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Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” and Langston Hughes’s “Salvation” both portray
crises of faith shaped by the expectations of a religious community. Hawthorne’'s fictional Puritan
travels into a forest and believes he sees respected neighbors, religious leaders, family members, and
his wife participating in a satanic ceremony. Hughes’s autobiographical narrator remembers a
childhood revival where adults expect him to experience Jesus visibly and immediately. In both works,
the protagonist discovers a painful gap between public religious language and private experience.
The similarity, however, should not obscure an important difference. Goodman Brown responds to
uncertainty by condemning everyone around him and living in permanent suspicion, while Hughes
describes the shame of a child who lies because adults leave no acceptable way to say that the
promised experience did not occur. Hawthorne’s story is an ambiguous allegory about sin,
interpretation, and moral absolutism; Hughes'’s essay is a precise account of coercive testimony,
childhood literalism, and misunderstanding. Together, the works show how faith becomes destructive
when communities demand certainty but provide little room for doubt, complexity, or honest
confession (Hawthorne; Hughes).

Faith, Innocence, and the Pressure of Expectation

Both protagonists begin with a form of innocence, but that innocence operates differently. Goodman
Brown is not literally a child; he is married and consciously chooses to leave his wife, Faith, and enter
the forest. His “youth” is better understood as moral inexperience. He appears to believe that
goodness depends on purity and that respected members of his community must be entirely virtuous
for faith to remain possible. Hawthorne makes this fragility visible through the symbolic name Faith.
When Brown leaves his wife, he figuratively leaves faith behind, and when he later sees a pink ribbon
and cries that his “Faith is gone,” the statement refers simultaneously to his wife and to his religious
trust. His crisis becomes catastrophic because his belief cannot accommodate human imperfection. If
good people can sin, Brown concludes that goodness itself must be false. The problem is therefore not
only what he sees in the forest but the rigid interpretive framework through which he understands it
(Hawthorne).

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1


https://academic-master.com/young-goodman-brown-by-nathaniel-hawthorne-and-langston-hughes-s-essay-salvation/
https://academic-master.com/young-goodman-brown-by-nathaniel-hawthorne-and-langston-hughes-s-essay-salvation/
https://academic-master.com/the-lottery-salvation-and-young-goodman-brown-comparison/

@ ’ACADEMIC

Hughes’s narrator is vulnerable in a different way because he is literally a child who trusts adult
language. His aunt has explained that salvation involves seeing Jesus and experiencing a
transforming presence. Adults may intend this language metaphorically or spiritually, but the young
Hughes waits for a literal appearance. The revival intensifies that expectation through music, prayer,
public attention, and the gradual movement of other children toward the altar. Hughes does not
portray the congregation as malicious. His aunt’s love is sincere, and the church community believes
it is helping him. The difficulty is that the ritual leaves little room for a child to say, “I do not
understand,” or “Nothing is happening.” As the congregation continues praying and waiting, private
uncertainty becomes public embarrassment. Hughes’s innocence is therefore tested by a system in
which adults assume that their religious vocabulary is transparent to a child when it is not (Hughes).

Public Ritual and Private Experience

The forest ceremony in Hawthorne’s story and the revival in Hughes's essay are very different
settings, yet both expose the tension between public performance and inward belief. Hawthorne
places Brown outside ordinary social space, in a dark forest associated with temptation, uncertainty,
and hidden history. Figures who resemble ministers, deacons, family ancestors, and Brown’s former
catechism teacher appear within the ceremony, suggesting that evil may exist inside the very
community that publicly defines itself as righteous. The event may be supernatural, dreamlike,
symbolic, or psychological; Hawthorne deliberately refuses to resolve that question. What matters is
that Brown treats the vision as final proof. He moves from suspicion to certainty without allowing
ambiguity to remain. His interpretation transforms a frightening experience into a permanent
judgment about every person he knows. Even if the ceremony is real, the story does not show that
Brown’s response of contempt and isolation is morally justified (Hawthorne).

Hughes'’s revival is public rather than secret. Everyone can see which children have come forward and
which remain seated. The social pressure is therefore not hidden; it is built into the structure of the
event. Westley, another boy, becomes tired of waiting and eventually goes forward even though he
has not experienced what the adults expect. Hughes observes that nothing terrible happens to him,
which teaches a practical lesson: the outward act satisfies the community whether or not an inner
transformation has occurred. Hughes then faces a painful choice between continuing to wait and
disappointing everyone or performing the expected gesture despite believing it false. When he finally
stands, the adults celebrate because they interpret his action as evidence of salvation. The scene
demonstrates how a ritual can become misleading when public performance is treated as transparent
proof of private belief. Hughes’s later tears are especially significant because the adults
misunderstand them too, reading spiritual joy where the child feels guilt and confusion (Hughes).

Interpretation, Ambiguity, and the Danger of
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Absolutism

The two works examine opposite interpretive errors. Hughes takes religious metaphor literally
because adults have not explained the language in a way that matches a child’s understanding.
Brown does the reverse: he takes a dreamlike and symbolically charged experience as literal,
complete evidence about the moral condition of everyone around him. Both characters suffer because
they cannot hold symbol and uncertainty together. Hawthorne makes this especially clear by
preserving ambiguity about the forest. The narrator asks whether Brown merely dreamed the entire
event, but the story never answers. That uncertainty is not a flaw to be solved; it is a test of Brown’s
moral response. If the ceremony is a dream, Brown destroys his life because he mistakes
psychological experience for fact. If it is real, he still responds to human sin with pride, hatred, and
despair rather than mercy. In either case, the inability to live with ambiguity becomes the central
tragedy (Hawthorne).

Hughes'’s essay is clearer about what physically occurred, but it remains complex in meaning. He
waited, expected a literal appearance, saw Westley go forward, eventually imitated him, and later
cried because he believed he had lied. His statement that he no longer believed in Jesus reflects the
child’s immediate conclusion, yet the adult writer’s return to the event decades later shows
continuing engagement with religion, memory, language, and truth. The essay therefore should not
be reduced to a simple declaration of permanent unbelief. It is an account of how forced certainty can
produce doubt. A ritual intended to confirm faith instead teaches the child that adults may
misunderstand his experience and that public expectations can reward an action he believes is false.
Hughes's critique is powerful precisely because he does not need to portray every believer as
hypocritical. The problem lies in the pressure to perform certainty before certainty exists (Hughes).

Community, Power, and Religious Authority

Neither protagonist experiences a crisis in isolation. Goodman Brown defines goodness through the
reputations of his neighbors, minister, elders, ancestors, and wife. Hughes understands salvation
through his aunt and the Black church community surrounding him. These communities provide
identity and moral language, but they also shape what kinds of doubt can be expressed. Hawthorne’'s
story suggests that Brown has invested too much of his faith in the supposed purity of human
representatives. When those representatives appear sinful, his entire worldview collapses. Hughes
encounters the opposite problem: adults care for him but are so confident in the ritual that they
cannot recognize a child’s uncertainty. A healthier community would allow both characters a language
for imperfection. Brown needs a way to acknowledge that respected people may be flawed without
concluding that all goodness is fraudulent. Hughes needs permission to say that he has not
experienced what others describe without being treated as spiritually defective (Hawthorne; Hughes).

Historical context deepens this comparison. Hawthorne's story looks backward toward Puritan New
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England and its legacy of religious authority, persecution, inherited guilt, and violence. The forest
imagery connects private fear with a broader history in which moral certainty could justify harsh
judgment. Hughes writes from a Black church context that carried deep spiritual, social, cultural, and
political importance under racism. The church in “Salvation” is not merely an oppressive institution; it
is also a community of care, testimony, music, and belonging. That context makes the narrator’s
isolation more poignant because the pressure comes from people who believe they are helping him.
Critiquing the revival should therefore not erase the historical importance of the Black church, just as
recognizing hypocrisy in Hawthorne’s Puritan community should not make Brown’s sweeping hatred
appear wise. Both works resist simple condemnation by showing that institutions can contain care and
harm at the same time (Hawthorne; Hughes; Miller).

Shame, Suspicion, and the Consequences of Lost
Certainty

The emotional consequences of the two crises differ sharply. Hughes experiences shame because he
believes he has deceived the congregation. His tears at home reveal the gap between outward
celebration and inward pain. Yet the adult writer transforms that memory into literature, giving the
child’s confusion a language it did not have at the time. Narration becomes a form of recovery
because Hughes can explain the misunderstanding to readers and show how adult expectations
shaped the event. Brown moves in the opposite direction. After the forest, suspicion becomes
permanent. He recoils from the minister, doubts worship, rejects Faith emotionally, and lives as a
“stern, a sad, a darkly meditative” man until death. Instead of revisiting his interpretation, he treats
distrust as wisdom. Hawthorne does not present this as mature insight. Brown’s refusal to distinguish
evidence from projection leaves him incapable of love, community, or mercy. His tragedy lies not
merely in discovering possible sin but in allowing that discovery to destroy every possibility of trust
(Hawthorne; Hughes).

The endings therefore offer different models of what can happen after certainty collapses. Brown’s
crisis hardens into moral absolutism; he cannot accept a world in which people are mixed, fallible, or
difficult to judge. Hughes's childhood crisis is painful, but the adult narrator revisits it with irony,
sympathy, and analytical distance. The act of writing does not erase the shame, yet it makes the
experience understandable rather than allowing it to remain a private wound. This contrast reveals
one of the deepest connections between the works. Doubt itself is not necessarily destructive. What
matters is how doubt is interpreted and whether a person or community can respond to it honestly.
Brown converts uncertainty into universal condemnation, while Hughes converts remembered
confusion into reflection. One path closes interpretation; the other reopens it.
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Conclusion

“Young Goodman Brown” and “Salvation” both depict crises of faith created through the interaction of
individual expectation and religious community. Hawthorne uses allegory, symbolism, and deliberate
ambiguity to show how moral absolutism can turn possible knowledge of sin into lifelong suspicion.
Hughes uses autobiographical narration to show how public religious pressure can lead a child to
perform an experience he does not believe he has had. Both works expose the danger of treating
outward behavior as transparent evidence of inner truth. Their outcomes, however, are different.
Brown chooses despair and isolation, while Hughes later interprets his childhood shame through
writing. Together, the works suggest that mature faith—religious or interpersonal—requires room for
doubt, honest language, human imperfection, and interpretations that remain open to correction. A
community that cannot tolerate uncertainty may produce either hypocrisy or despair; a person who
cannot accept complexity may mistake suspicion for wisdom. Hawthorne and Hughes therefore make
honesty about uncertainty more valuable than forced displays of certainty (Hawthorne; Hughes).
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