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  Abstract 

Based on Foucault’s theory of power and knowledge, this paper explores the social 

judgment and identity construction of Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter. To start 

with, by analyzing Foucault’s concepts of the relationship between knowledge and 

power, disciplinary mechanisms and discourse, the paper examines how Puritan 

society uses discourse and disciplinary practices to judge and marginalize Hester. 

Besides, through a close reading of the text, it investigates how Hester reconstructs 

her identity under these disciplinary forces, highlighting the transformation of The 

Scarlet Letter from a symbol of shame to one of power. The study finds that Puritan 

society reinforces moral control through discourse, while Hester continuously re-

sists and redefines her identity within the power network, ultimately challenging 

the boundaries of social discipline. This research provides new insights into the 

application of Foucault’s theory of power and knowledge in literary critical analysis 

and offers theoretical support and practical reference for understanding the complex 

relationship between individuals and power in literary works, as well as in interdis-

ciplinary literary studies. 
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1. Introduction 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter is a famous classic in the history of American Romantic literature. 

It is set against the backdrop of Puritan society in New England in the 17th century. The novel tells the story of the 

female protagonist Hester Prynne, who is forced to wear the “Red Letter A” symbolizing humiliation due to her 

illegitimate daughter and redefines her identity amid social exclusion. The novel profoundly reveals the oppression 

of individuals by religion, morality, social discipline, as well as the resistance and self-construction of individuals 

under the powerful force of discipline. This theme is closely connected to Foucault’s theory of power and knowledge. 

Foucault believed that power does not merely come from macro institutions such as the state but permeates all levels 

of society through micro-mechanisms such as discourse and discipline, shaping the thoughts and behaviors of indi-

viduals. It is precisely in such a power network that individuals are constantly shaped and disciplined, while at the 

same time achieving the reconstruction of their self-identity through resistance. 

In the novel The Scarlet Letter, Hester is in the New England region during the colonial period of the United States. 
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Hester is not only a victim of the moral judgment of Puritan society, but also a challenger to social discipline. The 

“red characters” she wore gradually transformed from a symbol of humiliation to a symbol of strength, demonstrating 

how individuals complete the reconstruction of their identities within discipline and discourse control. The Puritan 

society used religion and morality as tools to strengthen its social order and values through the discipline of women’s 

bodies and behaviors. Hester’s experience serves as a powerful literary case study of this process of discipline and 

the potential for counter-discipline within it (Wang, 2019). 

Although a large number of studies have involved the symbolic meaning and Puritan ethics of The Scarlet Letter, 

the research on Hester’s identity construction has mostly been limited to feminist or symbolic interpretations and has 

rarely explored the interactive relationship between power and the individual from Foucault’s perspective of power 

and knowledge theory. In fact, Hester’s resistance to Puritan discourse and the shaping of her self-identity as a rebel 

not only demonstrated her resistance to social discipline and the insult of social discipline and law to criminals but 

also revealed how Foucault emphasized how individuals can establish their subjectivity through self-construction in 

the power network (Ahmad, 2015). Therefore, starting from Foucault’s theory of power and knowledge, exploring 

Hester’s social judgment and identity construction in The Scarlet Letter can not only deepen the understanding of 

this work, but also provide a new theoretical perspective for literary research. 

2. The Overview of the Background and the Theme of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter is set in the 17th-century Puritan New England colony. The plot revolves 

around Hester Prynne, who endures public shaming and social ostracism after being convicted of adultery and forced 

to wear a scarlet “A” as a symbol of her sin. This historical and ideological backdrop is crucial, as Puritan society, 

guided by Calvinist principles of original sin and predestination, exercised extreme control over individual behavior 

and morality, particularly regarding sexuality and female agency. This form of control was not only manifested in 

the punishment of Hester but also extended to the daily life of the colonial settlements. Such disciplinary practices 

allowed power to permeate all aspects of life and thought in an omnipresent manner, ultimately reducing the com-

munity to a vassal of the Puritan moral order. 

Specifically, owing to her adultery, Hester Prynne was punished in public and displayed with A red letter “A” 

symbolizing “adultery”. However, Hester Prynne remained steadfast and unyielding, refusing to reveal the father of 

the child. Hester’s giving birth to A daughter due to an extramarital affair was regarded as a violation of social and 

religious norms, and she was forced to wear the red letter “A” symbolizing adultery and disgrace. This background 

reveals the Puritan society’s suppression of individuality and control over women’s bodies, providing social soil for 

Hester’s identity predicament and resistance. 

In terms of the novel, the historical and cultural background of the United States in the 17th century profoundly 

influenced The Scarlet Letter. In the 17th century, under the guidance of Calvinism, Puritanism emphasized the theory 

of original sin and the concept of divine choice in its religious beliefs. Puritans believed that human beings are inher-

ently sinful and can only be redeemed through faith and strict moral conduct. This kind of thinking is particularly 

evident in “Red Characters”. The novel unfolds its narrative in reverse order. At the beginning of the article, Hester 

is forced to stand before the public and face a humiliating trial. In The Scarlet Letter, she symbolizes her Adultery 

crime and is also a sign of her social moral system, indicating that she was regarded as a fallen “heresy” in Puritan 

society. Through such descriptions, Hawthorne revealed the strict moral norms of Puritanism in American society at 

that time and its extreme control over individual behavior. 

3. Hester Prynne’s Social Judgment 

3.1 The Letter “A” Serves as a Symbol of Social Discourse and Power 

In Hawthorne’s novel, the letter “A” is not only a symbol of Hester Prynne’s crimes, but also a concrete manifestation 

of social norms, moral laws and religious trials. The red letter “A”, as a concrete carrier of the application of power, 

the change in its connotation reflects the dynamic game between power oppression and individual resistance, con-

firming the view that power is not immutable (Joranger, 2024). The previous text mentioned that the Puritans estab-

lished a unique power and discourse system through the dissemination of religious doctrines, namely knowledge. 

The charge of female adultery is a great stigma equivalent to evil. The power discussed by Foucault is usually trans-

formed into truth through “knowledge”, thereby defining normality and heresy. This practice of using it as a demon-

stration tool and public marking is similar to the “public execution” described by Foucault in “Discipline and 
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Punishment”, so that power can be used to intimidate social groups at the micro level (Foucault, 2012). 

The scarlet letter operates as a mechanism of panoptic surveillance (Foucault, 1977), enabling constant social 

judgment and internalized discipline, thereby aiming to control Hester’s behavior permanently. Such a symbol of 

power is not only the public trial and social marginalization of Hester, but also the public surveillance and control of 

him as an individual and even society. This process is very similar to Foucault’s social construction of “madness”, 

reflecting that power consolidates its own legitimacy by excluding the “abnormal” and suppressing the factors of 

resistance and instability. This precisely illustrates Hester’s dual image of subversion and submission (Luo, 2023). 

Further exploring the red letter “A” as a symbol of social discourse and power, as well as its social judgment on 

Hester, the red lettering symbol is not merely static. It has transformed along with the changes Hester has experienced. 

From the initial sign of humiliation to the later symbol of self-empowerment, the red characters not only reflect her 

power struggle with society but also show how she reconstructs her personal identity through her own strength. Hester 

transformed the red letter “A” into a work of art through embroidery skills, subverting its stigmatizing nature. By 

bearing the humiliation of the red characters, Hester gradually transformed this symbol into a representation of her 

own strength, challenging the discipline and control of society. As the saying goes, where there is power, there is 

resistance (HE, 2020; Shi, 2024). 

3.2 The Trial and Marginalization Process of Hester in Puritan Society 

Before exploring the transformation of the symbolic meaning of the red letter “A” and the reconstruction of Hester’s 

identity, we need to first understand how the Puritans marginalized Hester through judgment. The religious beliefs 

of the Puritans emphasized the direct relationship between the individual and God, advocated a strict moral life, and 

had an extremely strict definition of “sin”. Hester was regarded as seriously violating the dual norms of society and 

religion for having an illegitimate child with a married man (Liu, 2021). She was forced to wear the red letter “A” 

symbolizing adultery, disgrace and sin, which was a public symbol of her personal moral corruption. Through this, 

Hawthorne criticized the Puritan society’s suppression of individual freedom and control over women’s bodies. 

In the opening scene of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter at the trial, Hester is placed at the center of the community’s 

gaze: she is forced to wear the red letter “a” symbolizing “Adultery” and becomes the embodiment of the power of 

Puritan discourse. She refused to flee the community but instead used the red words as evidence to transform the 

stigma of humiliation into an epic of writing about her own subjectivity, confirming Foucault’s dialectical relation-

ship of “coexistence of power and resistance” (Foucault, 2012). 

4. Hester Prynne’s Identity Construction 

4.1 The Transformation of the Connotation of The Scarlet Letter: from Humiliation to a Symbol of Power 

The red character “A” runs through the entire text as a metaphorical symbol, which is of great significance in pro-

moting the development of the plot and revealing the theme of the article. In the process of the transformation of the 

meaning of the red characters, the novel presents to us the conflicts between morality, ethics and religion under the 

control of Puritan society. Both the conflicts between individuals and society and those between religions and moral 

systems originate from this. This conflict and contradiction between religious oppression and individual resistance 

are presented with rich layers and metaphors in the novel. 

As a master of symbolism, Hawthorne depicted the contradiction between religion and moral systems in detail. 

Hawthorne ingeniously employed the red character symbol, deepening the multiple levels of moral conflict through 

the metaphor of the symbolic meaning of transformation and self-redemption. The contradiction between the moral 

demands of society and the inner struggles of individuals eventually forms the core conflict of the novel. It reflects 

the dynamic relationship between power and resistance in Foucault’s theory, as well as the wonderful course of the 

mutual game between power and resistance. The red characters completed the transformation of symbols in the re-

sistance and eventually became the symbol of Hester’s resistance against social constraints, endowing individuals 

with the possibility of resistance (Luo, 2023). 
Hawthorne’s narrative strategy breaks through the framework of traditional moral fables, elevating the red charac-

ters to a metaphorical device for the construction of female subjectivity (Duan, 2020). The letter has undergone a 

remarkable transformation from humiliation to power and has very diverse and rich connotations. Initially, this sym-

bol was a representation of Hester Prynne’s sins and a public declaration of her moral degeneration by the Puritan 
society. The red letter has multiple meanings such as sin, adultery, and disgrace. Over time, this symbol, which was 
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originally intended to humiliate her, gradually transformed into her personal strength and self-empowerment. The 

red letter “A” was not only rewritten in meaning by Hester Prynne through charitable acts and aesthetic empowerment 
but also reflected from the side the personality charm of this character such as tenacity, breaking free from constraints, 

innocence and kindness. The Letter “A” was accordingly endowed with multiple special meanings, such as ability, 

love, angel, strength, etc (Xing, 2024). 

4.2 The Explanation of Identity Construction under the View of Foucault’s Theory of Power and 

Knowledge 

The dynamic changes in power relations reveal the damage and influence that characters’ resistance has on social 

rules and order. Combined with the text, in the power discourse system of the Puritan society, Hester Prynne’s identity 
reconstruction demonstrates the complex operation of the Foucault power mechanism. This reflects the significant 

damage that individual resistance causes to the power system of Puritan society, as well as Foucault’s dynamic rela-

tionship between power and resistance. This process reveals the complex interaction between power and individual 

subjectivity (Zhang, 2024). 

The micro-mechanism of power lies in its utilization of the knowledge level for social norms and social control. 
Power is not implemented merely through macro laws or government institutions but permeates into individual lives 

through daily practices. In such a society where thoughts are severely bound and evil judgments are imposed, Hester 

still did not give up the pursuit of love and the upbringing of her child Pearl, which shows Hester’s firmness in 

personal character and determination to reshape her identity. 
Hester’s identity reconstruction is not only a resistance to social discipline, but also a re-encoding of the power 

discourse system. Under Foucault’s theoretical framework, Hester’s identity transformation reveals the complex in-

teractive relationship among power, knowledge and individual subjectivity. Through Hester’s personal rebellion and 

identity reconstruction, the red letter on her body, which was initially a symbol of shame, gradually transformed into 

a symbol of her identity change and self-empowerment. When she gradually accepted the mistakes, she had made 
and transformed them into reflections on society, the “red letter A” also changed from a simple symbol of “sin” to a 

symbol of “ability” or “Angel” (Yang, 2024). 

5. Conclusion 

In a nutshell, this study takes Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter from the American Romantic period as the re-

search object. Based on Foucault’s theory of power and knowledge, combined with literary theories such as discourse 
analysis, it deeply explores Hester Prynne’s identity reconstruction and social judgment under the social discipline 

of Puritanism. The research, by analyzing the operational mechanism of power discourse in “Red Characters”, reveals 

how Puritan society oppresses and controls individuals through discourse production, surveillance mechanisms and 

symbolic discipline. Taking the dynamic transformation of the symbol “A” in red as the entry point, this paper ex-

plores how Hester gradually achieves resistance to social judgment and identity reconstruction through self-redemp-
tion and subjectivity reconstruction in the power network. 

This study not only furnishes a new path of interpretation for the literary analysis of “Red Characters” but also 

extends the application scope of Foucault’s theory in literary research. By revealing how power discourse operates 

in literary works and the way individual subjectivity is constructed, this study presents a new angle for comprehend-
ing how literature reflects social structures and cultural clashes and also offers useful references for future interdis-

ciplinary research.  

From an interdisciplinary perspective, combining Foucault’s theory of power knowledge can offer us some teach-

ing inspirations for The Scarlet Letter (Han, 2024). We can introduce the historical materials of colonial punishment 

rituals and religious moral discourses to establish the connection between literature and sociology as well as religious 
studies; Guide students to read carefully the core scenes such as the red-marked scenes, the public humiliation on the 

gallow, and the prison confession; Mark the textual traces of power technology and knowledge discourse, and achieve 

mutual verification between literary interpretation and theoretical concepts. Finally, through translation comparisons, 

role-playing or small debates, students can understand in language practice how social trials produce truth through 
discourse, how discipline shapes subjects, and at the same time experience the negotiation and reconstruction of 

individual identities. This teaching model not only deepens the multi-dimensional understanding of literary works, 

but also makes abstract theories concrete and tangible, and can also cultivate students’ interdisciplinary thinking and 
critical analysis abilities. 



Jiaxiang Ma 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.10.017 501 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 

 

References 

Ahmad, Z. (2015). Hester Prynne as a rebel to Puritan society in Hawthorne’s romance the scarlet letter. Journal of Phi-

losophy, Culture and Religion, 7(1), 25-27. 

Duan, S. (2020). Puritan morality in “The red letter” from the perspective of critical thinking. Journal of Xinxiang Univer-

sity, 37(4), 31-34. 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish, panopticism. Discipline & punish: The birth of the prison, 195-228. 

Foucault, M. (2012). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. Vintage. 

Han, X., & Hou, H. (2024). The influence of Foucault’s philosophical thought on Chinese educational research: A review 

and prospect of a 40-year journey. Research on the History of Education, 6(3), 99-108. 

Joranger, L. (2024). The evolution and integration of life and theory in Foucault’s work on power. Integrative Psycholog-

ical & Behavioral Science, 58(4), 1-10. 

Liu, H. (2021). The duality of Hester Prynne’s image: Subversion and submission. Cultural Communication and Sociali-

zation Journal, 2(1). 

Luo, D. (2023). An interpretation of female images in blindness from the perspective of Foucault’s power discourse theory. 

Academic Journal of Humanities & Social Sciences, 6(10). 

Shi, G., & Liu, T. (2024). Why does scientific discourse dominate cultural systems: The theoretical effects of Foucault’s 

“knowledge-power” structure. Journal of Dialectics of Nature, 46(8), 102-109. 

Wang, G. (2019). The self-shaping process of Hester in Hawthorne’s “The red letter” from the perspective of new histori-

cism. Drama Home, (31), 240. 

Xing, B. (2024). The methodological foundation and subjectivity concerns of Foucault’s late neoliberal research. Journal 

of Wuhan University (Philosophy and Social Sciences Edition), 77(4), 70-79. 

Yang, G. (2024). The intellectual historical significance of the reform of French archival work: Foucault on the genealogy 

of archives and power. Archival Science Research, (5), 29-35. 

Zhang, X. (2023). Discipline and punishment in the scarlet letter: Based on Foucaults disciplinary theory. Journal of Hu-

manities, Arts and Social Science, 6(4). 


