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A symbolic analysis of Nathaniel Hawthorne's “Young Goodman Brown”
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” can be read through various lenses. From one of those perspectives, the short story emerges as a religious allegory in the Puritan society, from which the story springs. As a result, Hawthorne has used numerous symbols in shaping the story as an allegory. In the same manner, the symbols play a major role in contributing to the development of the theme of religious hypocrisy, and how it weakens the faith of those seeking to lead an upright and religious life. This paper will analyze various symbols that Hawthorne has used in “Young Goodman Brown,” citing how such symbols contribute to the theme of religious hypocrisy.
One of the symbols in “Youngman Goodman Brown” is the character Faith. Faith is the protagonist’s wife, and she is first introduced as Goodman’s young and pretty wife. However, a deeper look at the character development of Faith as the plot unfolds portrays her as a symbol of Goodman’s faith in God. At first, Goodman thinks that Faith is a “blessed angel on earth” (Hawthorne 1). This means that Goodman holds her wife’s morality and spirituality in high regard. In fact, at the beginning of the story, good man refers to Faith as “my love and, Faith” this indicates that Goodman’s religious faith is founded on the goodness and purity of his wife.  However, when he realizes that Faith has given her soul to the devil, he too lose his faith in the morality and true spirituality of man. When Faith’s pink ribbons flatter lightly upon him in the forest, he realizes that Faith has given her soul to the devil. He, therefore, exclaims, “My Faith is gone…there is no good on earth, and sin is but a name. Come, devil! For to thee is this world given” (Hawthorne 8). 
This passage and its context illustrate that Goodman’s spiritual faith and his morality is based on his belief in the goodness of his wife. It is this belief and faith that has made him change his mind about going to meet the devil. However, the realization that his wife is not whom he thinks she is, makes him lose his spiritual faith, and belief in morality. Also, the fact that Goodman and faith have only been married for three months indicates that their marriage is not established. This could symbolically mean that Goodman’s faith is not well established, and that is why, though half-heartedly, he agrees to go and meet the devil (Jacobs 45). Throughout their journey with the devil, he is in a dilemma whether to continue on his quest or to turn back. He finally makes his resolve to meet the devil when he realizes Faith has given herself to the devil.
The symbol of Faith contributes to building the theme of religious hypocrisy in the Puritan society. Faith is a representation of the appearance versus reality. At first, when the narrator introduces Faith, the reader perceives her as a loving and innocent wife. In fact, when the narrator notes that Goodman makes “haste on his present evil haste,” (Hawthorne 1), the reader cannot help but pity the young innocent wife, whose husband is taking part in evil engagements. In fact, even Goodman, who is filled with guilt notes, “Poor little Faith” (Hawthorne 1). This means that Goodman is remorseful for choosing to engage in a dark mission behind his innocent’s wife’s back.  However, as the plot unfolds, Goodman and the reader realize that Faith has a dark heart masked in her beautiful appearance.  This means that Faith’s appearance is as deceptive as the religious leaders of Salem, who engage in witchcraft at night, and resume their holy duties as if nothing has happened.
Another symbol that Hawthorne has used in “Young Goodman Brown” is the Goodman’s companion and his staff.  While the old man symbolizes Satan, the staff symbolizes the biblical serpent in the Garden of Eden. Conventionally, Satan has been known to use words to manipulate his victims. The same is evident in the story. For instance, when Goodman wishes to turn back citing that his family has never been involved in occultism, his companion responds, “I helped your grandfather… when he lashed the Quaker woman so smartly through the streets of Salem. And it was I that brought your father …, to set fire to an Indian village (Ezghoul and Zuraika 3). The old man then goes further to explain how he has acquaintances with the religious leaders and the highly esteemed people in Salem. With this manipulative consolation, Goodman is convinced to continue with the journey. Further, the narrator notes that Goodman and the old man bear tangible remembrance in expression, and “they might have been taken for father and son” (Hawthorne 2). When the old man is taken to represents the devil, the stressed remembrance to Goodman, and the use of diction in “father and son” can be taken to illustrate the evil nature of humans (Jacobs 45). 
On the other hand, the staff symbolizes the biblical symbol of the cunning and evil serpent, which brought the downfall of man. To start with, the staff is described to bear “the likeness of a great black snake” (Hawthorne 2). Since the time of the biblical Adam and Eve, the snake has always been used to signify the devil (Levy, 376). However, it is the role of the staff that bears more symbolic significance in this case. Every time, Goodman shows a disinterest to continue with the journey, the old man offers him his staff. This portrays the staff as a tool that is used to haste one's journey to meet the devil. Also, when the old man offers the staff to Goody Cloysey, it hastened her journey to the demonic ceremony. Also, “Goodman Brown grasp his staff and set forth again, at such a rate, that he seemed to fly along the forest-path” (Hawthorne 8). This means just like the biblical serpent ushered hasten Adam and eve to their destruction, the staff in this case haste’s an Goodman’s journey to meet with the devil, where his morality and spirituality are eternally corrupted, and his life destroyed.
The symbol of the staff and the old man contributes to the theme of religious hypocrisy by depicting the deceiving nature of appearances, and the need to have unshakable faith and the dangers of public morality. To start with, when Goodman is walking with the old man, he does not realize that he is the devil in person; neither does he find anything unusual with the snake-like staff.  However, he is walking with the devil and the staff has controlling powers that pull him towards the devil’s ceremony. It is this deceiving nature of appearances helps the religious leaders at Salem to live their double- standard life, by making the right appearances at the right time. For instance, after the eventful night where Goodman witnessed the religious leaders taking part in occultism, Goodman meets “The good old minister … bestowed a blessing, as he passed, on Goodman Brown….Old Deacon Gookin was at domestic worship” (Hawthorne 11). This means that the deceiving nature of appearances helps the occulted religious leaders to make a false appearance that masks their evil and demonic nature, thus upholding religious hypocrisy.
Also, besides the characters and images, Hawthorne has used the setting in the forest as a symbol of the devil’s abode.  The path which Goodman takes to meet the old man in the forest is   “darkened by all the gloomiest trees” (Hawthorne 1). The use of diction in this case especially the words “darkened” “gloomiest” creates a chilling tone. Furthermore, Goodman is terrified as he walks through the forest, as he wonders, “there may be a devilish Indian behind every tree, what if the devil himself should be at my very elbow” (Hawthorne 1).  The probability of meeting devilish people or being haunted the devil in the forest further emphasize the forest as a symbol of the devil’s abode. Furthermore, it is in the same forest, that occultism takes place.  Ezghoul and Zuraika note that Goodman finds himself completely lost in the forest, under the effect of evil. As such, the forest becomes a character working against the protagonist (4).  After he finds himself deeper into the forest, Goodman is haunted by powers that prevent him from turning back towards home; it is as if a power is pulling him towards the devil. 
The symbol of the forest contributes significantly to the theme of religious hypocrisy. To start with, the path in the forest is described to “darkened by the gloomiest trees” (Hawthorne 1). Taking the “path” to represent the path to heaven, one would expect such a path to be beautiful. However, in this case, the path is being chocked by darkness and gloomiest trees. Indeed, in their normal lives, the religious leaders are depicted looking “devoutly heavenward,” in all their holiness. However, just like the path in the forest is choked by gloomy trees, the heavenly journey of the religious leaders, which looks so brilliant to the congregation, is chocked by their engagements in the forest. Besides, the word darkened and gloomiest can be taken to mean the hypocrisy of the religious leader, whose path to heaven seems, so certain, yet it is choked by their devilish deeds which are conducted in the forest.  
Lastly, in “Young Goodman Brown,” Hawthorne has also used the pink ribbons as a symbol of purity and cheer. The pink ribbons are cited three times in the story, with each instance reinforcing their symbolic significance. In the first instance, Faith, a young bride is biding his husband goodbye, while thrusting her “pretty head into the street, letting the wind play with the pink ribbons of her cap” (Hawthorne 1).  The fluttering pink ribbons are in this case a representation of Faith’s perceived innocence and gaiety.  The second instance when the ribbons are mentioned is in the forest when they flutter upon Goodman, leading him to the realization that his beloved wife has ultimately yielded to the devil. In this case, the falling of the pink ribbons symbolically means that Faith has eventually shed her innocence and purity (Jacobs 46).
This realization makes Goodman lose his faith in religion and morality, and he too surrenders to the devil. The ribbons are further mentioned after the Goodman has already witnessed the occultist ceremony. The following morning when he goes back home, “he spied the head of Faith, with the pink ribbons, gazing anxiously forth, and bursting into such joy at sight of him” (Hawthorne 13). The reaction of his wife and the realization that she still has her pink ribbons intact create a thick irony which makes Goodman fail to understand if his last night’s experiences were a reality, or he was in a dream. The passage is also important in depicting the symbolic importance of the pink ribbons symbols in contributing to the theme of religious hypocrisy.
It is ironical that Goodman sees the ribbons in the forest, yet when he comes home he finds his wife wearing them. This irony is a metaphorical illustration of the religious leaders, who partake in the devil’s table during the night, yet in the morning they resume their spiritual duties feigning holiness such that one would not believe that they actually took part in occultism (5). Collective morality is also challenged due to the deceiving nature of appearances, which hides the hypocrisy of those who are deemed as the moral vessels of the society so that they can live a double standard life. In fact, Olson notes that if Goodman was acting on his free will as opposed to collective morality and spirituality, he could have escaped his ordeal (15).
In conclusion, symbols are important in shaping an allegory. In view of this, Hawthorne has used various symbols in bringing out “Young Goodman Brown” as an allegory of the religious hypocrisy in the Puritan society. What is more, the symbols have also contributed to shaping the theme of the deceiving nature of appearances in religious hypocrisy. The character Faith has been used as a symbol of Goodman’s spiritual faith and morality. The old man and his staff are the symbols of the devil and the biblical serpent respectively. The forest has been used as a representation of the devil’s domain, while the pink ribbons represent Faith’s innocence and gaiety. All these symbols point out to the occultism among the Puritan church leaders, and how this effect impact on individual morality and spirituality.
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