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Abstract 

Puritan New England developed a culture of intense moral scrutiny wherein public displays of virtue 

coexisted uneasily with awareness of universal human sinfulness, creating communities haunted by the 

gap between outer conformity and inner experience. The present paper deals with the problem of hidden 

sin and the psychological toll of secrets upon both individuals and communities, as manifested through 

a single symbolic gesture that transforms all social relations and exposes the fundamental isolation of 

human consciousness. The purpose of this study is to examine how Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Minis- 

ter’s Black Veil” (1836) employs the ambiguous symbol of the veil to explore themes of secrecy, identity, 

alienation, and the impossibility of true communion between isolated human souls trapped within their 

private experiences. The research paper employs the research method of psychological criticism inte- 

grated with symbolic analysis to interpret the veil’s multiple meanings and effects upon the minister, his 

congregation, and the reader who must decide what the veil represents. The research paper concludes 

that Hawthorne constructs a parable about the fundamental isolation of selfhood, wherein the minister’s 

veil makes visible the invisible barriers that already separate all people, provoking terror precisely be- 

cause it externalizes the universal condition of hidden guilt and private consciousness that polite society 

conspires to ignore. The future perspective of this research study is to examine the veil’s relationship to 

other Hawthorne symbols of concealment and revelation, and to explore how contemporary theories of 

shame and social anxiety illuminate the community’s response to Hooper’s inexplicable gesture. 

Keywords: Secrecy, Fear, Identity, Alienation, Puritan guilt, Symbolism, Psychological isolation, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne 

The   main  aim  of the research  paper  is  to   critically investigate the psychological dimensions of 

secrecy in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black Veil,” analyzing how the veil functions as a 

symbol making visible the invisible barri- ers of hidden guilt and emotional isolation that separate all 

individuals from genuine communion with others. 

The  objective  of the research paper  is  to  analyze the psychological impact of Hooper’s veil upon 

the Milford community, examining why a simple piece of fabric provokes such profound fear and 

alienation. The  second  objective  is  to  examine the relationship between secrecy and identity in the 

narrative, exploring how the veil transforms Hooper’s social position while potentially revealing his 

authentic self.Third  objective  is  to investigate Elizabeth’s response as representing the possibility of 

intimacy that Hooper’s ges- ture forecloses, and to consider what her failure to penetrate the veil’s 

meaning suggests about human connection. And final objective is  to  interpret Hooper’s deathbed 

speech as Hawthorne’s ultimate statement about the universality of hidden sin and the veils that 

separate all people from one another. 

 

The  researcher   intends  to   analyze  how  Hawthorne deliberately constructs the veil as an 

ambiguous symbol whose power derives precisely from its indeterminacy, suggesting that the 

community’s terrified response reveals their own guilty consciences rather than any specific 

transgression by Hooper, and that the story functions as a meditation on the fundamental isolation of 

human consciousness that no intimacy can fully overcome. 
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1. Introduction 

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) published “The Minister’s Black Veil” in 1836 in The Token, an an- 

nual gift book, and later collected it in Twice-Told Tales (1837). The story bears the subtitle “A Parable,” 

signaling that it operates on multiple interpretive levels and invites allegorical reading. This designa- 

tion has guided critical response, encouraging readers to seek meaning beyond the literal narrative of a 

minister who inexplicably dons a black veil and refuses ever to remove it. 

The tale is set in Puritan Massachusetts, in the village of Milford, where the Reverend Mr. Hooper 

has served as respected minister for years. One Sunday, without warning or explanation, he appears at 

meeting wearing a simple black veil that covers his face from forehead to mouth, leaving visible only 

his chin and the gloom of his darkened countenance. He offers no explanation for this change; he will 

never offer one. The community reacts with profound discomfort that hardens over time into settled 

alienation. Hooper lives the remainder of his life behind the veil, dying as he has lived—separated from 

those he serves by a piece of crape he refuses to remove. 

The story raises questions it refuses to answer directly. Why does Hooper don the veil? What sin, 

if any, does it represent? Is his gesture noble spiritual solidarity with sinful humanity, or perverse self- 

punishment for some particular transgression? Does the veil reveal truth or create illusion? Hawthorne’s 

refusal to provide definitive answers is itself thematically significant—the veil’s meaning, like all hidden 

things, can only be guessed at, never confirmed. 

Hawthorne’s engagement with Puritan New England was lifelong and ambivalent. Descended from 

prominent Puritan families, including a judge in the Salem witch trials, Hawthorne felt both connected 

to and disturbed by his Calvinist heritage. The Puritan emphasis on human depravity, on the corruption 

that lurks beneath respectable surfaces, shapes “The Minister’s Black Veil” as it shapes much of his 

work. Yet Hawthorne does not simply endorse Puritan theology; he examines its psychological effects, 

the forms of guilt, shame, and isolation it produces in those who live within its framework. 

 

2. Review of Literature 

Critical engagement with “The Minister’s Black Veil” has been extensive and contentious, with read- 

ers disagreeing fundamentally about the story’s meaning and Hooper’s character. This disagreement 

itself illuminates the tale’s central concerns: the veil provokes interpretation while resisting definitive 

understanding, just as it provokes the congregation’s speculation while refusing to yield its secret. 

Frederick Crews’ psychoanalytic study The Sins of the Fathers: Hawthorne’s Psychological Themes 

(1966) examines the veil as manifestation of repressed guilt, arguing that Hooper’s gesture expresses and 

conceals some shameful secret, possibly sexual transgression. Crews notes the story’s hints—the young 

woman’s corpse whose features seem to twitch when Hooper bends over her, the particular power of his 

presence at deathbeds and in counseling sinners—while acknowledging that these hints never coalesce 

into definite accusation. 

Richard Harter Fogle’s Hawthorne’s Fiction: The Light and the Dark (1952) emphasizes the veil’s 

ambiguity as central to its meaning. Fogle argues that Hawthorne deliberately refuses to specify the 

veil’s significance, creating a symbol that means different things to different observers precisely because 

it reflects their own hidden concerns back at them. The veil functions as mirror rather than window. 

Recent scholarship has examined the story’s engagement with Puritan theology and its treatment of 

the visible/invisible distinction central to Reformed Christianity. Puritans believed that true saints could 

not be identified with certainty; visible church membership provided no guarantee of invisible grace. 

The veil dramatizes this epistemological problem: external appearance (the veil) signals internal reality 

(hidden sin) but does not specify its content. 

Michael Colacurcio’s The Province of Piety: Moral History in Hawthorne’s Early Tales (1984) 

provides detailed historical context for understanding the story within Puritan theological debates. Co- 

lacurcio argues that Hawthorne engages specific controversies about the nature of sin, the possibility of 

sanctification, and the relationship between minister and congregation. 
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Feminist criticism has examined the role of Elizabeth, Hooper’s fiancée who breaks their engage- 

ment when he refuses to remove the veil. Elizabeth represents the possibility of intimate connection that 

Hooper’s gesture forecloses. Her failure to persuade him suggests either his commitment to principle or 

his fear of genuine intimacy, depending on how one interprets his character. 

 

3. Methodology 

This research employs psychological criticism integrated with symbolic analysis as its primary method- 

ology. Psychological criticism, attending to characters’ mental states and readers’ emotional responses, 

illuminates the terror that Hooper’s veil produces. Symbolic analysis examines how the veil functions 

as a multivalent sign whose meaning shifts depending on interpretive perspective. 

Close reading examines Hawthorne’s language, characterization, and narrative structure. The story’s 

careful construction—its graduated revelation of community response, its strategic withholding of Hooper’s 

perspective, its climactic deathbed scene—rewards detailed attention. 

The analysis draws upon scholarship addressing Puritan culture, Hawthorne’s symbolic method, and 

psychological theories of shame, secrecy, and social anxiety. The Puritan context is essential: the story’s 

concerns with hidden sin and public righteousness emerge from specific theological commitments that 

shaped New England culture for generations. 

 

4. Analysis and Discussion 

4.1 The Appearance of the Veil: Transformation Through Concealment 

The opening establishes the normalcy that Hooper’s veil will shatter, emphasizing the community’s 

settled expectations about their minister: 

“The sexton stood in the porch of Milford meeting-house, pulling busily at the bell-rope. 

The old people of the village came stooping along the street. Children, with bright faces, 

tripped merrily beside their parents, or mimicked a graver gait, in the conscious dignity of 

their Sunday clothes.” (Hawthorne 238) 

This scene of ordinary Sabbath morning—the sexton at his task, old and young proceeding to wor- 

ship, children conscious of special clothes—establishes the village rhythm that Hooper’s appearance 

will disrupt. The detail of children mimicking adult gravity suggests the social performance that church 

attendance requires, the visible conformity that conceals invisible variation. 

Then Hooper appears: 

 

“But what has good Parson Hooper got upon his face?’ cried the sexton in astonishment. 

All within hearing immediately turned about, and beheld the semblance of Mr. Hooper, 

pacing slowly his meditative way towards the meeting-house. With one accord they started, 

expressing more wonder than if some strange minister were coming to dust the cushions of 

Mr. Hooper’s pulpit.” (238) 

The phrase “semblance of Mr. Hooper” is crucial: the congregation sees something that looks like 

their minister but is not quite him. The veil transforms appearance sufficiently that the familiar becomes 

strange. Their wonder exceeds what they would feel at a complete stranger; the almost-familiar disturbs 

more than the entirely foreign. 

An old woman provides the congregation’s first interpretation: 

 

“‘I don’t like it,’ muttered an old woman, as she hobbled into the meeting-house. ‘He has 

changed himself into something awful, only by hiding his face.’ ” (239) 
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The old woman’s perception is acute: Hooper “has changed himself into something awful, only by 

hiding his face.” The veil does not reveal anything new; it merely hides the familiar face. Yet this 

concealment transforms: what was ordinary becomes “awful” in the old sense of inspiring awe and 

dread. The woman recognizes that the change is projective—Hooper has not literally become something 

different; he has merely concealed something familiar. The awfulness emerges from the observers’ 

response to concealment itself. 

 

4.2 The Sermon on Secret Sin: The Veil’s First Effect 

Hooper’s sermon that first Sunday addresses “secret sin, and those sad mysteries which we hide from 

our nearest and dearest, and would fain conceal from our own consciousness, even forgetting that the 

Omniscient can detect them” (Hawthorne 240). The topic seems pointed, yet Hawthorne notes it differs 

little from Hooper’s usual subjects. He has preached on sin before; what differs is the context created by 

the veil. 

The congregation’s response reveals how the veil transforms reception: 

 

“Each member of the congregation, the most innocent girl, and the man of hardened breast, 

felt as if the preacher had crept upon them, behind his awful veil, and discovered their 

hoarded iniquity of deed or thought. There was nothing terrible in what Mr. Hooper said, at 

least, no violence; and yet, with every tremor of his melancholy voice, the hearers quaked.” 

(240) 

The veil makes Hooper’s moral penetration visible. The congregation always knew their minister 

could perceive their sins; his office required it. But the veil externalizes that knowledge, making it im- 

possible to ignore. They feel he has “crept upon them”—the language of intrusion, violation, discovery 

of what should remain hidden. 

The range of those affected—“the most innocent girl” and “the man of hardened breast”—suggests 

universality. No one escapes the veil’s scrutiny; all have secrets that the minister’s concealed face seems 

to expose. The innocence of the girl and the hardness of the man provide no protection; both quake at 

the minister’s trembling voice. 

 

4.3 The Funeral and the Wedding: Death and Love Transformed 

Two events test the veil’s effects: a funeral and a wedding, occasions that bring minister into intimate 

contact with parishioners at life’s crucial passages. 

At the funeral of a young woman, the veil’s presence creates supernatural suggestion: 

 

“The clergyman bent over the coffin, to take a last farewell of his deceased parishioner. As 

he stooped, the veil hung straight down from his forehead, so that, if her eyelids had not 

been closed forever, the dead maiden might have seen his face. Could Mr. Hooper be fearful 

of her glance, that he so hastily caught back the black veil?” (241) 

The passage carefully maintains ambiguity. Did Hooper hastily draw back the veil? If so, did he 

fear the corpse’s gaze? The conditional “might have seen” and the question “could Mr. Hooper be 

fearful” refuse definite assertion. Yet the suggestion lingers: perhaps Hooper knows something about 

this particular death; perhaps his veil conceals guilt as well as general sinfulness. 

A superstitious old woman provides the funeral’s most unsettling moment: 

 

“At the instant when the clergyman’s features were disclosed, the corpse had slightly shud- 

dered, rustling the shroud and muslin cap, though the countenance retained the composure 

of death. A superstitious old woman was the only witness of this prodigy.” (241) 
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Did the corpse shudder, or did the old woman imagine it? Hawthorne neither confirms nor denies; 

he reports only what “a superstitious old woman” claims to have witnessed. The adjective “supersti- 

tious” distances the narrative voice from the claim while leaving it in play. The corpse’s response—if it 

occurred—suggests recognition, accusation, or horror at Hooper’s revealed face. 

The wedding that follows creates opposite emotional context, yet the veil proves equally disturbing: 

 

“Such was its immediate effect on the guests that a cloud seemed to have rolled duskily 

from beneath the black crape, and dimmed the light of the candles. The bridal pair stood 

up before the minister. But the bride’s cold fingers quivered in the tremulous hand of the 

bridegroom, and her deathlike paleness caused a whisper that the maiden who had been 

buried a few hours before was come from her grave to be married.” (241–242) 

The veil transforms wedding into funeral, joy into terror. The bride appears deathlike; guests whisper 

of the buried maiden come to be married. The associative logic is clear: Hooper has brought death’s 

presence into the wedding chamber, making visible the mortality that joy would forget. 

 

4.4 Elizabeth and the Possibility of Intimacy 

Elizabeth, Hooper’s fiancée, represents the possibility of intimate connection that the veil forecloses. 

She alone dares to address the veil directly, asking Hooper to remove it: 

“‘Lift the veil but once, and look me in the face,’ said she. 

‘It cannot be!’ replied Mr. Hooper. 

‘Then, at least, let me know what grievous affliction hath befallen you, and why you hide 

your face, even from me, whom you have ever trusted so much.’ 

‘If it be a sign of mourning,’ replied Mr. Hooper, ‘I, perhaps, like most other mortals, have 

sorrows dark enough to be typified by a black veil.’ ” (244) 

Elizabeth’s appeal is for intimacy: look at me, reveal yourself to me who have earned your trust. 

Hooper’s refusal is absolute: “It cannot be!” He offers no explanation, no promise of future removal, no 

exception for their relationship. 

His explanation, such as it is, universalizes: “like most other mortals,” he has sorrows dark enough 

to merit the veil. This universalization refuses Elizabeth’s implicit claim to special status. If all mortals 

have such sorrows, then his relationship to Elizabeth does not exempt her from the veil’s barrier. 

Elizabeth presses further: 

 

“‘Have patience with me, Elizabeth!’ cried Mr. Hooper, passionately. ‘Do not desert me, 

though this veil must be between us here on earth. Be mine, and hereafter there shall be no 

veil over my face, no darkness between our souls! It is but a mortal veil—it is not for 

eternity! O! you know not how lonely I am, and how frightened, to be alone behind my 

black veil.’ ” (244–245) 

This is the closest Hooper comes to emotional revelation. He acknowledges loneliness and fear— 

“how lonely I am, and how frightened.” He confesses that the veil isolates him. Yet he will not remove 

it. His promise that “hereafter there shall be no veil” postpones intimacy to the afterlife, refusing earthly 

communion. 

Elizabeth’s response marks the failure of human connection: 

 

“But, in an instant, as it were, a new feeling took the place of sorrow: her eyes were fixed 

insensibly on the black veil, when, like a sudden twilight in the air, its terrors fell around 

her. She arose, and stood trembling before him. 

‘And do you feel it, then, at last?’ said he mournfully.” (245) 
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Elizabeth succumbs to the terror that has gripped the congregation. Her love proves insufficient to 

overcome the veil’s effect. Hooper’s question—“do you feel it, then, at last?”—is mournful rather than 

triumphant. He has demonstrated something, but the demonstration costs him his last intimate 

connection. 

 

4.5 The Deathbed Revelation: Universal Veils 

On his deathbed, Hooper refuses to remove the veil even for the Reverend Mr. Clark who attends him. 

Clark asks whether Hooper is ready to have the veil lifted before entering eternity: 

“Father Hooper’s breath heaved; it rattled in his throat; but, with a mighty effort, grasping 

forward with his hands, he caught hold of life, and held it back till he should speak. He even 

raised himself in bed; and there he sat, shivering with the arms of death around him, while 

the black veil hung down, awful, at that last moment, in the gathered terrors of a lifetime.” 

(252) 

The physical struggle to speak emphasizes the importance of what follows. Hooper rallies against 

death itself to deliver his final message: 

“‘Why do you tremble at me alone?’ cried he, turning his veiled face round the circle of 

pale spectators. ‘Tremble also at each other! Have men avoided me, and women shown no 

pity, and children screamed and fled, only for my black veil? What, but the mystery which it 

obscurely typifies, has made this piece of crape so awful? When the friend shows his inmost 

heart to his friend; the lover to his beloved; when man does not vainly shrink from the eye 

of his Creator, loathsomely treasuring up the secret of his sin; then deem me a monster, for 

the symbol beneath which I have lived, and die! I look around me, and, lo! on every visage 

a Black Veil!’ ” (252) 

This speech articulates the story’s central insight. The congregation’s terror focuses on Hooper’s veil 

while ignoring their own concealment. They tremble at his visible barrier while maintaining invisible 

barriers of their own. Friends do not show inmost hearts to friends; lovers conceal from lovers; humans 

shrink from God’s eye while treasuring secret sin. 

The claim that every visage bears a black veil universalizes Hooper’s condition. He has merely 

externalized what everyone experiences: the isolation of consciousness, the impossibility of complete 

self-revelation, the secrets that separate us from one another and from divine scrutiny. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black Veil” functions as a profound meditation on secrecy and isolation. 

Hooper’s veil makes visible what ordinarily remains invisible—the barriers separating all persons from 

true communion. The community’s terror reflects their own guilty recognition that they too harbor 

hidden depths, that their respectable surfaces conceal interior darkness. 

The genius of Hawthorne’s tale lies in its refusal to specify what Hooper hides. By leaving the 

veil’s meaning ambiguous, Hawthorne allows each reader to project their own secret guilt, their own 

unbridgeable distance from others. The veil becomes a mirror reflecting each viewer’s hidden face. 

Elizabeth’s failure to see beneath the veil represents the universal human failure to fully know an- 

other person. Even love, even long-established trust, cannot penetrate the final barrier of separate con- 

sciousness. Hooper’s refusal to remove the veil for her acknowledges this impossibility—not cruelty but 

recognition that the intimacy she seeks cannot exist, that all intimacy is partial, all revelation incomplete. 

The deathbed scene confirms rather than resolves these tensions. Hooper dies behind the veil, main- 

taining to the last the barrier he has worn for decades. His final accusation—“on every visage a Black 

Veil!”—extends his condition to all humanity. We are all veiled; Hooper merely made his veil visible. 

The difference between him and his congregation is not that he has secrets and they do not, but that he 

has acknowledged the fact of concealment while they pretend to transparency. 
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