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The second chapter of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter offers a vivid portrayal of the societal
atmosphere in Boston, focusing particularly on the reactions of the women to the scandalous events
surrounding Hester Prynne. Through the narrator’s detailed descriptions, Hawthorne captures the complex
layers of morality, gender roles, and communal judgment that define this Puritan society. Understanding
how the narrator depicts the women’s reactions provides crucial insight into the themes of shame, societal

expectations, and the power dynamics at play in colonial Boston.

In this article, we will explore the narrator’s portrayal of the women of Boston in the second chapter,
examining the language, symbolism, and social commentary embedded in this depiction. We will analyze
how Hawthorne’s narrative style shapes our understanding of the women's reactions, and what these

reactions reveal about the larger societal values of the time.

The Context of Boston’s Society in the Second Chapter

Before delving into the reactions of the women, it is essential to understand the social setting Hawthorne
describes. Boston, as depicted in the novel, is a strict Puritan community with rigid moral codes and a
collective sense of righteousness. The community's response to sin is severe and public, emphasizing shame

and moral correction over private remorse.

In Chapter Two, Hawthorne introduces Hester Prynne, who stands on the scaffold, publicly shamed for her
adulterous act. The scene sets the stage for examining how the community, especially the women,

perceives and reacts to her punishment.



The Narrator’s Description of the Women’s Reactions

The narrator’s portrayal of the women in Boston is both detailed and symbolic. Hawthorne employs rich
descriptive language to evoke a sense of collective judgment, emotional intensity, and societal surveillance.

The women’s reactions are not merely physical but are imbued with moral and social implications.

The Women as Symbols of Moral Judgment

The women in Boston are depicted as embodiments of the community’s moral standards. Hawthorne
describes them as a “pearl of women,” emphasizing their collective moral authority and their role as moral
custodians. They are portrayed as both compassionate and stern, embodying the community’s dual desire to

uphold virtue and punish vice.

The narrator notes that these women “eyed her with a mixture of sympathy and condemnation,”
illustrating their internal conflict. Their reactions are not uniform but reflect the complex interplay of

empathy for Hester’s suffering and the societal need to reinforce moral boundaries.

The Physical Manifestation of Reactions

Hawthorne vividly describes the physical reactions of the women during the scene on the scaffold:

- Their faces are described as “pale with indignation,” showing their moral outrage.

- Some women “whispered among themselves,” indicating their discreet judgment.

- A few “looked away in horror,” highlighting the societal discomfort with the visible shame of sin.

- The narrator mentions that their “eyes were fixed upon her,” emphasizing societal surveillance and the

importance of appearances.

These descriptions serve to create an atmosphere of collective scrutiny, where the women’s reactions
symbolize the community’s shared morality. The physical manifestations underscore the societal pressure to

conform and condemn.

Expressions of Compassion and Condemnation

‘While much of the description points to condemnation, Hawthorne also hints at underlying sympathy.
Some women’s reactions reveal a tension between moral judgment and personal compassion. The narrator
states that a “few of the women looked upon her with pity,” suggesting that even within a strict

community, individual feelings of empathy can coexist with societal expectations.



This nuanced portrayal emphasizes the complex nature of moral reactions—highlighting that condemnation

is often intertwined with compassion, yet ultimately controlled by the community’s rigid standards.

Language and Literary Devices Used by Hawthorne

Hawthorne’s narrative style and literary devices deepen the reader’s understanding of the women’s

reactions. His choice of diction, imagery, and symbolism paints a vivid picture of the societal atmosphere.

Imagery and Symbolism

- The Scaffold: Central to the scene, symbolizing public shame and moral judgment.

- The Scarlet Letter: Worn by Hester, representing both her sin and her resilience, influencing how the
women perceive her.

- Light and Darkness: Hawthorne often contrasts light and darkness to symbolize knowledge and ignorance,

purity and sin—affecting the women’s reactions.

Descriptive Language

The narrator employs evocative language to depict the emotional climate:

- Words like “indignation orror,” an ity” evoke strong emotional responses.
Words like “indignation,” “h ,” and “pity” ke st tional
- Phrases that describe the women’s “fixed gaze” or “whispered words” create a sense of societal

watchfulness and gossip.

Irony and Social Commentary

Hawthorne uses irony to critique the hypocrisy of the community’s moral standards. The women’s
outward condemnation masks underlying judgment and perhaps even envy or fear. The narrator’s subtle

tone suggests that their reactions are more about maintaining social order than genuine morality.



The Impact of the Women’s Reactions on the Narrative and

Themes

The depiction of the women’s reactions is not merely descriptive but serves to reinforce several of

Hawthorne’s themes:

- Hypocrisy and Moral Rigidity: The women’s outward condemnation reveals the community’s superficial
morality.

- Public vs. Private Morality: The reactions highlight the disparity between private guilt and public
judgment.

- Gender Roles and Power: The women’s reactions reflect the societal expectations placed on women to
uphold moral standards and their role as moral enforcers.

- Isolation and Judgment: Hester’s public shaming and the women’s reactions underscore her social isolation

and the punitive nature of the community.

The narrator’s detailed description fosters a sense of critique regarding the societal mechanisms that enforce

conformity and suppress individuality.

Conclusion: Analyzing the Depth of the Women’s Reactions

In Chapter Two of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne’s narrator masterfully describes the reactions of the
women of Boston with a blend of vivid imagery, symbolism, and social commentary. Their
reactions—ranging from stern condemnation to subtle pity—serve as a mirror to the community’s collective

morality and hypocrisy.

Through these descriptions, Hawthorne explores themes of societal judgment, gender roles, and moral
rigidity, offering a critique of Puritan societal values. The detailed portrayal of the women’s reactions not
only deepens our understanding of the social fabric of colonial Boston but also highlights the complexity of

human morality and the destructive power of public shame.

In essence, the narrator’s depiction of the women of Boston in the second chapter functions as a powerful
commentary on the societal forces that shape individual behavior and collective morality, making it a

crucial element in understanding the novel’s critique of Puritanism and its moral codes.



Frequently Asked Questions

How does the narrator describe the initial reaction of the women of

Boston to Hester Prynne's public shaming?

The narrator depicts the women of Boston as being both curious and judgmental, gathering around to

watch Hester Prynne with a mix of fascination and moral superiority.

‘What specific words does the narrator use to convey the women's

feelings toward Hester during the second chapter?

The narrator uses words like 'contempt’, 'scorn’, and 'moral indignation' to illustrate the women's

disapproval and disdain toward Hester.

How are the women of Boston portrayed in their interactions with

Hester in the second chapter?

They are portrayed as condescending and self-righteous, often whispering among themselves and casting

looks of condemnation toward Hester.

Does the narrator suggest that the women’s reactions are influenced by

their social status or morality?

Yes, the narrator indicates that their reactions are rooted in their strict moral codes and social expectations,

emphasizing their sense of superiority and adherence to Puritan values.

Are there any differences in how the women of Boston react to Hester

compared to other characters in the chapter?

Yes, the women’s reactions are notably more judgmental and hostile compared to other characters, such as

Hester herself or the Reverend, who show more complex or sympathetic responses.

How does the narrator describe the collective attitude of the women

towards Hester’s punishment?

The narrator describes their attitude as one of collective moral outrage, viewing her punishment as justified

and necessary to uphold societal order.



What does the narrator say about the women’s feelings of curiosity versus

condemnation?

The narrator suggests that while the women are curious about Hester’s personal life and the identity of the

father, their primary attitude remains one of condemnation and moral superiority.

In what way does the narrator highlight the contrast between the
women’s outward appearance and their internal feelings during their

reaction?

The narrator highlights that outwardly they appear composed and righteous, but internally they may
harbor envy, resentment, or suspicion, revealing a complex emotional landscape beneath their moral

exterior.
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In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, the second chapter provides a vivid and nuanced portrayal of
the collective response of the women of Boston to Hester Prynne’s public shaming. Hawthorne’s detailed
descriptions serve not merely as a depiction of societal judgment but also as a reflection of the complex
moral and emotional landscape of the Puritan community. The narrator’s portrayal of the women’s reactions
is layered, revealing their personal convictions, societal roles, and underlying tensions. This article offers a
comprehensive examination of how Hawthorne describes these reactions, analyzing the language, imagery,

and societal implications embedded in the narrative.
Introduction: The Significance of the Women’s Reactions in The Scarlet Letter

The second chapter of The Scarlet Letter is crucial because it introduces readers to the community’s initial
response to Hester Prynne’s act of adultery. Hawthorne’s focus on the women’s reactions underscores the
themes of morality, societal judgment, and gender dynamics that permeate the novel. The reactions of the
women are not mere background details; they serve as a reflection of the Puritan ethos and the societal
mechanisms of control and condemnation. Hawthorne meticulously describes their demeanor, speech, and
inner thoughts, offering readers insight into how morality is externally enforced and internally

experienced by these women.
The Portrayal of the Women’s Appearance and Behavior

1. The Women’s Physical Reactions and Gestures



Hawthorne emphasizes the physicality of the women’s reactions, describing their gestures with precision.
For instance, he notes that they gather with a mixture of curiosity, disdain, and moral superiority. Their
postures—upright, with heads held high—signal their self-assuredness, yet their nervous glances and
whispered exchanges reveal underlying unease or judgment. Hawthorne writes that they “clustered
around her in a semicircular array,” observing Hester with “eager yet condemning eyes,” illustrating the

tension between societal scrutiny and personal morality.

2. Facial Expressions and Emotional Underpinnings

The women’s faces are described as masks revealing layered emotions. Hawthorne depicts their expressions
as a “combination of sternness and sorrow,” capturing the moral gravity they assign to Hester’s sin. Some
display “a look of pity,” conflicting with their overall condemnation, hinting at internal moral struggles.
Others exhibit “a stern, unyielding countenance,” emphasizing their role as moral enforcers. Hawthorne’s
nuanced description suggests that their reactions are not monolithic but contain shades of empathy,

judgment, and societal pressure.

3. The Role of Clothing and Appearance

Hawthorne pays attention to their attire, noting that they wear “dresses of sober hue,” aligning with
Puritan values of modesty and austerity. Their clothing symbolizes their own moral standing and societal
conformity. The contrast between their appearance and Hester’s embroidered scarlet letter accentuates the
community’s condemnation and the emphasis on outward morality. Hawthorne subtly implies that their
external appearances are part of their moral armor, allowing them to judge Hester while maintaining their

societal standing.

The Language and Tone Used to Describe the Women’s Reactions

1. Use of Formal and Moralistic Language

Hawthorne’s narration employs formal diction when describing the women, reflecting the strict moral
codes governing their community. Words like “condemned,” “shame,” and “disgrace” recur, emphasizing
the moral weight of Hester’s punishment. The tone is serious, almost solemn, reinforcing the gravity with
which the community views her transgression. Hawthorne’s choice of language amplifies the moral

righteousness attributed to the women’s reactions, positioning them as custodians of societal virtue.

2. The Contrast Between Public and Private Sentiments

While the women publicly display condemnation, Hawthorne hints at private complexities. He describes
their outward expressions as “rigid” and “stern,” but also notes fleeting “glances of sympathy” or
“embarrassment,” suggesting that their reactions are not purely condemnatory. This duality reflects the
tension between societal expectations and personal feelings, a recurring theme throughout the novel.

Hawthorne’s tone balances moral judgment with subtle acknowledgment of human fallibility.



3. Imagery and Symbolism in Their Reactions

Hawthorne employs rich imagery to depict the women’s reactions. Phrases like “the air seemed to grow
heavier,” or “a hush fell among them,” evoke a sense of collective moral weight pressing down on Hester
and amplifying her shame. The imagery of “gazing as if through a veil of moral righteousness” underscores
their self-perceived moral superiority. Hawthorne also uses symbolism, such as comparing their reactions to
“a congregation of stern angels,” to elevate their moral authority while suggesting a certain rigidity and

lack of compassion.

The Societal and Cultural Context of Their Reactions

1. The Puritan Ethos and Its Impact on Women’s Responses

The Puritan community’s strict moral code shapes the women’s reactions profoundly. Hawthorne illustrates
that their condemnation stems from deeply ingrained beliefs in sin and redemption. Their reactions are not
incidental but rooted in their role as moral guardians. Hawthorne examines how these women embody the
community’s collective values, often conflating morality with social order. The narrator subtly critiques

this by emphasizing the rigidity and superficiality of their judgments.

2. Gender Dynamics and Expectations

The novel also explores gender roles, with women depicted as moral arbiters and custodians of virtue.
Hawthorne describes their reactions as a reflection of societal expectations placed on women to uphold
moral standards. Their reactions to Hester are intertwined with their own identities as moral women who
must display virtue publicly. Hawthorne’s portrayal suggests that their reactions serve to reinforce

gendered expectations, often at the expense of compassion or understanding.

3. The Duality of Sympathy and Condemnation

Hawthorne’s description reveals an ambivalence among the women—some display outright condemnation,
while others exhibit subtle signs of sympathy or internal conflict. This duality reflects the broader societal
tension between strict adherence to moral codes and human empathy. Hawthorne’s nuanced depiction
invites readers to consider whether their reactions are driven by genuine moral conviction or social

conformity.

The Impact of the Women’s Reactions on Hester and the Narrative

1. The Psychological Effect on Hester

Hawthorne emphasizes how the women’s reactions contribute to Hester’s sense of shame and isolation. The
collective condemnation acts as a societal scalpel, cutting deeply into her self-esteem. The narrator describes

Hester’s internal state as “a mixture of defiance and despair,” highlighting the complex emotional toll of

societal judgment. The women’s reactions serve as a mirror of the community’s moral expectations, which



Hester cannot escape.
2. The Narrative Function of the Women’s Responses

The detailed portrayal of the women’s reactions functions as a narrative device to illustrate the oppressive
moral climate of the Puritan society. Hawthorne uses their responses to critique the tendency of such
communities to judge harshly and to maintain social order through moral surveillance. Their reactions also

help establish Hester’s outsider status and set the tone for her subsequent resilience and defiance.
3. Symbolic Significance in the Broader Themes

The women’s reactions symbolize the societal mechanisms that enforce conformity and punish deviation.
Hawthorne’s detailed descriptions serve as a commentary on the dangers of moral absolutism. Their
reactions represent the internalized morality that can lead to cruelty and social exclusion, themes that
resonate throughout the novel. Hawthorne’s depiction invites reflection on the nature of judgment,

morality, and compassion.
Conclusion: Hawthorne’s Masterful Portrayal of Societal Judgment

In the second chapter of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne’s depiction of the women of Boston is both detailed
and symbolic, capturing the complex interplay of morality, gender, and societal control. Through vivid
descriptions of their appearance, gestures, language, and tone, the narrator exposes the multifaceted nature
of their reactions—ranging from condemnation to subtle sympathy. Hawthorne’s nuanced portrayal
underscores the themes of moral rigidity, societal judgment, and the human capacity for both cruelty and
compassion. It invites readers to critically consider how societal norms shape individual behavior and the
often-hidden internal conflicts that lie beneath outward appearances. Ultimately, Hawthorne’s depiction of
the women’s reactions not only advances the narrative but also offers a profound critique of the moral
absolutism that characterized Puritan Boston, making it a pivotal element in understanding the novel’s

enduring relevance.
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