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Arthur Miller's The Crucible and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne: Some Parallels 

David M. Bergeron 

Department of English 
Louisiana State University 
New Orleans, Louisiana 

THE McCarthy hearings have long 
since been over and, hopefully, also 

are the several "witch-hunts" designed to 
ferret out Communists within our bor- 
ders. As the furor has diminished, the 
chances for evaluating Arthur Miller's 
The Crucible on its own merits, which 
are considerable, have increased. It need 
no longer be viewed as a sort of piece 
d'occasion whipped up to combat the 
influence of McCarthy and his commit- 
tee, which is of course not to deny the 

impetus which the historical events gave 
to the writing of the play. The relevance 
and effectiveness which the play holds 
for today's audience give the lie to seeing 
the drama as tied exclusively to a histori- 
cal moment, which would make of it at 
best an ephemeral work of art. 

The Crucible is one of Miller's finest 
plays, a play in which style and action 
join to produce great drama. John 
Proctor's refusal to submit to the charges 
no matter what and his indomitable will 
transport us to the ancient understanding 
and presentation of tragedy. The play 
meets all the characteristics of traditional 
tragedy; it is a "high tragedy," to use 
John Gassner's term. It clearly demon- 

strates that tragedy can be written in 
modern times, no matter how persuasive 
Joseph Wood Krutch can be to the con- 
trary. The difference between Proctor 
and Willy Loman is enormous; the for- 
mer is the rather typical tragic hero who 
is defiant to the end, the latter is trapped 
in submission and is living a lie-his play 
is a "pathetic" or "low" tragedy, if we 
wish to designate it as a tragedy. Willy 
may be in fact the typical figure of 
modern drama, but Proctor is the sort 
who for centuries has engendered re- 
sponses of admiration from the audience. 
To oversimplify, Willy's plight is de- 
pressing, Proctor's elevating in spite of 
his death. Seemingly, Miller has in these 
two plays looked through opposite ends 
of the telescope. 

Not only has Miller in The Crucible 
captured the spirit of ancient tragedy, 
but also he has, this paper contends, 
caught some of the themes found in the 
writings of an American author of some 
one hundred years earlier-Nathaniel 
Hawthorne. The attitudes in Miller's 
play and in Hawthorne's work, especial- 
ly The Scarlet Letter, are at points strik- 
ingly similar. None of what follows is an 
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attempt to suggest in any specific way 
Miller's debt to Hawthorne, though in- 
fluence is certainly possible. Rather than 
indebtedness, the paper is concerned 
with parallels or analogues in setting, 
characters, and themes. Sensing the pos- 
sible reflections of Hawthorne in Miller 
is a way, I would suggest, of enlarging 
our vision of Miller's drama and perhaps 
of increasing our appreciation. The par- 
allels may also demonstrate that Miller's 

spirit is attuned to some of the "classical" 
themes found in American literature 
from Hawthorne and Melville to Faulk- 
ner. 

The Crucible opens in the spring of 
1692 in Salem, Massachusetts, the time of 
the witch trials. It is Puritan New En- 

gland, burdened with the attempt to 
function under a theocratic state, and 
Miller emphasizes the setting-it is im- 

portant and necessary. The frustrations 
and inhibitions nurtured by such a so- 

ciety are dramatically assumed and pre- 
sented by Miller. For The Scarlet Letter 
the setting is also seventeenth-century 
Massachusetts, this time Boston; and 
Hawthorne, too, makes much of the time 
and place of the events, an era with 
which he had many direct connections. 

T HE language of both the play and the 
novel, which may be considered as 

part of the setting, is similar. Both au- 
thors have attempted to capture the 
idiom of the historical period. Miller, 
though writing in the early 1950s, has 
deliberately chosen an archaic language 
which is, as it turns out, amazingly ef- 
fective. The whole setting is doubtless 
for Miller an attempt to achieve distance 
and detachment so that those who view 
the play will not merely make the as- 
sociation of the Salem witch hunts with 
the Communist purge of the 1950s and 
assume that is the essence of the play. In 
fact, the setting hints of the universal 
nature of the play. No sooner have we 
become complacent about the events of 
the far-removed seventeenth century 

than we realize that the drama is as 
contemporaneous as the last broadcast. 

The primary functions of Act I in the 
play are to present a view of the com- 
munity and to introduce the dramatic 
situation which produces the essential 
conflict. We find a number of represen- 
tatives of the typical Puritan community, 
and the atmosphere is seemingly per- 
meated with Christian dogma. At least 
the church is central, and thus we find 
two well-educated Puritan clergymen, 
the Rev. Parris, a graduate of Harvard, 
and the Rev. John Hale of Beverly, to 
whom the troubled community looks for 
help. This is not unlike the pattern of 
ancient Greek tragedy where, for ex- 
ample in Oedipus Rex, the community 
is plagued with calamity and looks to its 
leader for salvation. And like the earlier 
Oedipus, both Hale and Parris seek to 

bring redemption to a community about 
to be torn apart by the diabolic workings 
of witchcraft. Unfortunately, the high 
degree of education of these two men 
does not immunize them against irration- 
ality. The hysterical, hypnotic ending 
of Act I makes this clear. By the end of 
the first act we know that there is, to 
paraphrase Marcellus, something rotten 
in the state of Salem. 

The Puritan community in addition to 
the clergymen contains the ordinary cit- 
izens who are also guided by the teach- 
ings of the church; but who in spite of 
this, or perhaps because of it, are petty, 
hypocritical, superstitious, caught up in 
private feuds-the Corey and Putnam 
families must quarrel about land-venge- 
ful, and, in short, sinful. Standing prom- 
inently among the citizenry is John 
Proctor, a Christian man who has enough 
sense about him to question some of the 
Puritan practices. The drama is to be 
focused primarily on him; thus in Act I 
we see him as part of the community 
before the play's attention is directed 
more exclusively to him. Here also we 
get a statement of the essential dramatic 
situation, namely Proctor's past adulter- 
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ous relation with Abigail Williams. This 
one event which had occurred before the 
action of the play began is to produce 
most of the conflict in the play and to 
lead eventually, no matter how oblique- 
ly, to Proctor's death. 

LIKE the opening first act of the play, 
the opening "act," the first few chap- 

ters of The Scarlet Letter, is primarily 
concerned with the Puritan community, 
and from this community will spring 
the basic conflict of the novel. Chapter 
2, "The Market-Place," is devoted al- 
most completely to Hawthorne's por- 
trayal of the citizens of Boston who have 

gathered to watch Hester Prynne's 
emergence from prison and her ascension 
of the scaffold. Hawthorne claims that 
the reaction of the crowd "befitted a 

people amongst whom religion and law 
were almost identical, and in whose 
character both were so thoroughly inter- 
fused, that the mildest and severest acts 
of public discipline were alike made ven- 
erable and awful."' For the Puritans civil 
law was based ultimately on divine law, 
a fact which may account for the pres- 
ence of the clergymen at the trial in 
The Crucible. Hawthorne says of the 
town-beadle that he "prefigured and rep- 
resented in his aspect the whole dismal 

severity of the Puritanic code of law.. ." 

(p. 65). The harshness and self-righteous- 
ness of the Puritan community are here 
countered by the meek and unassuming 
presence of Hester complete with baby 
in her arms. It is a community in which 

"iniquity is searched out, and punished 
in the sight of rulers and people"; it is 
a godly New England. 

Thus we confront clergymen in the 

community. There are the Rev. John 
Wilson, "the eldest clergyman of Boston, 

1Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter 
in Randall Stewart and Dorothy Bethurum, eds., 
Living Masterpieces of American Literature 
(Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Co., 1954), p. 
64. All quotations are from this edition of the 
novel. 

a great scholar," and the Rev. Arthur 
Dimmesdale, "a young clergyman, who 
had come from one of the great English 
universities, bringing all the learning of 
the age into our wild forest-land." Both 
call for Hester to name the man who 
was the father of her child, Pearl. As 
with The Crucible, the essential dramatic 
situation is adultery, and part of the 
narrative quest of the novel is to disclose 
Hester's partner. Such a dramatic situa- 
tion gives rise to conflict for Hester, her 
former husband, Roger Chillingworth, 
and her associate in sin, Dimmesdale. 
From a concern with the community as 
a whole Hawthorne moves to focus the 
attention on each of the main characters. 
Like Miller, Hawthorne gives us a com- 

munity bound up with rigid law and con- 
fronted with violations of that law-no 
code seems to be proof against viola- 
tion. Thus, in Miller's Salem and Haw- 
thorne's Boston, sin is spelled with a 

capital "S," and adultery, at least for 
Hawthorne, with a scarlet letter. In the 
settings for both the play and the novel 
the danger of beholding the mote in the 
brother's eye and not seeing the beam in 
one's own eye is immense. 

There are no exact parallels among the 
characters, but there are assuredly some 
striking similarities. Arthur Dimmesdale 
of The Scarlet Letter and John Proctor 
of The Crucible share much in com- 
mon. They are, after all, the principal 
sufferers, and the final emphasis of each 
work falls on them. Hester, having made 
a full and public confession of her guilt, 
is able to live in relative peace with her- 
self, while Dimmesdale, the holy man, is 
tortured by a sin which he is unable to 
confess and a penance which is not ef- 
ficacious. 

Both Proctor and Dimmesdale are 

guilty of adultery, a fact which remains 
hidden from the community for some 
time. For Proctor, as Miller shows in 
Act I, the relation with Abigail is a thing 
of the past, and because it is, Abigail 
spitefully seeks vengeance on him. Pri- 
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marily she wants to get rid of Proctor's 
wife, Elizabeth. Elizabeth knows of the 
relationship and views every move of 
her husband with suspicion, especially 
in the tense moments at the beginning of 
Act II. At one point Proctor cries out 
against his wife: 

Spare me! You forget nothin' and for- 
give nothin'. Learn charity, woman. I 
have gone tiptoe in this house all seven 
month since she [Abigail] is gone. I have 
not moved from there to there without 
I think to please you, and still an ever- 
lasting funeral marches round your heart. 
I cannot speak but I am doubted, every 
moment judged for lies . . . .2 

This outburst prepares the way for the 
Rev. Hale's visit to the Proctors later in 
the same act. In the midst of their con- 
versation Hale inquires if Proctor knows 
his Commandments and asks him to name 
them. Proctor, as we might expect, can 
name all of them save the one which is 

obviously uppermost in his mind-the 
seventh which forbids adultery. While 
there is no such self-incriminating inter- 
view with Dimmesdale, Hawthorne has 
nevertheless given him a constant re- 
minder of his sin. In Chapter 9 the author 
describes the residence where Chilling- 
worth and Dimmesdale live and notes 
Dimmesdale's room: "The walls were 
hung round with tapestry, said to be 
from the Gobelin looms, and at all 
events, representing the Scriptural story 
of David and Bathsheba, and Nathan the 
Prophet, in colors still unfaded . . ." (p. 
103). Unfaded because the sin is still 
alive; this description is no accidental de- 
tail. Dimmesdale is his own Nathan con- 
stantly reminding and accusing himself, 
"Thou art the man." 

T HE issue of adultery is, of course, 
subsumed in the larger problem of 

witchcraft in The Crucible, a problem 

2Arthur Miller, The Crucible, introduction 
by Richard Watts, Jr. (New York: Viking 
1963), p. 52. All quotations from the play are 
from this edition. 

which Proctor would like to ignore. At 
least that is his initial response. "I have a 
crop to sow and lumber to drag home," 
he says in Act I (p. 28). But the attempt 
to divorce himself from the controversy 
is futile-it seeks him out in Act II, when 
his own wife is accused by the court of 
being a witch. He alone almost knows 
that the court proceedings are fraudu- 
lent, but he would like to stay away from 
them. Miller will not let him off so easily. 
When Elizabeth is dragged away by 
the court's officials, Proctor realizes the 
inevitable: he must go to Salem, back 
into the community, and denounce the 
court. He goes with full knowledge that 
Abigail, as Mary Warren tells him 
(p. 77), will charge him with lechery. 
And so he says as the second act closes: 

It is a providence, and no great change; 
we are only what we always were, but 
naked now. . . Aye, naked! And the 
wind, God's icy wind, will blow! (p. 78). 

He knows that he will be stripped of his 
own secret sin when he goes to court, 
but go he must. 

In a fit of anger and frustration in 
Act III, Proctor accuses Abigail of being 
a whore, a charge which he substantiates 
by revealing his own adulterous relation- 
ship with her. He rings the doom of his 
own good name to prove that the pro- 
ceedings are false and thus to save his 
wife. Ironically and unwittingly, Eliza- 
beth lies when she is brought into the 
court and asked about Abigail. By the 
end of the act, which becomes in- 
creasingly hysterical, Proctor is de- 
nounced as a witch. All he can claim is, 
"God is dead!"; "You are pulling Heaven 
down and raising up a whore!" (p. 115). 

The resolution of the fourth act shows 
Proctor in jail, and he is presented his 
final temptation: he may confess himself 
as a witch and be allowed to live. He 
tries once again to extricate himself from 
this involvement and thus announces that 
he will confess because "I want my life" 
(p. 132). But again Miller will not let 
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him slip out of his commitment, and 
Proctor is at the end stalwart and strong 
as he tears his paper of confession, know- 

ing that he must hang. He says, "You 
have made your magic now, for now I 
do think I see some shred of goodness 
in John Proctor. Not enough to weave 
a banner with, but white enough to 
keep it from such dogs" (p. 138). As the 
final drumroll crashes, Proctor is led out 
to the scaffold where he joins the in- 
numerable tragic figures of all the ages 
who have persevered in their moral com- 
mitment to truth. 

THE situation and plight of Dimmes- 
dale in The Scarlet Letter is at least 

similar if not altogether parallel. He, too, 
would like to remain uninvolved, and 
thus not answer his own demand at the 
first scaffold scene when he asks Hester 
to name her partner in sin. Seven long, 
and for him, agonizing years pass before 
the time of the second scaffold scene, 
Chapter 12, years doubtless filled with 
opportunities for confessing himself pub- 
licly and committing himself to Hester. 
But on an obscure night in early May he 
ascends the scaffold where Hester'had 
stood years earlier, knowing full well 
that "There was no peril of discovery." 
Hawthorne adds: "He had been driven 
hither by the impulse of that Remorse 
which dogged him everywhere, and 
whose own sister and closely linked com- 
panion was that Cowardice which in- 
variably drew him back, with her trem- 
ulous grip, just when the other im- 
pulse had hurried him to the verge of a 
disclosure" (p. 114). In the stillness of 
this night Hester and Pearl pass by, and 
Dimmesdale bids them join him. But the 
dread of disclosure envelops him again 
when Pearl asks, "Wilt thou stand here 
with mother and me, to-morrow noon- 
tide?" He is not ready to answer affir- 
matively. 

In the forest with Hester, Dimmesdale 
can drop all his pretences and confess to 
her: "Thou little knowest what a relief 

it is, after the torment of a seven years' 
cheat, to look into an eye that recognizes 
me for what I am" (p. 138). The two 
decide to flee Boston at the earliest op- 
portunity. Dimmesdale rationalizes: "... 
since I am irrevocably doomed,-where- 
fore should I not snatch the solace al- 
lowed to the condemned culprit before 
his execution?" (p. 143). The minister is 
exhilarated by the prospect of escaping, 
but Hawthorne, like Miller, will not let 
him off so easily. 

Dimmesdale's complete commitment 
comes at the close of the novel, like 
The Crucible's fourth act, where in the 
midst of the Election Day festivities, 
Dimmesdale ascends the scaffold and bids 
Hester and Pearl to join him. Chilling- 
worth offers the final temptation as he 
bids Dimmesdale to wave back Hester 
and Pearl: "Do not blacken your fame, 
and perish in dishonor! I can yet save 
you!" (p. 169). But Dimmesdale, like 
Proctor, has enough strength now to 
face himself and others honestly no mat- 
ter the consequences. He confesses him- 
self to the crowd and acknowledges his 
guilt, and thus he, like Proctor, is trium- 
phant in the face of death. He thanks 
God that he has been brought to this 
moment "to die this death of triumphant 
ignominy before the people!" (p. 171). 
Both men caught in the consequences of 
their adultery seek to avoid being in- 
volved with the community but can find 
no escape. The chance to flee to a new 
world or to confess something not true 
and be spared are much too cheap for 
the stringent moral view which both 
Hawthorne and Miller bring to their 
work. Both men must ascend the fatal 
scaffold and so acknowledge that there 
is some good in them if not enough to 
weave a banner with. 

Of strong secondary interest in The 
Crucible is the Rev. Hale whose position 
is also somewhat analogous to Dimmes- 
dale's. Both are intelligent, well-educated 
clergymen, upholders of the faith in a 
Puritan society. Hale's is a dogmatic 
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faith tied closely to the principle of re- 
ligious authority, and many of Hale's 
clear-cut notions are torn down by the 
experience of the play. Increasingly he is 

persuaded that Proctor is right, and so 
he comes to question the basic premise 
of the court: namely, that the voice of 
God is speaking through the children 

(Abigail and her comrades). Once this 

assumption fails, the whole business of 
the court is merely deception. As Proctor 
reaches the climax at the end of Act III, 
so does Hale, who says, "I denounce 
these proceedings, I quit this court!" (p. 
115). In Act IV he finds himself in the 

extremely ironic position of advising his 
Christian brethren to lie in order to save 
their lives. He knows that it is the spirit 
of vengeance that stalks the streets of 
Salem, not the spirit of God. And he 
realizes that he has done the devil's work 
in contributing to the spurious search 
for signs of witchcraft. The burden of 

guilt is suffocating. 
As noted, Dimmesdale also lives con- 

stantly with a guilty conscience. Noth- 

ing he does expiates for his sin. All his 
deeds of charity simply drive home to 
him the awful fact that he among sin- 
ners is chief. He is a living lie, besieged 
by the agonizing realization that what he 
seems to be and what he is are not com- 
mensurate. He is, as Hawthorne desig- 
nates one of his chapters, the "minister 
in a maze." For both Hale and Dimmes- 
dale their religion leaves them in in- 

explicable quandaries from which there is 
no easy escape. Neither is able fully to 

compensate for the evil done in the com- 

munity. And again in both the novel 
and the drama tragic irony reaches out 
and gathers many into its fold. 

ROGER Chillingworth has no exact 

counterpart in The Crucible, but he 
has a type of collective echo in the 

play. As Hawthorne presents him, he is 

clearly the embodiment of Satan. Even 
the man's physical presence suggests evil; 
he is deformed, misshapen from birth 

(he seems so much like Richard III). 
Chillingworth announces his quest early 
in the novel; namely, to seek out the 
father of Hester's child (Hester is, of 
course, his former wife). He shares much 
with other Hawthorne characters who 
like Faustus pervert their knowledge to 
evil designs. He tells Hester: "there are 
few things,-whether in the outward 
world, or, to a certain depth, in the in- 
visible sphere of thought,-few things 
hidden from the man who devotes him- 
self earnestly and unreservedly to the 
solution of a mystery" (p. 77). Ironically 
he becomes Dimmesdale's physician, a 
dubious blessing for Dimmesdale. His 
quest does ferret out the secret sin; he 
has gone about it with diabolic scrutiny. 
But all his plans are frustrated at the end 
when Dimmesdale gains a victory over 
him and over evil by triumphantly re- 
vealing his guilt; and Dimmesdale tells 
him: "Thy power is not what it was. 
With God's help I shall escape thee 
now!" (p. 169). And Chillingworth cries 
out: "Thou hast escaped me!" The 
scientist's ostensible search for evil has 
in turn produced more evil, and only the 
strong man can know victory over it. 

So it is with The Crucible. Parris, 
Hale, Danforth are all in some way in- 
struments of evil, and clearly Abigail is. 
Her quest is to get rid of Elizabeth 
Proctor so she may once again have 
John Proctor. The quest of the court is 
to root out evil as it has been made 
manifest in witchcraft. But the search for 
evil only serves to beget evil with a type 
of horrifying geometrical progression. 
The search is, as it is with Chillingworth, 
a seeking for truth. But the real truth is 
clouded over by apparent truth, and 

Abigail's accusations hold the day. Proc- 
tor's is the voice crying in the wilder- 
ness: "I'll tell you what's walking Salem 

-vengeance is walking Salem. We are 
what we always were in Salem, but now 
the little crazy children are jangling the 
keys of the kingdom, and common ven- 
geance writes the law!" (p. 74). There is 
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a type of noxious poison let loose in 
Salem, and all who take breath there are 
infected. Yes, Satan is in Salem, but few 
realize precisely how. In a sense, Abigail 
is to Proctor as Chillingworth is to Dim- 
mesdale, for each is the evil adversary 
and sets in motion the full force of evil 
but finally the likes of Hester and Dim- 
mesdale and Proctor and Hale are able 
to effect an escape through recognition, 
admission, and commitment. 

It is obvious in the presentation of the 
characters Proctor and Dimmesdale that 
Miller and Hawthorne share a common 
theme of the necessity of moral commit- 
ment. As with such plays as All My 
Sons and Death of a Salesman, Miller is 
in The Crucible again concerned with 
moral problems; and the moral vision of 
The Crucible is broader than that in the 
other plays, for here the individual is 
not the measure of all things. John Proc- 
tor must maintain his own integrity, and 
he must be morally committed to the 

community's welfare. He is, after all, 
part of the whole. Neither Proctor nor 
Dimmesdale can persist long in merely 
being spectators. The secret night on the 
scaffold must ultimately be transformed 
into the noonday brightness of complete 
commitment in the final scene of The 
Scarlet Letter. And Proctor must go to 
the court where, as Danforth says, "We 
burn a hot fire here; it melts down all 
concealment" (p. 85). He knows he will 
be stripped, but his moral obligation is 
greater than his selfish concerns. 

ANOTHER thematic concern which 
cuts across both the play and the 

novel is the naive, propositional religious 
faith which comes under attack. This 
is demonstrated in the play primarily 
through the Rev. Hale, who first arrives 
in Act I with heavy books "weighted 
with authority." The calculating of 
problems in mathematical, quasi-scien- 
tific terms is another indication of a naive 
faith.3 Hale tells us quite sincerely: "We 
cannot look to superstition in this. The 

Devil is precise; the marks of his presence 
are definite as stone . ." (p. 35). His 
weighty books offer him absolute stan- 
dards for dealing with witchcraft: "Here 
is all the invisible world, caught, defined, 
and calculated. In these books the Devil 
stands stripped of all his brute disguises. 
Here are all your familiar spirits-your 
incubi and succubi..." (p. 36). It is no 
more difficult than diagnosing physical 
illness; we need only check the symp- 
toms against the authoritative books and 
know precisely if the Devil has been 
among us. The reliance on scientific pre- 
cision is epitomized in the exchange be- 
tween Proctor and Parris in the court- 
room. Proctor reduces the arguments to 
the absurd when he states: "There might 
also be a dragon with five legs in my 
house, but no one has ever seen it." To 
which Parris credulously replies: "We 
are here, Your Honor, precisely to dis- 
cover what no one has ever seen" (p. 99). 
Small wonder that things are difficult at 
court. The cries and demands of proof 
and evidence underscore a sort of au- 
thoritarian faith prevalent in the play. 

Hale's initially propositional, dogmatic 
faith is shown in a number of ways. He 
can, for example, tell Tituba categorical- 
ly: "The Devil can never overcome a 
minister" (p. 43). Surely that principle 
is shaken as Hale himself comes to realize 
that he has often, if unwittingly, done 
the Devil's bidding. His questioning of 
John Proctor in Act II is another ex- 

ample of his understanding of religion. 
When Proctor cannot name all the com- 
mandments and would like to dismiss it 
as a small matter, Hale replies: "Theol- 

ogy, sir, is a fortress; no crack in a for- 
tress may be accounted small" (p. 65). In- 
credible as it seems even to Hale that 
Rebecca Nurse is a witch, his ready- 
made faith allows him to state: "Man, 
remember, until an hour before the Devil 

3For a further discussion see Stephen Fender, 
"Precision and Pseudo-Precision in The Cruci- 
ble," Journal of American Studies, I (1967) 
87-98. 
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fell, God thought him beautiful in Heav- 
en" (p. 69). The wickedness, injustice, 
and even insanity of the court proceed- 
ings are finally detrimental to Hale's neat 
faith. To Proctor's claim at the end of 
Act III that "God is dead," Hale must 
agree. The God of vengeance and wrath 
has been triumphant over the God of 
love. This Hale realizes, and in Act IV 
he sums up for himself the inadequacy of 
his former faith: 

I came into this village like a bridegroom 
to his beloved, bearing gifts of high re- 
ligion; the very crowns of holy law I 
brought, and what I touched with my 
bright confidence, it died; and where I 
turned the eye of my great faith, blood 
flowed up. Beware, Goody Proctor- 
cleave to no faith when faith brings 
blood. It is mistaken law that leads you 
to sacrifice. Life, woman, life is God's 
most precious gift; no principle, how- 
ever, glorious, may justify the taking of 
it (pp. 126-127). 

This is a judgment which falls on the 
whole play and on the community which 
professes to follow God and cannot see 
that it is rotten to the core. The ironv of 
a people with a religious faith which 
leads them to perpetrate terrible crimes 
in the name of that faith is uncompromis- 
ing. Hale, as well as Proctor, comes to see 
that a propositional faith is meaningless 
and wrong if it is contrary to a religion 
of love. 

No one in The Scarlet Letter cries 
out that "God is dead"; nevertheless, the 
prim faith of the religious society seems 
to be under attack. It, too, is a com- 
munity which functions on firmly es- 
tablished laws which sometime' run 
counter to justice and mercy. When 
Hester and Pearl visit Governor Belling- 
ham, Chapter 8, he instructs the Rev. 
Wilson: "I pray you, examine this Pearl- 
since that is her name,-and see whether 
she hath had such Christian nurture as 
befits a child of her age" (p. 95). What 
the Governor calls for is of course an 
examination of credal statements, a cate- 

chism, which may or may not be the 
essence of religion. Dimmesdale certain- 
ly comes to know the inadequacy of 
his stated faith, even if at the end he 
still has a dependence on God. And 
Hester, a victim of punishment pre- 
scribed by religious law, turns to acts of 
charity for her religion. In the forest 
interview Hester concludes that what 
they did "had a consecration of its own." 
She cannot think of it as sinful. Perhaps 
Hester would say with Matthew Arnold 
in "Dover Beacl" that the Sea of Faith 
has retreated from the world and thus- 

. . . let us be true 
To one another! for the world, which 
seems 
To lie before us like a land of dreams, 
So various, so beautiful, so new, 
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor 
light, 
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for 
pain; 
And we are here as on a darkling plain 
Swept with confused alarms of struggle 
and flight, 
Where ignorant armies clash by night. 

Hawthorne's most explicit statement 
on the loss of faith is his short story 
"Young Goodman Brown." In this sym- 
bolic story Brown's eyes are opened to 
the hypocritical faith of his Puritan com- 
munity, and he concludes at one point 
that there is no good on earth. The 
darkness of the forest of evil into which 
he goes may be likened to the black evil 
which possesses the world of The Cruci- 
ble. In spite of the ambiguity of the 

ending, one thing is certain: Brown's 
faith in a propositional religion is shat- 
tered. Hawthorne and Miller seem to 
be suggesting with differing degrees of 

emphasis that one must at times lose his 
faith to find and save himself. 

O NE final theme links The Scarlet Let- 
ter and The Crucible, and that is the 

exploration of the human heart in which 
both writers uncover much dross among 
the gold. The heart may be in conflict 



SOME PARALLELS 55 

with itself or with other people. Dim- 
mesdale faces the problem of trying to 
be true to himself and to Hester, and 
the difficulty of it all produces anguish. 
He learns much about the evil recesses 
of the human spirit as he realizes his 
own hypocrisy and as he sees the evil 

workings of Chillingworth, of whom he 

says: "That old man's revenge has been 
blacker than my sin. He has violated, in 
cold blood, the sanctity of a human 
heart" (pp. 139-140)-which is for Haw- 
thorne an unpardonable sin. Hester must 

give up her deception and inform Dim- 
mesdale that Chillingworth was her hus- 
band, and she says, "But a lie is never 

good, even though death threaten on 
the other side" (p. 139). Doubtless these 
words are still ringing in Dimmesdale's 
ears as he mounts the final scaffold. 
Might not Proctor have heard them too.? 
Evil is a present reality in Hawthorne's 
fictional world, but good can be found, 
though being good, honest, truthful, 
does not carry any easy guarantee with 
it. 

The Crucible contains also a probing 
of the human spirit, or perhaps to use a 
more contemporary term, the human 

psyche. Evil, vengeance, hysteria are all 

part of that psyche. The world of the 

play is, like Hawthorne's, filled with 
anxieties, frustrations, and pent-up emo- 
tions begging for some sort of release. 

WVhen the opportunity comes, the out- 

pouring is torrential. In short, the Puri- 
tan people, feeling always basically guil- 
ty, are looking for a scapegoat (or 
"witch" as they would say). Rebecca 
Nurse early sounds the warning: "There 
is prodigious danger in the seeking of 
loose spirits. I fear it, I fear it. Let us 
rather blame ourselves. . ." (p. 25). But 
blaming ourselves is not nearly so com- 
fortable as blaming someone else. Per- 

haps the Salem community needs the 
systematic and sophisticated way of 
scapegoat hunting suggested in Shirley 
Jackson's terrifying short story, "The 
Lottery." 

Giles Corey ponders: "XWherefore is 
everybody suing everybody else? Think 
on it now, it's a deep thing, and dark as 
a pit" (p. 28). What is deep and dark is 
the human spirit which in spite of its 
virtuous trappings (namely religion) con- 
tains cesspools of hatred and vengeance. 
There are precious few in the play who 
recognize this and acknowledge it. Proc- 
tor and Hale do, but they are broken by 
the force of evil. Fortunately, there is 
also a residue of strength which allows 
them, especially Proctor, to realize that a 
lie is never good. This is the only way to 
gain any spiritual transcendence of the 
world. So the examples of Hester, Dim- 
mesdale, Hale, and Proctor make clear. 

If the visions of Hawthorne and Mil- 
ler are not exactly alike, they are at least 
akin. And both share some similarity to 
vet another-Faulkner, who reminded us 
in his Nobel Prize speech that the prob- 
lems of the human heart in conflict with 
itself "alone can make good writing be- 
cause only that is worth writing about, 
worth the agony and sweat." They give 
us in novel and drama examples of man 
enduring and prevailing though torn by 
the world, and they doubtless could join 
Faulkner: "He [man] is immortal, not be- 
cause he alone among creatures has an 
inexhaustible voice, but because he has a 
soul, a spirit capable of compassion and 
sacrifice and endurance." This is the af- 
firmation of The Scarlet Letter and The 
Crucible despite the depressing realiza- 
tion of evil. For Hawthorne and Miller 
man must undergo the "crucible" experi- 
ence by which some men are refined, 
but others consumed. 
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