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            “Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen,” said Winston Churchill, unintentionally but aptly describing the lead characters of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening and Nathanial Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.    Edna Pontellier of The Awakening finds herself in an unhappy marriage with an overbearing husband, and falls in love with a friend and companion, Robert Lebrun, ‘awakening’ her to her oppressive situation and inspiring her to assert her independence.   Edna certainly “stands up and speaks”, as she actively defies her husband and the restraints of society.  On the other hand, Hester Prynne of The Scarlet Letter shows more of a “sit down and listen” type of courage.  She moves to Boston ahead of her husband while he settles some affairs in Europe.  With her spouse absent, Hester falls in love with the minister Arthur Dimmesdale, and her infidelity is discovered when she becomes pregnant.  Hester is sentenced to humiliation on the town scaffold and to bearing a scarlet “A” on her chest for life.  Instead of feeling, Hester chooses to remain in her town and accept her punishment without defending herself, an act that may seem passive but actually shows her tremendous strength.  Both are adulterous women who choose love and what they want over what is expected of them by society, and, as such, both exhibit brave qualities.  However, through an analysis of each woman’s view of marriage, her relationship with her children, and the lasting impression she leaves on society, it can be determined that Hester Prynne demonstrates far greater courage than Edna Pontellier.

           Edna proves her disdain for marriage and her husband by rebelling and taking two lovers.  She originally marries Léonce Pontellier because he is a devoted suitor unpopular with her family because he is Catholic.  Their marriage is convenient and they get along, but their union is not born out of love or respect.  Mr. Pontellier often unnecessarily reproaches his wife for neglecting their children and being a poor housewife, leaving her incredibly distressed.  One night after coming home late from work, he wakes up his wife, insisting their son has a fever and accusing her of being an unfit mother: “She could not have told why she was crying. Such experiences as the foregoing were not uncommon in her married life.  They seemed never before to have weighed much against her husband’s kindness and a uniform devotion which had come to be tacit and self-understood.” (The Awakening, pg. 6)  In general Léonce is an adequate husband, and thus Edna is able to ignore the little problems in her marriage, but as they start to become more prominent they have a bigger effect on her.  Edna begins to stand up for herself and become an individual.  When her husband orders her to come in one night because it’s late and she is sitting outside in the hammock, she responds: 

With a writhing motion she settled herself more securely in the hammock.  She perceived that her will had blazed up, stubborn and resistant.  She could not at that moment have done other than denied and resisted.  She wondered if her husband had ever spoken to her like that before, and if she had submitted to his command.  Of course she had; she remembered that she had.  But she could not realize why or how she should have yielded, feeling as she then did.  ‘Léonce, go to bed,’ she said.  ‘I mean to stay out here.  I don’t wish to go in, and I don’t intend to.  Don’t speak to me like that again; I shall not answer you.’ (The Awakening, pg. 31)

Edna hadn’t wanted to come inside, and so she simply didn’t.  Similarly, she didn’t allow for her husband to push her around.  At the same time as she becomes aware of her troubles with her husband, Edna draws closer to Robert and falls in love with him.  Unwilling to be a part of breaking the marital contract, Robert runs away to Mexico, though in her heart, Edna continues her emotional affair with him and also begins a physical relationship with Alcée Arobin.  These affairs act as a catalyst to an already crumbling marriage, and Edna begins to stand up for herself.  Eventually, Edna actually leaves her husband and moves into a house of her own.  However, Edna is never truly independent; she just drifts from man to man.  She never experiences a solitary life: she always has Léonce, Robert, or Alcée, or her friends Adèle and Mademoiselle Reisz.  In the end, when Edna finds herself alone, she commits suicide.  She isn’t actually strong enough to be independent.

            Alternatively, Hester experiences extreme solitude and has no one to depend on but herself.  Hester’s sentence to wear the scarlet letter does not simply mean she must display an embroidered symbol on her breast, but rather that everyone she knows is aware of her crime and judges her.  She becomes an outcast, forced to raise her child on her own.  Additionally, Hester is also burdened with keeping two terrible secrets: the identity of Pearl’s father, and the true identity of her husband, Roger Chillingworth.  Though he is an equal participant in their sin and her lover, Arthur Dimmesdale is too cowardly to support Hester and stand by her, quite literally, on the scaffold.  He wishes that he could overcome his fears and admit his sin to the public, and one night goes to stand on the scaffold before God.  Pearl and Hester walk by him one night, after coming from the governor’s deathbed, and join him: 

’Wilt though stand here with mother and me, tomorrow noontide?’ inquired Pearl.


‘Nay; not so, my little Pearl!’ answered the minister; for, with the new energy of the moment, all the dread of public exposure, that had so long been the anguish of his life, had returned upon him; and he was already trembling at the conjunction in which-with a strange joy, nevertheless-he now found himself.  ‘Not so, my child.  I shall indeed, stand with thy mother and thee one other day, but not tomorrow!’ (The Scarlet Letter, pg. 105)
Hester keeps Arthur’s secret and does not expect anything from him, but Pearl is less willing to let him off so easy.  She repeatedly asks him to confess his sin and join her mother and herself, but he refuses, promising that some day he will have the strength.  Few things are more difficult than being absolutely alone in the world, though unrequited love comes close. Hester experiences both: though Arthur loves her, he values his reputation more than their relationship.  Thus she is both alone and her love is unrequited, unlike Edna who is completely dependent on the support of her lovers and friends.
            Once source of problems in Edna’s marriage is her children, as he husband feels she should be a better care-giver.  Edna is a very selfish mother, preferring to devote her time to her own interests rather than nurture her children. She admits, “’I would give up the unessential; I would give up my money, I would give my life for my children; but I wouldn’t give myself.’” (The Awakening, pg. 47)  Edna’s fear of losing herself for them motivates her suicide.  She really should have realized that she could be a decent mother without sacrificing her individuality.
Unlike Edna, Hester is devoted to her daughter, Pearl.  Though Pearl is literally the reason for Hester’s pain, because her existence revealed Hester’s sin, Hester loves her daughter more than anything.  She raises her daughter alone and tries to teach her right and wrong.  Though Hester’s social exile is a result of the strict constraints of Puritan society, Hester still brings up her daughter with traditional values, telling her that God is her father.  She fights to keep her daughter and protect her, acting as a role model for her child.  Pearl is a little strange, and the town suspects her of being a gremlin-child.  The town leaders believe that if Pearl really is evil, they must protect Hester, and if Pearl is not, then Hester is still an unfit mother because of her adultery.  Therefore, the Governor and the town believe the best solution is to take Pearl away from her mother, a decision Hester successfully challenges when she personally visits the Governor:  “’I will not give her up!...I will not lose the child!...Thou knowest what is in my heart, and what are a mother’s rights, and how much the stronger they are, when that mother has but her child and the scarlet letter!’” (The Scarlet Letter, pg.77)  Hester says that the scarlet letter has made her love her daughter more, because in many ways, Pearl is Hester’s reason for living.  She admits that if the town leaders had taken Pearl away from her, she would have stumbled down a dark path to the “black man”, the devil.  As Hester and Pearl leave the house, the Governor’s sister, Mistress Hibbins, invites Hester to participate in witchcraft with her, but Hester refuses on account of Pearl.  Mistress Hibbins’ offer of witchcraft represents the idea of continuous sin and conglomerating with the Devil himself.  By declining the offer, Hester makes clear that she doesn’t want to reject society or morality, she just fell in love and acted on an impulse.  Alternatively, while Edna’s love for Robert was also an impulse, her affair with Alcee was not, and demonstrates her rejection of marriage. 
The very definition of cowardice is not even trying because a problem appears too difficult or unsolvable.  What really determines Edna’s weakness is the lasting impression she leaves on society.  Edna leaves her husband and has an affair, and there’s no doubt that people will gossip and wonder what inspired her actions.  She will be written off as a unique case of a crazy or unhappy woman. No one will understand that she feels repressed and confined by her marriage and her society, because Edna does not express her motives to the public.  For example, before she deserts Léonce, the Pontelliers traditionally take callers on Tuesdays, but Edna begins to leave the house anyway without leaving word, upsetting her husband.   She sees societal life as an inconvenience and begins to ignore it and forget about it.  Edna never actually fights for anything, never improving her own situation or that of other women.  She doesn’t convince her husband to respect her and treat her better.  She doesn’t encourage other women to take a stand.  She doesn’t make a difference.  Instead, Edna gives up and kills herself because she believes that nothing will be enough and nothing will ever change.  As she swims in the ocean just before drowning herself, she thinks of Robert’s note:  “’Good-by—because I love you.’  He did not know; he did not understand.  He would never understand.  Perhaps Doctor Mandelet would have understood if she had seen him—but it was too late; the shore was far behind her, and her strength was gone.’” (The Awakening, pg. 116)  Robert had left Edna the explaining that he loved her but couldn’t be with her because he would not destroy the sanctity of marriage.  Edna takes this to mean that he is too trapped by societal standards to pursue love, and she will never find someone emotionally free like herself because everyone will always be restrained by something.  Instead of finding the strength to live despite being misunderstood or expecting never to find what she’s looking for, Edna drowns herself.    

            Unlike Edna, Hester faces her challenges head on, and proves herself to be extremely brave.  Though Hester has a ruined reputation, she remains in Boston and endures gossip and the cruelty of being an outsider: “The truth was, that the little Puritans, being of the most intolerant brood that ever lived, had got a vague idea of something outlandish, unearthly, or at variance with ordinary fashions, in the mother and child; and therefore scorned them in their hearts, and not unfrequently reviled them with their tongues.” (The Scarlet Letter, pg. 64)  In addition to harsh words, the town children pelt the pair with rocks, hurting them both physically and emotionally.  Hester would have had a much easier life had she chosen to move away and flee her past problems, but she didn’t.  Gradually, through her sewing talents and quiet strength, Hester regains respect in the end.  She continues to wear the scarlet letter for many years, but it’s no longer a mark of humiliation, rather it is a symbol of her journey.  The scarlet letter reminds everyone of her struggle and that the experience has made her wiser and stronger: 
She had returned, therefore, and resumed, -of her own free will, for not the sternest magistrate of that iron period would have imposed it,-resumed the symbol of which we have related so dark a tale.  Never afterwards did it quit her bosom.  But in the lapse of the toilsome, thoughtful and self-devoted years that made up Hester’s life, the scarlet letter ceased to be a stigma which attracted the world’s scorn and bitterness, and became a type of something to be sorrowed over, and looked upon with awe, yet with reverence too.  And, as Hester Prynne had no selfish ends, nor lived in any measure for her own profit and enjoyment, people brought all their sorrows and perplexities, and besought her counsel, as one who had herself gone through a mighty trouble. (The Scarlet Letter, pg. 180)

Hester is more effective than Edna because Hester addresses her own situation, and helps her society to realize that though she made a mistake, she is still a good person worthy of their kindness. 

           Real change is a slow process, and by being sturdy and strong, Hester contributes to transforming her society.  Because Edna supports quick and radical change, which traditionally doesn’t work, she is unsuccessful. When Edna realizes that nothing has really altered for her, she gives up, showing her inner weakness.  She never really struggles, and ultimately, she finds herself emotionally alone and chooses to die rather than try to live that life.  Hester continues to live her life even when it’s most difficult, and she is rewarded by being fully forgiven and even finding some happiness again in old age.
