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CONSIDERING POSSESSION
IN THE SCARLET LETTER

Ellen Weinauer
University of Southern Mississippi

In the much-discussed first line of "The Custom-House," Nathaniel
Hawthorne announces not only his text's complicated attitude toward its au-
dience, but also its even more complicated treatment of issues of demonic
possession. "It is a little remarkable," Hawthorne writes, "that—though disin-
clined to talk overmuch of myself and my affairs at the fireside, and to my
personal friends—an autobiographical impulse should twice in my life have
taken possession of me, in addressing the public."1 This line is interesting, of
course, for what it suggests about Hawthorne's discomfort with the autobio-
graphical mode. It is also interesting, I think, for the particular and peculiar
trope with which Hawthorne figures that discomfort. In suggesting that the
desire to disclose has "taken possession of me," Hawthorne intriguingly pre-
sents himself as the resistant victim of a sort of witchcraft, as one whose sub-
jective mastery has been undermined by an apparently irresistible and demonic
force.

Nor do these associations end here: indeed, the trope of demonic posses-
sion that is launched in this line makes insistent, one might even say obses-
sive, re-appearances in "The Custom-House." "This old town of Salem,"
Hawthorne tells us early in the sketch, "possesses, or did possess, a hold on
my affections, the force of which I have never realized during my seasons of
actual residence here" (11). Hawthorne attempts to explain this "hold" by
describing ancestral connections, noting that the "figure of that first ancestor
. . . still haunts me" (12), and that he feels tied to Salem as by a "spell" (14).
Later, when he has "found" the scarlet letter in the second story of the Custom
House but cannot, as he articulates it, bring the "dead corpses" of the narra-
tive characters to life, those corpses stare at him with "a fixed and ghastly
grin": " 'What have you to do with us?' that expression seemed to say. 'The
little power you might once have possessed over the tribe of unrealities is
gone!'" (34). Hawthorne cannot create: a "wretched numbness held posses-
sion of me" (35). He is "haunted by a suspicion that [his] intellect is dwin-
dling away" (37) and that he has lost the "poor properties" of his mind (39);
he suggests that the man in civil service is, if ejected from office, "haunt[ed]"
by a "hope" that he will be "restored to office" (38); having himself been
ejected from his position as Custom-House surveyor, he describes his now
positionless and "figurative self as one who has been "decapitated" and is
writing "from beyond the grave" (42).

With these descriptions, Hawthorne provides us with a return to and re-
daction of one of his most prevalent themes: the perils of authorship, which
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94Ellen Weinauer

he variously figures in his sketches, short stories, and novels as both danger-
ously powerful and dangerously disempowering. It is precisely in the context
of issues of craft and creativity—in the context of issues of literary power—
that critics such as Millicent Bell, Maria Tatar, and Samuel Chase Coale have
read Hawthorne's treatment of witchcraft, mesmerism, spiritualism, and other
"popular supernaturalisms."2 Hawthorne himself makes an explicit link be-
tween his authorship and witchcraft, in a letter commenting upon the furor
that ensued in Salem in the wake of the publication of "The Custom-House."
Writing to Horatio Bridge, Hawthorne noted that "my preliminary chapter
has caused the greatest uproar that ever happened here since witch-times."
Through his authorship of this apparently incendiary sketch, Hawthorne be-
comes in his own configuration much like the Salem witches—a heretic who
will only with great "good luck" be able to "escape from town without being
tarred-and-feathered . "3

It is undeniable, I think, that Hawthorne's use ofmetaphors of witchcraft
and demonic possession signals complex attitudes toward the act of literary
creation; but it is also worth noting that, unlike in his letter to Bridge, in "The
Custom-House" Hawthorne is, for the most part, not the witch but the victim
of witchcraft, not the demonic possessor but the demonically (dis)possessed.
Taking note of this, I want to offer another way of reading the issue ofwitch-
craft in The Scarlet Letter, one that draws explicitly on some of Hawthorne's
critical seventeenth-century sources. In particular, I want to resituate the text' s
treatment of witchcraft in a Puritan history that insistently associates witch-
craft with disruptions by women of male ownership of property. Like the
witches and proto-witches with which she is associated throughout the novel—
Anne Hibbins, Anne Hutchinson—Hawthorne's heroine claims an authority
over property that leaves the text, and its author, deeply troubled, raising as it
does the specter of male dispossession.

Indeed, the novel's disturbed iteration of this theme reflects a kind of
textual urgency, reminding us that, far from being put to rest along with the
witchcraft trials, this specter was hauntingly present in Hawthorne's own day.
The antebellum years saw a great deal of public debate about laws of "cover-
ture"—laws designating, among other things, the distribution of property in
marriage. By the year of The Scarlet Letter's publication, in fact, seventeen
states had passed laws giving married women significantly more control over
both personal and real property. Hawthorne's own state of Massachusetts
passed acts—albeit limited ones—in both 1845 and 1846." I do not intend to
reduce The ScarletLetter to a simple "thumbs-up" or "thumbs-down" on these
matters; but in suggesting that we resituate the novel's treatment of witchcraft
in a history of the meanings of (women-as-) property in marriage, I am also
suggesting that Hawthorne's text exists as an anxious meditation on a press-
ing issue of its own contemporary moment. By examining the ways in which
Hawthorne's seventeenth-century sources serve to frame and mediate that
issue, we can make more sense, I think, of the ambivalence with which Hester's
insurgency is depicted in The Scarlet Letter. We can also return to "The
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Custom-House" with a perspective that allows us to better understand the
anxiety about male (self-)possession—an anxiety captured in its proliferating
metaphors of witchcraft—that so haunts The Scarlet Letter' s "Introductory."

Hawthorne, of course, knew his Bible as well as he knew his history. In
his readings of the latter, then, he might well have noticed the rather curious
reappearance of a Jewish sect, the Sadducees, when women heretics in par-
ticular are under discussion. In her 1637 ecclesiastical trial, for example, Anne
Hutchinson is accused of Sadducism; Cotton Mather uses the term repeatedly
in his treatment of witchcraft in the Magnolia Christi Americana.5 On a quite
basic level, the Sadducees, who denied the existence of resurrection, come to
function in Puritan sources as a collective emblem of theological doubt. Mather
makes this usage explicit in a story about a group of Indians who had once
widely participated in "witchcrafts" and "confederacies with devils" but who
became, finally, "serious Christians." Mather offers this section of theMagnolia
(entitled "SADDUCISMUS TRIUMPHATUS," or "Sadducism vanquished")
as a hortatory against doubt: "Come hither, ye prophane Sadducees, mat will
not believe the being of a devil, for fear lest you must thence infer the being of
a God," he writes; "We will relate some things well known to prudent and
honest witnesses: And when you have read this relation, mock on!"6 In his
chapter on the "wonders of the invisible world," Mather carries this notion of
Sadducism forward, quoting a preface to a "true" witchcraft narrative which
claims that "This great instance [of possession] comes with such convincing
evidence, that he must be a very obdurate Sadducee, mat will not believe it."
Perhaps most importantly, Mather refers to the Salem witchcraft trials as
"SADDUCISMUS DEBELLATUS," or "Sadducism stormed," presumably
because, after the trials, confessions, convictions, and executions in Salem,
one can no longer offer plausible denial of a spiritual world beyond the earthly
one.7 According to Mather and his Puritan contemporaries, in other words,
witchcraft "proved" what Ann Kibbey has called the "fact of spiritual inter-
vention in the natural world."8Witchcraft, therefore, undermined "Sadducaical"
skepticism.

But the connections between Sadducism and witchcraft exceed these theo-
logically instrumental ones, as a look at how the Sadducees' denial of resur-
rection is framed in the New Testament will suggest. Repeated in the books of
Luke, Mark, and Matthew, the story of the Sadducees involves a debate with
Jesus on the matter of resurrection. Interested in "entangling him in his talk,"
the Sadducees approach Jesus with an intriguing hypothetical problem. "Now
there were seven brothers among us," they begin: "the first married, and died,
and having no children left his wife to his brother. So too the second and third,
down to the seventh. After them all, the woman died. In the resurrection,
therefore, to which of the seven will she be wife? For they all had her."9 Less
interesting for my purposes than Jesus' answer to the Sadducees (he tells them,
in essence, that worldly laws do not attend the risen soul, that the very "prob-
lem" they pose is moot) is the fact that, as Tamara Harvey has pointed out,



96Ellen Weinauer

resurrection is here debated via the "vehicle" of "marriage and the possession
of women."10

That this connection between the "heretical" views of the Sadducees and
the idea of secure ownership ofwomen in marriage is not merely incidental to
Puritan histories is made clear in the ecclesiastical trial of Anne Hutchinson,
whose own denial of resurrection seems to threaten the very institution of
marriage itself. Indeed, Harvey comments, "Part of what is at stake in the
theological debates of the Antinomian Controversy is the status of women as
possessions in marriage."11 John Cotton makes Hutchinson's challenge to this
status explicit, begging her to "consider" that

if the Resurection be past than you cannot Evade the Argument that was
prest upon you by our Brother Buckle and others, that filthie Sinne of the
Comunitie of Woemen and all promiscuus and filthie cominge togeather of
men and Woemen without Distinction or Relation of Marriage, will neces-
sarily follow. And though I have not herd, nayther do I thinke, you have
bine unfaythfull to your Husband in his Marriage Covenant, yet that will
follow upon it, for it is the very argument that the Saduces bringe to our
Saviour Christ agaynst the Resurrection . . . 12

Cotton is clearly interested in the issue of doubt here; but at least as important
for him are the implications of that doubt for civil authority: without the idea
of an extraworldly judgment to follow, what is to hold people (and, in particu-
lar, women) to their worldly covenants (and, in particular, the covenant of
marriage)? Cotton's specific reference to the debate between Jesus and the
Sadducees reveals the secular nature of his concerns: as Harvey observes,
whereas Jesus "de-emphasizes the human covenant of marriage" in his an-
swer to the Sadducees, Hutchinson's judges "reemphasize it, shifting atten-
tion from the resurrection to worldly morality" and to the threats to that morality
that Hutchinson poses.13 From Hutchinson's "mortalist" rejection of the res-
urrection of the soul/body, Cotton insists, "will necessarily follow" disrup-
tions in the social—and particularly the marital—body: "that filthie Sinne of
the Comunitie of Woemen," the "promiscuus and filthie cominge togeather
ofmen andWoemen without Distinction or Relation ofMarriage."14 Although
Cotton indicates his awareness that Hutchinson has not yet been involved in
such a "filthie cominge togeather," that she has not literally violated the mar-
riage covenant, she is clearly heading in that direction: inevitably, he pro-
claims, "that will follow upon it." And all the examiners seem to believe in
any case that the marriage covenant has already been figuratively violated:
"you have stept out of your place," Hugh Peters tells her; "you have rather
bine a Husband than a Wife."15

Hutchinson's "sadducism" thus comes to be connected to her usurpation
of a husband's prerogative in marriage, to her usurpation of male authority
over her and her body. Despite Hutchinson's acknowledgement in her civil
trial—published in an appendix to Thomas Hutchinson's History ofMassa-
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chusetts Bay, an important source for Hawthorne—that the judges "have power
over my body," her position on resurrection implicitly denies the ultimate
meaning of that power. Indeed, Hutchinson goes on to deny the magistrates'
authority, telling them that only "the Lord Jesus hath power over my body
and soul," and noting ominously that "if you go on in this course you begin
you will bring a curse upon you and your posterity, and the mouth of the Lord
hath spoken it."16

Considering how her "heresies" are framed in her trials, and considering
the sort of "curse" that apparently issued from her, it seems somewhat sur-
prising that Anne Hutchinson was never formally accused of witchcraft. His-
torian Carol Karlsen has attempted to account for this, noting that, while
witchcraft was much prosecuted in seventeenth-century England and was also
included in colonial legal codes as a capital crime, the "demographic and
economic conditions of early settlement" delayed witchcraft prosecutions in
the colonies.17 But, as Karlsen also points out, many of the stories that circu-
lated about Hutchinson—particularly in the writings of John Winthrop, with
which Hawthorne was thoroughly familiar—draw on long-held associations
with and images of witchcraft. Carrying with them beliefs originating in their
native England, most colonists, Karlsen suggests, would have associated
witches with a variety of "sins," including "discontent, anger, envy, malice,
seduction, lying, and pride."18 Hutchinson was, of course, accused of all of
these (seduction is perhaps most interesting in this regard, carrying us back to
Cotton's jeremiad regarding the "promiscuus and filthie cominge togeather
of men and Woemen" that Hutchinson's views allegedly promoted).
Winthrop' s A Short Story of the Rise, reign, and ruine of the Antinomians,
Familists, and Libertines recounts, for example, Hutchinson's response to a
visit made to her after her banishment by "foure . . . members" of the Church
of Boston. In his retelling, Winthrop stresses the "disdain" (read "pride") and
"bitterness" of "spirit" (read "discontent, anger, envy, malice") with which
Hutchinson greets her visitors, along with her defiant rejection of their spiri-
tual authority: "What, from the Church at Boston? I know no such Church,
neither will I owne it, call it the Whore and Strumpet of Boston, no Church of
Christ," she allegedly declares.19

Drawing on Hutchinson's deviance from accepted (female) norms—her
bitterness, her pride, her unruly speech—Winthrop places Hutchinson in a
field of associations that renders her analogous, if not identical, to the colo-
nial witch. This field is even more spectacularly elaborated in the famous and
oft-repeated description ofHutchinson's "monstrous birth."20 LikeMary Dyer,
one of Hutchinson's followers and loyal supporters whose own "monstrous
birth" testifies to the monstrosity of her theological positions, Hutchinson is
depicted as delivering a kind of demon offspring.21 Indeed, according to
Winthrop, Hutchinson "brought forth not one, (as Mistris Dier did) but ... 30
monstrous births or thereabouts, at once; some of them bigger, some lesser,
some of one shape, some of another; few of any perfect shape, none at all of
them ... of humane shape."22 Winthrop insists, of course, that in these
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"demon offspring" one can see the hand of God, who has been "pleased to
step in with his casting voice, and bring in his owne vote and suffrage from
heaven, by testifying his displeasure against their opinions and practises, as
clearely as if he had pointed with his finger."23

As if to reassert the corporeal power that Hutchinson had earlier granted
and then promptly denied him, Winthrop clearly works to exercise interpre-
tive authority over Hutchinson's body. In her discussion of Hutchinson's
"mortalist" views, Tamara Harvey explains that "Hutchinson and her follow-
ers .. . reject the significance of the body except as a vehicle for immediate
union with Christ, and in doing so undermine the system that authorized the
judges and sustains patriarchal privilege."24 In his description of the "mon-
strous birth," we witness Winthrop reinstating the very "system" that
Hutchinson undermines: he insists precisely on the significance of her body—
a body the offspring of which marks Hutchinson' s seduction by the devil—in
order to show that God's judgment is consonant with that of the magistrates,
whose theological and social authority is thereby underscored. Hutchinson is,
in short, as much marked by Satan as are the colonial witches whose bodies
would later be "searched" for devils' "teats" or who "gave birth to and suck-
led demons instead of children."25 And ultimately, her "witchcraft" can be
traced back to her Sadducaical "heresies"—those heresies that "necessarily"
lead to the disruption of the "proper" and accepted relations between men and
women, husbands and wives, that was so widely feared by Puritan authorities.

I would suggest that this same set of associations is at work in the Magnolia
Christi Americana, when Mather makes his even more direct links between
Sadducism and witchcraft. Like Winthrop during the Antinomian Crisis,
Mather is as interested in the temporal disturbances the witchcraft outbreaks
map as he is in their theological implications. Offering himself as witness to
one family's victimization at the hands of a witch, for example, Mather ex-
plains that he brought the family's oldest daughter into his own home, "partly
out of compassion to her parents, but chiefly that I might be a critical eye-
witness to things that would enable me to confute the sadducism of this
debauch' d age."26 Here, the "debauchery" seems at least in part to refer to the
worldly sins into which Mather believed that later generations of colonists
had descended. He can "confute . . . sadducism" not only by bearing witness
to the "truth" of spiritual life, but also by showing just how strongly impli-
cated the "devil" had become in the daily ("debauch'd") lives of the colonists.

Whatever specific sins and debaucheries Mather had in mind, it is worth
taking note of the historical commonplace that the vast majority of those ac-
cused, prosecuted, and executed for witchcraft in the colonies were women.
In recent years, historians have turned increasingly to the economic disputes
that lie at the root of witchcraft outbreaks. Perhaps most famously, Paul Boyer
and Stephen Nissenbaum have argued that the Salem outbreak of 1692 was
fuelled by conflict between an emergent mercantile class and a group tied to a
traditional, land-based economic order.27 But, as Carol Karlsen asserts, while
this move to identify the central role that economic considerations played in
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accusations of and prosecutions for witchcraft is crucial, Boyer and Nissenbaum
do not "tell[ ] us very much about why witches were primarily women."28
Karlsen attempts to fill in this gap: carrying forward the correlation that Boyer
and Nissenbaum find between witchcraft outbreaks and wide-spread anxi-
eties over changing economic (and therefore social) relations, Karlsen argues
persuasively that women came to stand in for and in fact to provoke such
anxiety. In particular, she notes, "Whether as actual or potential inheritors of
property, as healers or tavern-keepers or merchants, most accused witches
were women who symbolized the obstacles to [male ownership] of property
and [male] prosperity." "[A]Il witches," Karlsen asserts, "stood symbolically
opposed to—and therefore were subversive of—that order, in that they did
not accept their assigned place within it."29 David D. Hall makes a similar
claim, noting that "[t]he prosecution of women as witches occurred in a soci-
ety in which men exercised substantial authority—legal, political, ideologi-
cal, and economic—over women. It is possible to interpret witch-hunting as
a means of reaffirming this authority at a time when some women (like the
charismatic spiritual leader Anne Hutchinson) were testing these constraints,
and when others were experiencing a degree of independence, as when women
without husbands or male siblings inherited property."30

Here, then, one might bring another perspective to bear on the analogy
between the Sadducees, women, and witchcraft made by both Winthrop and
Mather. Like the Sadducees, whose denial of resurrection appeared to the
Puritans to open the door to a denial of the covenant of marriage, the witch
also threatened that covenant (hence witches were often accused of promiscu-
ity, sexual laxity, and adultery). Further, the witch also threatened the owner-
ship of property by men (whether of the woman or of her land and personalty)
which that covenant was intended to ensure. In this context, it makes sense
that much of the "evidence" lodged against accused witches involved
maleficia—evil deeds or mischief—allegedly performed against personal and
real property: cows and chickens inexplicably become sick, household ob-
jects and farming equipment go missing or get damaged, crops are destroyed.

The case of accused witch Katherine Harrison offers insight into the role
women's claims to property might have played in witchcraft accusations and
prosecution. Harrison was a widow whose husband left her the bulk of his
large estate—789 pounds; the remainder of the 929-pound estate went to his
three daughters at his death in 1666, making her at once very wealthy and in
control of a good deal of real and personal property. Significantly, it was after
her husband's death, between 1668 and 1670, that Harrison was accused of
and tried for witchcraft multiple times, and convicted at least once.31 Testi-
mony against Harrison indicates the usual accusations of unruly speech, threat-
ening behavior, and maleficia against people and property. But records also
reveal the extent to which Harrison recognized that the accusations signaled a
battle for, and the extent to which she was determined to preserve, her prop-
erty. In 1668, around the time of her first witchcraft accusation, Harrison
presented a formal petition of grievances in court, accusing her neighbors of
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vandalism and attacks on her estate. Among other complaints, she testifies
that many of her horses, sows, cows and oxen have been "spoiled," their backs
or ribs broken, "hole[s] bored" in their sides or "legs cut off; that her corn
was "damnified with horses" and that "30 poles ofhops [were] cut and spoiled."
Perhaps most interestingly, Harrison observes that her very marks of owner-
ship have been effaced and re-written: "I had a heifer in my barnyard," she
testifies, "my earmark ofwhich was cut out, and other earmarks set on; nextly
I had a sow that had young pigs earmarked (in the sty) after the same man-
ner." Taking note of the specific timing at work in this worldly maleficia—
"all which things have happened since my husband['s] death," she
writes—Harrison seems to have been well-aware of the threat she posed as a
feme sole property owner.32 Not surprisingly, among her earliest accusers was
one John Chester, with whom Harrison was involved in a land dispute.33

Katherine Harrison was not the first wealthy widow to be accused of and
indicted for witchcraft. A few years earlier, in fact, a more widely-known
widow—one who makes repeated appearances in The Scarlet Letter itself—
was not only tried and convicted, but also executed as a witch. In 1656, Anne
Hibbins was sentenced by the General Court of Massachusetts to "hang till
she was dead."34 Hibbins serves as another salient example of the link be-
tween women, property ownership, and witchcraft. Her case also reminds us
of the ways in which the marriage covenant operated to contain the threat to
male ownership of property posed by strong women. In 1640, long before she
was formally convicted of witchcraft, Hibbins was brought to trial for "false
accusations and contentious behavior," after having publicly aired complaints
about the quality and cost of work done by a joiner in her house.35 While
much of her church trial concerns the extent to which her "censurings, and
judgings" of her "brethren" were "uncharitable," of even greater concern ap-
pears to be the extent to which Anne Hibbins' accusations against the joiner
involved her usurpation of husbandly authority. In her "examination," one
"Sargent Savage" notes that "if all other offenses were passed by, . . . yet she
hath shed forth one sin in the face of the congregation worthy of reproof: and
that is transgressing the rule of the apostle in usurping authority over him
whom God hath made her head and husband, and in taking the power and
authority . . . out of his hands; and when he was satisfied and sits down con-
tented she . . . will stir in it, as if she were able to manage it better than her
husband, which is a plain breach of the rule of Christ."36

By taking up a cause her husband had been willing to lay aside, Hibbins
appears to have nullified his authority; in doing so, or so the complaints sug-
gest, she seems to have nullified him. Under the (common law) principles of
coverture in operation in virtually all of the New England colonies at this
time, the married woman lost any agency she might have possessed as afeme
sole to her husband. As legal commentator William Blackstone would later
explain it, "the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended dur-
ing the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the
husband."37 Complaints against Hibbins indicate a perception that she has
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(sinfully) violated and inverted these principles: "some do think she doth but
make a wisp ofher husband" one examiner acknowledges; another complains,
"she makes a cipher of her husband."38 By coming out from under her husband' s
"cover," Hibbins has apparently rendered him meaningless.

For such threats to her husband's very meaning and identity, Hibbins is
severely punished: she is first formally admonished, then excommunicated.
But these attempts to contain the threats Hibbins posed to male meaning were
themselves nullified by Hibbins' widowhood in 1654. Threatening enough as
a married woman who exerts control ofher husband's property, Hibbins would
appear to have been even more threatening as afeme sole. Much like Katherine
Harrison, Hibbins was left a substantial property-owner upon her husband's
death. Again like Harrison, just two years after being widowed, Hibbins was
tried as a witch. In Hibbins' case, however, the results of the trial were far
more dire. She was executed in June of 1656.

Anne Hibbins is, of course, the only explicitly identified witch in The
Scarlet Letter. Consideration of her case therefore invites us back into
Hawthorne's text and its treatment of the threat one individual woman poses
to the covenant of marriage and (male) property ownership. In recent years,
critics such as Carol Bensick, Gordon Hutner, and Ken Egan have turned to
the question ofHawthorne's complex and revisionary representation of adul-
tery in The Scarlet Letter?9 The issues of property and possession at work in
Hester's adulterous act, however, have received less attention. Perhaps be-
cause the text itself displaces the issue of cuckoldry onto issues of sin, peni-
tence, and redemption, it is tempting not to consider that what Hester has
done is, in essence, to give herself to another—to exert a kind of agency and
self-proprietorship that the laws of marriage simply do not grant her. Gillian
Brown, who sees issues of inheritance and women's property at the center of
Hawthorne's novel, suggests that this displacement emerges from the novel
itself, which effectively "erases" the issue of adultery in order to "make prop-
erty safely heritable" for Pearl. Thus, Brown claims, "the original crime, the
usurpation of Chillingworth' s marital property in Hester's person, has practi-
cally disappeared even at the outset of die story."40 I submit, however, that
this "crime" does not "disappear," for both Hawthorne' s seventeenth-century
sources and his own society, occupied itself with debates about marital prop-
erty law, continue to insist on it. Like Anne Hibbins and Anne Hutchinson,
the "witches" with whom she is associated throughout the novel, Hester's
violation of the marriage covenant—in her case a violation that is quite lit-
eral—sets in motion troubling questions ofmale authority over property. The
question to which The Scarlet Letter finally points, then, is this: who can
claim ownership of Hester?

Just as she is with Anne Hutchinson, Hester is associated with Anne
Hibbins from the beginning of The Scarlet Letter, when the narrator sets the
stage for Hester's emergence from the Boston jail. Noting the possible rea-
sons for the gathering of a "pretty large number of the inhabitants of Boston"
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before the prison-door—perhaps an Antinomian or a Quaker is to be "scourged
out of the town," or "an idle and vagrant Indian" whipped "into the shadow of
the forest"—the narrator moves to the scenario that will prove most appropri-
ate to Hester's own: "It might be, too, that a witch, like old Mistress Hibbins,
the bitter-tempered widow of the magistrate, was to die upon the gallows"
(47). Scott Harshbarger has noticed the lack of critical commentary on
"Hawthorne's characterization, and condemnation, ofHibbins as a full-fledged
witch." While one might "reasonably expect" Hawthorne to "exonerate Hibbins
from charges of witchcraft" in a novel "dedicated to expiating the sins of
Hawthorne's persecuting forebears," Harshbarger writes, "the author heads
in the opposite direction," so that by the end of the novel "Hibbins emerges as
self-confessed disciple" of Satan.41 In short, Hawthorne seems notably un-
critical of his Puritan sources in this case, drawing on such representations of
Hibbins as that offered by Thomas Hutchinson, who takes pains in his 1765
History ofMassachusetts Bay to describe the "natural crabbedness" ofHibbins'
character, along with the "turbulent and quarrelsome" nature that "brought
her under church censures, and at length rendered her so odious to her
neighbours as to cause some of them to accuse her of witchcraft," and who
questions the validity of neither her condemnation nor her execution.42

Hibbins always appears in The Scarlet Letter at the moments of greatest
vulnerability for the protagonists: she is rumored to have approached Hester
upon her departure from Governor Bellingham' s mansion, where Hester has
gone to appeal for permission to keep Pearl (103); she "is said to have" con-
fronted Dimmesdale upon his reentrance into the village from the forest, where
he has sealed a pact to leave the colony with Hester (192). In these contexts,
Hibbins seems to be used as a marker for what Harshbarger calls the main
characters' "proximity" to "radical evil."43 It is thereby significant, of course,
that Hester repeatedly resists Hibbins' invitations into the forest: '"Make my
excuse to [the Black Man],'" Hester says "with a triumphant smile. ? must
tarry at home, and keep watch over my little Pearl. Had they taken her from
me, I would willingly have gone with thee into the forest, and signed my
name in the Black Man's book too'" (103). Hester may be proximate to, but
she has not apparently crossed over into, the "evil" that Hibbins represents.

Hester's resistance to Hibbins is figured in terms of her commitment to
her daughter, to her status as mother. But while Hester remains true to her
domesticity, however painful and problematic that domesticity is for her, we
know that she has once, and irrevocably, transgressed the legal bounds of
domestic relations. Hester has, to use the phrase deployed by John Cotton in
Anne Hutchinson's trial, "bine unfaythfull to [her] Husband in his Marriage
Covenant"; and it is this violation to which Hester refers when she confesses
to Pearl that "Once in my life I met the Black Man" (162). By figuring her
adultery as a mark of having compacted with the Devil, Hester connects her-
self to both Hutchinson and Hibbins, who violated the marriage covenant by
usurping their husbands' proprietorship in their persons. Like both of these
precursors, Hester claims an authority over "personal" property—in this case,
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her property in herself—that transgresses the very principal of marital unity
upon which colonial marriage and its attendant property laws were based.

Chillingworth tacitly admits as much in a scene that offers a series of
complicated witchcraft/marriage/property associations. In his first face-to-face
confrontation with Hester, Chillingworth reveals through his language just
how central the issue of ownership is to the complex of relations between the
three protagonists. Like an accused witch pressured to name her "confeder-
ates," Hester is queried by Chillingworth: "the man lives who has wronged us
both! Who is he?" (69). Hester's refusal to name her confederate proves to
Chillingworth, as Carol Bensick asserts, that "she will not be reunited with
him on any terms."44 The "unity" between husband and wife has been irrevo-
cably violated: Hester has come out permanently from under Chillingworth' s
"cover."

Having been thus forced to relinquish property in Hester, Chillingworth
(in three variations) claims ownership of the yet-undiscovered lover: "he must
needs be mine!," "he is mine," and "he shall be mine!," he announces with a
"look of confidence" perhaps belied by his rather anxious repetitions of the
phrase (69). Chillingworth' s interest in reestablishing himself as a secure pro-
prietor is borne out again later in the same scene, when he goes from overtly
divesting himself of ownership of Hester ("thou that wast my wife," he pro-
claims her [69]) to reclaiming property in her that, under common law, vests
in him as husband. Drawing on principles ofmarital unity, according to which
a wife could not testify against her husband because she would thereby in-
criminate herself,45 he enjoins her to silence about his true identity, reminding
her as he does so that "Thou and thine, Hester Prynne, belong to me" (70).

The narrative sympathies in this scene are complicated.46 Having made
her promise, Hester queries Chillingworth as to whether she has made an-
other demonic compact: "Art thou like the Black Man, that haunts the forest
round about us? Hast thou enticed me into a bond that will prove the ruin of
my soul?" (70). At this moment, of course, it is not Hester but Chillingworth
who is associated with witchcraft.47 Here, the legal "bond" ofmarriage, under
the principles of which Hester "belongs" to Chillingworth and so cannot bear
witness against him, draws Hester into a clear moral violation. By returning to
her role asfeme covert, Hester betrays Dimmesdale, who remains ignorant of
Chillingworth' s true identity. The narrative thus seems to critique legal mar-
riage as an institution which, by denying Hester proprietorship of herself,
draws her into a bond with the "Black Man" who seeks to claim her.48

But at the same time, as readers and critics have long recognized, The
Scarlet Letter remains deeply ambivalent about Hester's resistance to the secu-
lar laws of men and marriage, as much repelled as compelled by the various
forms of insurgency that she represents. Like Anne Hutchinson, who believed,
as she made clear in her civil trial, that the magistrates owned her body but not
her "body and soul," Hester has, in exerting her own (sexual and social) agency,
laid claim to radical properties in herself. But try as Hawthorne might to ratify
those claims, the narrative he creates argues against him, associating Hester's
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freedom of thought both with a kind of unsexing (she has lost "[s]ome at-
tribute . . . the permanence of which had been essential to keep her a woman"
[143]) and with the capital crime of witchcraft. Having announced that "the
world's law was no law for [Hester's] mind," the narrator points out that "our
forefathers" would have "held [her freedom of speculation] to be a deadlier
crime than that stigmatized by the scarlet letter" (143).

It is significant that, just after we get "another view" (178) of Hester's
fully anarchic tendencies, we watch her break her promise of (wifely) silence
to Chillingworth, confess her sin of silence to Dimmesdale, and then propose
a new life elsewhere for her, Dimmesdale, and Pearl. And it is just after
Dimmesdale agrees to flee with Hester that Anne Hibbins makes a brief but
potent reappearance in the text, meeting Dimmesdale on his return to Boston
from his walk with Hester. "So, reverend Sir, you have made a visit into the
forest," the "witch-lady" remarks, drawing Dimmesdale into the witchcraft
associations with which the text is replete (193).

A curious detail in this scene, however, reminds us that it is not
Dimmesdale but Hester who has initiated the new transgression. Hibbins, we
are told, "made a very grand appearance; having on a high head-dress, a rich
gown of velvet, and a ruff done up with the famous yellow starch, of which
Ann Turner, her especial friend, had taught her the secret, before this last
good lady had been hanged for Sir Thomas Overbury's murder" (193). With
the reference to Anne Turner, who, in addition to being convicted of murder,
was also accused of being "a witch, a trafficker in necromancy," and a "sor-
ceress," the issue of witchcraft reverts back to Hester herself.49 Turner' s "yel-
low ruff," for example, is linked not just to Hibbins but also to Hester, whose
needlework resembles Turner' s own: according to Alfred Reid, Turner "made
ruffs and cuffs and introduced fashions of dress into courtly circles. The
starched yellow ruff is said to have been her invention."50 It should come as
no surprise, then, that in addition to being a witch, Turner was also an adulter-
ess. Hawthorne may have earlier drawn a distinction between Hester and
Hibbins, but that distinction breaks down here as, via Anne Turner, the rela-
tionship between witchcraft and marital "violation" returns with a subtle but
insistent force. Indeed, in a final marketplace scene that loops us back to the
opening of the text, we see Hibbins, wearing in this case a "triple ruff," in
direct "conjunction with Hester Prynne" (209). Clearly, the narrative cannot
let Hester's "witchcraft" go. Finally, Hawthorne seems unable to do other
than concur with his forefathers, the judging "iron men" for whom a woman's
resistance—Hutchinson's, Hibbens', Hester's—to the laws of patriarchal
marriage was viewed as a "deadly" crime indeed.51

Why is it, then, that Hawthorne' s text cannot finally break free from those
patriarchal, persecuting ancestors—the very forefathers against whom he sets
himself in "The Custom-House"? Referring to some literary forefathers in his
analysis of Hawthorne's use of Anne Hutchinson, Michael Colacurcio pro-
vides a possible answer, one that moves away from the situation of marriage
and toward matters of the literary market. Noting the ways in which Cotton
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Mather's depictions of Hutchinson emerge from those of John Winthrop,
Colacurcio writes, "The basic antifeminist construction seems to originate
with Winthrop—not only with his specific characterization ofMrs. Hutchinson
as 'a woman of a haughty and fierce carriage, of a nimble wit and active spirit,
and a very voluble tongue' but also with the clear implication in his whole
account that one very deep issue is Mrs. Hutchinson's female invasion of
male 'literary' prerogative."52 Hawthorne' s familiarity with this perception of
Hutchinson (which draws not only on the "teaching" function she exerted in
the Puritan community, but also on her resistant readings of scripture) is made
plain in his 1830 sketch, "Mrs. Hutchinson," which begins with a prefatory
meditation on the "portentous" rise of literary women. "[T]here are obvious
circumstances which will render female pens more numerous and more pro-
lific than those ofmen," Hawthorne writes; soon, he goes on, "the ink-stained
Amazons will expel their rivals by actual pressure, and petticoats wave trium-
phant over all the field."53

Hawthorne' s use of the battle metaphor lends credence to a remark made
many years later by one of those "ink-stained Amazons," Elizabeth Stoddard.
Writing to Rufus Griswold in 1 856, Stoddard described her authorship in terms
of "guerrilla . . . warfare," noting that "The Literary Female is abroad and the
souls of the literary men are tried."54 Coupled with Hawthorne' s earlier rendi-
tion, Stoddard's depiction of the "warfare" between literary women and liter-
ary men facilitates the now-familiar reading of what, precisely, is at issue in
the contest: the battlefield is the literary marketplace, and the clear victor, by
1850, is the "Literary Female," whose prominence and salability far exceeds
that of the sorely tried "Literary Male." This is, of course, the war for readers
that led Hawthorne to make his infamous complaint to William D. Ticknor,
quoted ad infinitum, about the "mob of scribbling women" and the "trash"
they "sell by the ???,???."55

Certainly one can see the ways in which Hawthorne's uneasiness with
Hester's power—a power notably figured, via references to Hester's needle-
work, as in part artistic—reflects anxieties about an ongoing literary battle in
which men appeared (in Hawthorne's own moment, in any case) to be the
losers. But while admitting the significance of these issues, I want also to read
the matter much less metaphorically, to revert the discussion back to the lit-
eral problem being negotiated in The Scarlet Letter and its sources: men's
property in women. I have already suggested how witchcraft trials in general,
and the trial of Anne Hibbins in particular, manifested concerns about the
"witch's" violation of principles of coverture, according to which the married
woman's existence is "incorporated" into that of her husband. The issue of
coverture, I have also noted, had resurfaced as the focus of one of many "re-
form" movements in the antebellum period. Emerging in the wake of the Panic
of 1837, which prompted concerns about how to protect men's property from
creditors, and fuelled by both legal codification movements and woman's
rights agitation, the effort to modify the laws governing women's rights to
property in marriage intensified in the years just prior to The Scarlet Letter's
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publication. Debates about laws took place not only in the more rarified fo-
rums of the "Woman's Rights Convention," but also in mainstream publica-
tions like Godey's Ladies Book and "high culture" magazines like U. S.
Magazine and Democratic Review.

In this context, we should not find it remarkable that Hawthorne engages
matters of property and marriage in The Scarlet Letter. But to understand the
urgency—the anxiety—with which those matters are treated, we have to rec-
ognize that coverture designates not just the distribution of property in mar-
riage, but the distribution of subjectivity as well. Legal historian Margaret
Radin has noted that, according to one "strand" of liberal property theory
(a strand clearly applicable to the U.S. context), to "achieve proper self-
development—to be a person—an individual needs some control" over prop-
erty.56 According to this theory, one is literally constituted by the property to
which one lays claim. To the "personality" thus constructed C. B. Macpherson
has offered the now-famous designation, "possessive individual." Property,
according to the theory of possessive individualism, is not merely something
the individual has the right to claim; it is something the individual must claim,
in order to be an individual: "the man without property in things loses that full
proprietorship of his own person," Macpherson explains.57 Insofar as they
ratify men's control both over any real and personal property a woman might
have controlled before marriage and, importantly, over the woman herself,
laws of coverture operate in a quite obvious way to underwrite the possessive
individual (whose gendered contours are thereby made plain). By codifying
women's object-status, marital laws attempted to make "one plus one equal
one."58 That final "one" is the possessive individual, the liberal subject whose
ownership in "things"—in this case, a wife—ratifies his "proprietorship in his
own person." It is precisely this proprietorship, this distinctive form of self-
possession, which the wife threatens when she refuses to exist under the cover
of male control. It is no wonder that we find one of Anne Hibbins' examiners
fretfully protesting that she "makes a cipher of her husband."

Given the high stakes of this proprietary contest, it becomes less remark-
able that The Scarlet Letter, like its colonial sources, figures woman's effort
to exert more control over herself and her property in terms of witchcraft.
Indeed, Hawthorne would not have been alone in making the association. In
the aftermath of the 1 848 Seneca Falls Convention, which highlighted laws of
coverture in its manifesto, The Declaration ofSentiments, one commentator
remarked that a "new element" (women's activism) had been "thrown into
the cauldron of agitation which is now bubbling around us with such fury."59
In even more hysterical rhetoric, assemblyman Jonathan Burnet responded to
an 1854 speech to the New York legislature by Elizabeth Cady Stanton—a
speech in which Stanton argued for changes in New York's property laws—
by proclaiming that Stanton and her cohorts "do not appear to be satisfied
with having unsexed themselves, but they desire to unsex every female in the
land, and to set the whole community ablaze with unhallowed fire." "[I]t is
well known," Burnet went on, "that the object of these unsexed women is to
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overthrow the most sacred of our institutions, to set at defiance the Divine law
which declares man and wife to be one, and establish on its ruins what will be
in fact and in principle but a species of legalized adultery."60

Hawthorne' s treatment of Hester' s marital insurgency is, of course, a
great deal more tempered than this. But the text's inability to fully ratify that
insurgency suggests that Hawthorne is perhaps no less anxious than assem-
blyman Burnet about its consequences. That anxiety is put on display even
more obviously in The Scarlet Letter's pre-text, "The Custom-House," which
is, as I noted at the outset of this essay, riddled with metaphors of witchcraft
and (male dispossession. We are now, I think, in a better position to under-
stand these metaphors, and to recognize the ways in which that text, along
with the narrative that follows it, might function as an effort to beat back the
very forces that threaten to "possess" the writer by challenging his subjective
mastery. For having begun "The Custom-House" with an assertion regarding
his own passive experience of dispossession (the writer has been "taken pos-
session of by an "autobiographical impulse"), Hawthorne ends with an as-
sertion of his own proprietorship over the materials of his narrative. This
assertion begins early in "The Custom-House," when Hawthorne argues for
the "propriety" of his sketch by alleging that it "explainfs] how a large portion
of the following pages came into my possession" (8). Following this lead, he
moves in the sketch from viewing himself as one who has lost subjective
mastery to constructing himself as a proprietor of certain self-constituting
materials. Having claimed those materials he can, by the end of his introduc-
tory sketch, declare himself a self-owning "citizen of somewhere else" (43):
Hawthorne has liberated himself from the Custom-House, from imaginative
imprisonment, from Salem, and, most importantly, from the condition of sub-
jective alienation and dispossession that he finds so troubling.

But while Hawthorne seeks to assert, by the end of his introductory sketch,
such liberation, the narrative that follows, as we have already seen, reverber-
ates against and unsettles this claim. In recent years, we have increasingly
explored how Hawthorne might be less the slayer of middle-class ideology
than he is a sometimes reluctant, sometimes enthusiastic participant in it. The
discomfort about female (self)ownership registered throughout The Scarlet
Letter in its associations between Hester, Hutchinson, and Hibbins exposes
another layer of that participation. Despite his effort to situate himself in an
alternative and indeed antipatriarchal history, The Scarlet Letter taken as a
whole suggests that, like Winthrop and Mather before him, and like his own
middle-class culture, Hawthorne needs the possessed female body. For it would
appear that only through that body can doubts about male subjective mas-
tery—fears about becoming, like Anne Hibbins' husband, a "wisp" and a
"cipher"—be contained and controlled.
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