cannot tolerate because he is too proud to understand
or appreciate the benefit of interdependence. In his mind, he cannot justify how he, a man
that would “strike the sun” if it insulted him, could possibly be injured by a whale. He
sees his injury as an insult because he is not humbled by affliction. So, without humility
and without a willingness to see the injury as a teacher, he becomes filled with hubris and
a desire for revenge. His deluded mind convinces him that he possesses god-like power.
With this power, his authority cannot be challenged. He tells Starbuck, “There is one God
that is Lord over the earth, and one Captain that is lord over the Pequod (391). Cowan
believes that Melville is making a satire of Emerson’s transcendentalist and self-reliance
ideas through Ahab. He claims that “Ahab is so far out of harmony with Nature and the
Over-Soul that he becomes a destructive rather than a co-operative unit in the universal
scheme” (550). Essentially, Melville is reacting to Emerson’s self reliant ideas and giving
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a worst case scenario with Ahab. Ahab’s injured leg becomes a symbol of the madness
that can become a part of a person’s mental state if a person cannot accept life’s
afflictions. Whether it is an injured leg, a failed marriage, or a lost fortune, afflictions
come in many different ways. When these challenges come, it is important to maintain
self reliance if possible, but also learn from the experience. With any challenge, there is
the choice of how to react. Ahab’s self reliance can be viewed as a negative attribute
because he chooses anger instead of acceptance, selfishness instead of selflessness, war
instead of peace, and independence instead of interdependence.
The fictional lives of both Ahab and Hester reveal that self reliance is an
important trait for dealing with human vulnerability. This vulnerability is exactly what
Ahab is furious about when he comments on the “malicious agencies” that act on
humankind until we are “left living on with a half a heart and half a lung” (Melville 153).
It is exactly what Hawthorne is talking about when he explains that Hester “underwent an
agony from every footstep of those that thronged to see her, as if her heart had been flung
into the street for them all to spurn and trample upon” (38). A person must show
resilience when faced with suffering in any form. This suffering may be physical, mental,
or emotional; the potential for suffering in this life is immense. Ahab handles his pain
with a mental focus that is negative and self-centered. His own trial becomes larger than
life because it is literally all he can think about. Hester handles her situation with a
mental focus that is positive and creative. She is able to cope with her own situation by
realizing that others suffer too. Self reliance then becomes a virtue when the focus is
placed on the Christian trait of charity, it becomes a vice when the focus is selfish and
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self-centered. In the end, it is about seeing that everyone has problems and difficulties:
everyone is vulnerable in this life. The King James version of the Bible offers this much
quoted scripture, He that findeth his life shall lose it: and he that loseth his life for my
sake shall find it” (Matthew 10:39). Hester found her life in helping others; Ahab lost his
life in looking out for himself.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
Hester and Ahab remain in the collective American psyche and imagination for
many reasons. First, they are part of American history and culture because of the signs
and symbols associated with them. These symbols are fluid and creative, yielding
expressions that go beyond their original stories and subsequent iterations. This thesis
explored the original texts as well as movies and images to interpret signs and symbols
associated with the two characters. Second, they speak to the universal human trait of
unfulfilled longing. Specifically, Hester represents the collective longing for freedom in
sexual and enduring love. Ahab represents the longing to understand God, religion, and
leadership. Finally, the two characters display the American trait of self reliance. Hester’s
self reliance has an outward focus that seeks to help others while Ahab’s self reliance is
focused inward on himself. In many ways, Hester and Ahab are characters within
American culture that represent insight into themes of how
we enact individuality, how we express freedom, and how we regard self reliance.
These themes were discussed in relation to the images, signs, and symbols
associated with Hester and Ahab. Both characters reflect responses to the difficulty of the
human condition. Adversity has the potential to build inner strength or crush and destroy
the human spirit. Whether reaching for white whales, chocolate, drugs, alcohol, movies,
sex, the evening news, or Facebook friends, grasping for fleeting experiences for an
antidote doesn’t strengthen the mind or heal the soul. At least, it doesn’t really work for
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very long. This thesis discovered that Ahab’s method of seeking revenge because of an
inward mental focus on his pain and problems led to death. Yet, Hester’s method and
ability to mentally focus outward on the problems of others offered her a long and
fulfilling life. Hester discovers this because of her unselfish personality and her
experience with deep sorrow. Hawthorne explains, “Hester Prynne had no selfish ends,
nor lived in any measure for her own profit and enjoyment, people brought all their
sorrows and perplexities, and besought her counsel, as one who had herself gone through
a mighty trouble” (180). As The Scarlet Letter comes to a close, the reader realizes that
Hester found a way to be resilient through her ability to love and serve others.
Her example is so different from Ahab’s. Through the physically painful and
difficult experience of losing his leg to the white whale, he makes a choice to focus
inward on his own singular goal and mania. Thoughts of revenge consume him so that he
cannot see the needs of his crew. In contrast, Hester’s challenging emotional experience
of being brought before her community as an adulterer and the alienation brought on by
this harsh judgment does not define her life. She works through her emotional pain to
find a way beyond her own situation. She finds a focus that is outside herself and by
doing so, she is a strength to her community. And so, in pledging allegiance to the
barbaric white leg and the embroidered scarlet letter, Americans are able to access these
deeply resonant symbols as teachers that reveal two very divergent paths.
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