CD

from The Scarlet Letter
chapter 7, page 76

second paragraph

“It had reached her ears, that there was a design on the part of some of the leading inhabitants, cherishing the more rigid order of principles in religion and government, to deprive her of her child.”
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The diction in this passage is significant.  When Hawthorne starts this sentence with “It had reached her ears…” not only does the reader know from previous reading that Hester is very much an outcast for what happened three years ago, but from the context of the word “reached.”  No one told her directly about this rumor because she was so looked down upon in society.  She probably had to overhear it somewhere when she was walking through town.  The word “design” within the sentence is not one heard in modern times.  One of the denotative meanings of the word is a “plot or intrigue, especially an underhanded, deceitful, or treacherous one” which is how Hawthorne is using it.  This is because of Hester’s extremely low status on the totem pole; the residents only conspire against her and not try to help her in any way because of her sin.  “Leading inhabitants” refers to the top members of Boston society.  In England, the “orders and principles in religion and government” were even more “rigid” than in New England, and these higher socially ranked people are trying to keep that alive by trying to take Pearl.  The word “deprive” is used at the end of the sentence, and any mother would agree that if someone took away their child, deprived would be a good way to describe how it would feel.  


This passage is important to the chapter and the book so far because it sums up the feelings of the town against Hester and the battle she must fight every day. Despite the punishment the town has already inflicted upon her (wearing the “A”), there are other punishments still to come.

