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 Preface
 If this government has no call for our services, no aim for your children, we have the greater need of them to build up a true manhood and womanhood for ourselves. The important lesson we should learn and be able to teach, is how to make every gift, whether gold or talent, fortune or genius, subserve the cause of crushed humanity and carry out the greatest idea of the present age, the glorious idea of human brotherhood.
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (“Our Greatest Want” 160)

 We don’t yet understand the distinction between the rhetoric of teaching and the teaching of rhetoric.
Shirley Wilson Logan (Liberating Language: Sites of Rhetorical 
Education in Nineteenth-Century Black American 5)

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper: African American Reform Rhetoric and the Rise of a Modern Nation State reconsiders Frances Harper’s work as primarily pedagogical and works towards an interpretation of the pedagogical constitution of nineteenth-century African American rhetorical culture. From its beginnings in the immediatist politics of early-century uplift organizations, African American reform rhetoric became the platform for moral suasion from which the nascent African American community employed social, economic, and theological theory to build a practice of resistance against the racial politics of the state. Focusing on the work of one historic exemplar, this book examines the ways in which didactic language, and in particular rhetorical instruction, can function as part of the political life of a people. Throughout, I make the case that African American nationalism in the nineteenth century existed largely by virtue of rhetorical action, the forming and maintenance of communicative networks that are ultimately difficult to conceptualize apart from the broader practices of social organization among reform communities. Harper helped forge a powerful political idiom from the perilous social ground of the post-emancipation era in the United States, and her writing and oratory, exceptional in their own right, open an important critical window on the innovations of political thought and rhetorical practice within the broader traditions of African American protest. Melba Joyce Boyd’s Discarded Legacy: Politics and Poetics in the Life and Work of Frances E. W. Harper, 1825–1911 (1994) remains the only book-length study devoted to Harper’s life and work, and the subsequent chapters are intended to redress in part the relative lack   of comprehensive critical accounts of Harper’s career. Across decades of social and political change, for multiple occasions and audiences, and in nearly every available genre, Harper developed an abolitionist theory of moral suasion as a broader discursive practice of movement building and protesting the antebellum slave state and after Emancipation, amidst the first half-century of a constitutively compromised multiracial democracy of the Unites States.
“Our Greatest Want,” published in the Anglo African Magazine in 1859, is typical of Harper’s pedagogical insistence on collective and mutual responsibilities among the reform class of Northern free people of color. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper: African American Reform Rhetoric and the Rise of a Modern Nation State is a historical and theoretical inquiry into the tight relational circuit of obligation mapped in Harper’s call for African American audiences to attend dutifully to the “important lesson” that they “should learn and be able to teach.” For Harper and others, the material commitment to the common work of teaching and learning rhetorical craft was a necessary condition for the future of uplift solidarity. Examining both the cultural sources of Harper’s rhetoric and the teaching means she used, I argue that rhetorical pedagogy—the material practice of teaching movement principles and training audiences for reform work—was a central force driving African American reform politics. I argue further that Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy was not only persuasive action but also, as it circulated within the networks of the African American and broader reform press, a discursive site for pledging social affiliation. Sounding the call for “true manhood and womanhood” was no simple idealism; the gendered social practices of character were a primary target in Harper’s demonstration of the rhetorical habits necessary for race-national uplift and solidarity. My introduction brings into focus how the functionally didactic orientation of characterological rhetoric in Harper’s work provided multiple reform communities with a commonplace book of African American national virtue with which they might identify and thus gain political self-understanding.
Risking the correction of historians and philosophers, this book offers a critical portrait of Harper as a pedagogical innovator who challenged the constraining rhetorical culture of nineteenth-century “racial modernity.” Historian James Brewer Stewart uses this term to designate changes in the political meaning of race across the nineteenth century, and specifically the increasingly rigid and dichotomous practice of “racially self-referential approaches to politics and reform” (182). Arguing from distinctly different source material, Cornel West and David Brion Davis both conclude that a white supremacist state, though not an inevitable result of modernism, nevertheless defined the racial common sense of the modern era. “New World” modernity propagated a social order of racial and sexual domination that was both a means and end of the imperialist competition that drove both the African slave trade and the subjugation of indigenous peoples in the   Americas. As West argues, “African slavery sits at the center of the grand epoch of equality, liberty, and fraternity” (51), and when Harper calls for the perseverance of “the glorious idea of human brotherhood,” she rejects that conflicted modernity’s racialized version of democratic statecraft. Protesting and teaching against racial and gender oppression, Harper could not help but engage the unfolding history of the nation state as a rhetorical constraint as well as a humanitarian crisis.
This study takes its place at methodological common ground among several disciplines, primarily rhetorical theory and history, African American studies, literary history, and critical race theory. A common emphasis on the materiality of textual activity across these areas of inquiry informs my reading of rhetorical pedagogy as a socially constitutive cultural practice. Steven Mailloux claims an important place in the humanities for rhetorical methodologies, which provide a “near perfect instrument for overcoming the now artificial distinction between textual and extratextutal interpretive approaches.” From this critical vantage point, which is “both inside and outside the text,” Mailloux asks rhetorical critics to trace the discursive circulation of arguments, tropes, common places, and references, the “rhetorical paths of thought” through which rhetorical action produces social efficacy across situations of production and reception (30). This practice of “rhetorical hermeneutics” has helped me frame my analysis of Harper. Tracing Harper’s pedagogical inventions, this study moves toward a general theory of preceptive rhetorical action as the inventive site of reading and writing, reception, and production. The following chapters trace such action across the material network of newspapers, lecture circuits, and voluntary allegiances in which Harper published and spoke, which was constitutive of what Frances Foster Smith has aptly termed the “Afro-Protestant press” (“Gender, Genre” 51).
To study nineteenth-century African American rhetorical pedagogy, and to find Harper’s place as an innovator of this craft, familiar categories of rhetorical studies must suffer indistinction: theory and practice; knowledge acquisition and knowledge use; textual production and textual interpretation; expert and novice; deliberation and ceremony. As a work of rhetorical theory, this book and its arguments are a response to the rich invitation to inquiry made by Shirley Wilson Logan’s provocation regarding the unfixed boundary between “the rhetoric of teaching and the teaching of rhetoric” (Liberating Language 5). Harper’s public-sphere teaching practice demands a reconsideration of binaries such as these that so pervasively structure critical accounts of education, literacy, rhetoric, and cultural politics. Logan identifies the African American press as an important site of rhetorical instruction, and in fixing Harper’s reputation as a pedagogical theorist, I hope to expand our thinking about abolitionist rhetorical culture as a culture of teaching. Teachers rarely acknowledge the persuasive intentions of their work, still less perhaps the indispensable articles of cultural faith that orient whatever lessons they ply agonistically. This silence—or, as the case may be, principled   denial of political intentionality—elides the extraprofessional, quotidian quality of teaching as well as the rhetorical and historical dynamism of pedagogy as an essential element of cultural inventiveness. Susan Miller argues that communicative subjects learn socially who they are and how to “trust” in ways of speaking and writing; as a teacher of rhetoric, Harper sought to cultivate that trust as a pledge of affiliation, a social investment in a common ethical script. Thought of in these broad discursive terms, pedagogy is not simply a distinct philosophy of education from which more or less congruent curricula might follow. Pedagogy, as the term is defined here, names the textual, discursive situation of preceptive circulation and the production of mutually re-enforcing social identities and rhetorical protocols. For Harper, the teaching of rhetoric and the rhetoric of teaching were indistinct on the pedagogical principle of active solidarity.
Harper’s place in African American feminist historiography has been widely claimed by scholars such as Carla Peterson, whose study of African American women’s writing and oratory in Northern reform communities provides me with a cultural model of rhetorical constraint. Peterson’s theorization of the “liminality” of African American women’s writing and speech considers the textual acts of Harper and her contemporaries as discursively inventive and ethically daring, enabling new rhetorical ground by risking censure and misunderstanding. Harper is rightly remembered as a key figure in the early tradition of African American feminism. This book is intended to bring to the critical foreground the place of rhetorical pedagogy in her feminist practice. No moment more dramatically illustrates this integrative capacity than Harper’s speech at the National Woman’s Rights Convention in 1866, a racial watershed in the history of modern feminist politics in the United States. For Harper, as for so many of her contemporaries, the immediatist egalitarian vision of emancipation provided a framework for articulating a politics of African American womanhood. The situation of liminal gender meaning forms another focal point for this study. Though I generally refrain from referring to Harper’s politics as feminist, the relevance of my study for feminist historiography of women’s reform should be clear enough. Without advancing any general theory of race–gender intersection, I attend to Harper’s tactical inventions of manhood and womanhood as complementary ethical positions and the inevitable intersection of race and gender politics.
Though the following chapters proceed chronologically, I have not pieced together the narrative of Harper’s life in the manner of a traditional biography. Each chapter is organized around texts I have chosen as exemplars both of her pedagogical innovation and of an evolving politics of rhetorical instruction from abolitionism to Radical Reconstruction. The major questions of policy, leadership, and affiliation, which dominated the extensive volunteer network within which she spoke and wrote were fundamentally arguments about rhetorical instruction and pedagogical politics. The first   two chapters examine Harper’s appearance as a prominent writer and orator in the context of abolitionism and Reconstruction, respectively. Chapter 1, “Composing Character: Cultural Sources of African American Rhetorical Pedagogy,” positions her as a skilled writer and lecturer within the antislavery movement, re-teaching the rhetorical precepts of Protestant and republican communicative ethics. Through an examination of key early works, I read Harper as an accomplished student of African American abolitionist rhetoric.  The final section of Chapter 1 recounts Harper’s presence in the Anglo African Magazine in 1859, initiating an analysis of her theory of the social significance of African American women’s rhetoric.
Chapter 2, “Reconstruction and Black Republican Pedagogy,” examines Harper’s work as a spokesperson for the so-called Radical Reconstruction initiated by powerful Republicans of the 39th Congress, who spearheaded the first national civil rights politics culminating in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments; the Civil Rights Act of 1875; and other key measures. Emancipation, followed by Reconstruction and its abandonment, marked an epochal phase in racial modernity that Harper negotiated with her reform compatriots. From teaching emancipated African Americans and lecturing to race- and gender-mixed audiences in the South, to her tremendous literary production and experimentation in the Northern press, Harper responded persistently to the legitimacy crisis of the state, taking up the Radical agenda in verse, prose, and at the podium. Chapter 2 looks ahead more than two decades to the collapse of Reconstruction in order to illustrate what I take to be Harper’s own pedagogical crisis across the brutal first decades of multiracial democracy in the United States. Harper does not simply question the viability of the state and of a hypocritical Republican Party. She taught the rhetorical means of discursive action, the means of organizing resistant political identity and of shaming the state by publicizing corruption.
As an abolitionist, Harper appealed to African Americans in the North to practice solidarity with those in the South. This principle of race loyalty circulated as a primary preceptive idiom of uplift. For Harper, the training of right race character demanded a response to class differences within the African American reform public. Each of the final three chapters is oriented around one of Harper’s novels and its pedagogical intervention in the racial modernity of the emancipation era. Published in the African Methodist Episcopal journal the Christian Recorder, a major organ of African American reform, these novels taught rhetoric as an integrative practice at the site of multiple and intersecting divisions of social class, region, generation, and education. I read these fictions as pedagogical dramas of persuasion that model a broad social and linguistic practice of voluntary fidelity. Harper theorized this activism as a craft of “living argument,” a phrase she uses to idealize one of her late-century pedagogical heroines and to recommend her as a model of social solidarity and rhetorical skill.
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 all treat Harper’s late fictions as a cohesive and ongoing practice of teaching uplift principle and speech to African American audiences divided by gender, class, region, education, and generation. Harper circulated a working theory of persuasion, staging perceptive exchanges among the characters of her novels and short fiction. In a satirical turn, Harper wrote one of her most ambitious teaching novels, Sowing and Reaping, an anatomy of market speech within the crisis-ridden U.S. economy and its destructively frenzied growth of the liquor market. Teaching the common places of the burgeoning national voluntary network of women’s temperance politics, Harper further elaborated her theory of African American women’s rhetorical agency. Chapter 3, “Temperance Pedagogy: Correcting Character in a Drunken Economy,” traces Harper’s work in African American and (almost) exclusively Anglo-American temperance organizations. Harper’s temperance villains are of an ethical piece with her earlier representations of slave masters—utterly debased in character, cruel, unthinking, duplicitous, avaricious, incapable of right sentiment, and, didactically in Harper’s fictional arrangements, incapable of persuasive or defensible speech. Drunkenness is a moral and a rhetorical failure in Harper’s work, the didactic figuration by which to teach the rhetorical habits of uplift and sobriety.
Chapter 4, “Black Ireland: The Political Economics of African American Rhetorical Pedagogy after Reconstruction,” surveys Harper’s participation in the growing protest of the segregated labor-market color line. This novel maps the direction of African American nationalism and her most detailed discussion to date of life on the colorline and of African American self-determination amid what African American reformers, especially after the 1883 Supreme Court nullification of the 1875 Civil Rights Act, held to be a post–civil rights dispensation. Harper, like compatriots including T. Thomas Fortune and Frederick Douglass, found in the Irish American example a pragmatic way of thinking outside of the racial and regional binaries that structured the retrogressive political discourse of the New South. Didactic representations of Irish Americans in Trial and Triumph (1888–1889) provided heuristics for thinking through class and gender divisions and inventing a critical position on the crisis of the modern Western world as a result of its own racial waywardness. Through the pedagogical portrait of protagonist Annette Harcourt, Harper offered her most detailed prose lecture to date on the constraints of African American political and rhetorical education within the masculine realm of reform society.
The language lessons of Harper’s later fiction raise questions about the class politics of uplift pedagogy. People of all social classes find a place in these fictional scripts of collective solidarity, but not everyone speaks with equal authority. Chapter 4 also extends an ongoing critical discussion of Harper’s cautionary stance regarding the public use of African American vernacular. In the novel, vernacular idioms and “slang” are explained away either with loving distance as a legacy of slave generations   or, conversely, as a sign of characterological fault. If “respectable” professional class reformers were bound by the code of uplift to the subjects of their benevolence, including former slaves and their descendants, subjects of reform themselves were charged with specific rhetorical duties as well. Protagonist Harcourt unlearns her idiomatic habits in order to shed her signifying edge within the Afro-Irish contact zones of the novel’s carefully class-coded urban setting. This novel’s reform heroines are quick to correct idiomatic speech as problematic. If Harper disparaged African American vernacular and privileged the English of the black press and the elite classrooms in which she was trained, these biases suggest the degree to which Harper propounded a progressivist liberal racialism that lends historical coherence to the post-racial politics of respectability. The pedagogical politics of Trial and Triumph are typical of Harper’s recognizably modern, progressivist pedagogy in which African American vernacular is regarded ambivalently and discouraged on pedagogical principle. Following Deborah Brandt’s theoretical paradigm, we might think of Harper as a “sponsor of literacy,” inviting an important historical discussion of how African American vernacular is read, practiced, or prescribed.
Chapter 5, “Not as a Mere Dependent: The Historic Mission of African American Women’s Rhetoric at the End of the Century,” analyzes Harper’s now widely anthologized fiction and oratory in the 1890s and offers an account of her rise as a leading figure amid an emerging era of women’s reform politics. One among a vibrant community of organizers and advocates, Harper stands out as an innovative and prolific teacher of African American women’s rhetoric at the turn of the century. During this post-Reconstruction moment, even as the relations of social dependence were increasingly normalized as a matter of economic caste, social independence became the highest characterological virtue in the national justification of a manifestly corrupt state. In response, Harper and her compatriots articulated a national ethic of interdependence, working to revalue dependent social relations as an inevitable political condition that must be fostered, in keeping with the deep ideological commitment to collectivity that had always underwritten African American immediatism. By upholding core republican and Protestant principles of persuadability, a rhetorical disposition of characterological change, Harper bridges the gap between rhetorical and social theory. She and other luminaries of the Black Women’s Club Movement, including Ida B. Wells and Anna Julia Cooper, redefined history itself as a system of social dependence, harkening back to the immediatist character of the abolitionist era. The concluding chapter finds common precepts of interdependence in Harper’s key late-century texts, including her final novel, published in 1892, Iola Leroy, or, Shadows Uplifted, “Woman’s Political Future”; the address she delivered as a member of the World’s Representative Congress of Women at the 1893 Columbian Exposition; and her 1891 address to the National Council Of Women of the United States, “Duty to Dependant Races.”
To be sure, this study of rhetorical pedagogy is unavoidably implicated in the very practice it takes as its subject of analysis. In representing Harper as a modernist dissenter teaching within the racial state of the nineteenth century, I have held up her rhetorical practice as an immediate precursor to our own contentious era of civil rights. In the classroom, Harper is often received as relevant to discussions of contemporary racial politics. Students reading her poetry, fiction, journalism, and oratory find much that is familiar in her rhetoric, and often, in spite of or at times because of her carefully measured tones, students respond viscerally. For some, Harper’s carefully cultivated stance of moral clarity resonates strongly, while others receive Harper’s prescriptive assertions about lifestyle and duty as presumptuous and narrow-minded. While some students applaud Harper’s audacity in denouncing tyranny and corruption, others, remarkably, denounce her race-national appeals as an unfortunate disruption of the racial peace. Conversely, Harper disappoints some contemporary readers as an integrationist undercutting the radicalism of black-nationalist politics. Many applaud her insistence on the power of protest, while others distrust her sentimental vision of social reform. The political legacy of abolitionism, Reconstruction, and the ensuing course of racial modernity remain unsettled no less than Harper’s reception. While she no doubt would have had much to say and write about these receptive attitudes, Frances Harper might have been pleased that her work still provokes arguments about the politics of character.
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				Introduction
Frances Harper and Nineteenth-Century African American Rhetorical Pedagogy
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper taught rhetoric in the African American press throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, helping to train the next generation of activists for the reform work of uplift. Although the African American and broader abolitionist press served as the forum for her speeches and texts, her lessons assumed applications far beyond the podium or printed press where she excelled. Harper taught rhetoric as a holistic practice of everyday duty and devotion, offering communicative resources for the invention of a generative African American publicity and a women’s rights practice that by the end of her career were so expansive in their social vision that contemporary human rights workers might claim their legacy. For Harper, African American rhetorical skill, intellect, and imagination were vital resources for social uplift and reform, not simply for protest, but also for building a constitutive self-understanding, a progressive culture of collective respect and humane recognition across lines of gender, race, and economic class.
Harper only rarely drew explicitly on autobiographical sources to craft the commonplace appeals and narratives prescribed in her distinctive rhetorical pedagogy. In 1851, she left the adoptive home of her aunt and aunt’s husband, the prominent educator and reformer William Watkins Sr., with whom she had lived in Baltimore, Maryland, after being orphaned at the age of three. For free people of color like Frances Ellen Watkins (she would not gain her married name until her marriage with Fenton Harper in 1860), the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 had made life all the more precarious, granting slave catchers the profit motive for the abduction and trafficking of free people into bondage. The historical moment of the Fugitive Slave Law witnessed not only the demoralizing power of the slavocracy in the arena of federal law, but also the galvanizing circumstance of political recommitment among abolitionists. A resolution passed at a mass meeting in Springfield, Massachusetts, on September 17, 1850, represents this recommitment as a matter of race-national survival. Conventioneers publicly repudiated “any law that has for its object the oppression of any human being” and formed a Vigilance Association to aid “the panting slave” and resist slave catchers with force if necessary (qtd. in Aptheker 305). In editorial after editorial, the African American press denounced the law as prima facie evidence of the corrupt intentions of state power.1
By 1853, Harper had become one of many Americans whose antislavery convictions likewise forbade complacency in the wake of the Fugitive Slave Law, which Harper labeled “that abomination of the nineteenth century,” according to friend, correspondent, and primary biographer, the abolitionist William Still (757). The tipping point in Harper’s life of activism appears to have come when the Maryland legislature revised its slave codes to forbid free people of color from entering the state. Then living and working as a teacher in York, Pennsylvania, Harper indeed became “an exile by law” (758). Learning of the death of a free man of color sold to Georgia under the Maryland statute, Harper wrote to a friend, “Upon that grave I pledge myself to the Anti-Slavery cause.” Soon thereafter, she moved to Philadelphia, a center of antislavery activity, living temporarily at a station of the Underground Railroad, where she likely met Still, who was a key operative of the Philadelphia Railroad. While there, Harper wrote protest poems; visited the Philadelphia Anti-Slavery Office, reading, according to Still, “with great avidity”; and sought publication for the book that would ultimately be published in 1854 by J. B. Yerrinton and Sons in Boston as the first edition of Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects.2 From Philadelphia, Harper visited Boston and then went on to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where she gave her first public lecture under the title “The Education and the Elevation of the Colored Race.” In a letter to Still dated August of 1854, she reported matter-of-factly, “Well, I am out lecturing,” noting a full week of daily lectures and the “success” of these engagements. “My voice,” she wrote, “is not wanting in strength, as I am aware of, to reach pretty well over the house” (Still 758). From this moment until beyond the turn of the century, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper would extend the reach of her strong voice at podiums around the country and as an increasingly prestigious contributor to the African American press.
Harper’s letters to William Still in these years evince the craft of a rhetor already possessed of experience and training. Having lived within the rarefied reform milieu of the Watkins’ Baltimore home, we must assume that Harper’s period of political and rhetorical tutelage had been a long time in process. Joining the antislavery lecture circuit, Harper was both student and practitioner of a rhetorical pedagogy already well established in schools like William Watkins’s Baltimore Academy for Negro Youth, as well as in the burgeoning print culture of the African American press.3 Her ardent reports to Still reflect her growing knowledge of the social and political networks in which individual protest voices were amplified and became part of a collective action of political publicity. As Still was careful to point out, Harper was “not content to make speeches and receive plaudits,” but undertook rhetorical action as part of a broader reform practice, which included direct financial support for fugitives and their families, something she provided throughout this period. Beyond “money or words,” inquiring 
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				about a failed rescue attempt in Cincinnati, Harper offered her services in whatever “rough work” might be necessary in future endeavors. Her time in York, Philadelphia, and Boston suggest great confidence in the collaboration mobilized in the face of the ongoing slavery crisis and the complex networks of persuasion in which she labored. Of the antislavery “Maine ladies” she found so praiseworthy while on the Maine Anti-Slavery Society lecture circuit, Harper wrote, “They are putting men of Anti-Slavery principles in office … to cleanse the corrupt fountains of our government by sending men to Congress who will plead for our down-trodden and oppressed brethren, our crushed and helpless sisters” (Still 759). In this collaborative vision—abolitionists contending in politics, championing politicians who would further advocate for the enslaved at a governmental level—we can discern her belief in the power of reform as a social chain of persuasion capable of transforming the state.
A letter from Tiffin, Ohio, dated March 31, 1856, indicates that Harper’s sense of her own work as a moral and spiritual duty was complicated by a determination to assert freedoms of her own. Seemingly measuring her  
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				own transgressive entry into the masculine realm of political speech against that of the Maine abolitionists she admired, she wrote, “I have a right to do my share of the work” in the “common cause” of antislavery reform work that demanded the assertion of both “manhood and womanhood” (Still 761). Harper’s practice of public instruction made new claims for mothers, daughters, and wives as rights-bearing subjects, and in so doing, helped to build the commonplace language of nineteenth-century African American women’s reform.
By the end of the century, Harper would become one of the founders of a national African American women’s politics and a spokesperson for the emergence of a “woman’s era,” which she, like her compatriots, heralded as the historical resolution of an ostensibly waning age of masculine barbarism. Harper most famously made such claims as one of the few African American women allowed to speak at the World’s Congress of Representative Women at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago. With the woman’s era still a matter of theory rather than practice, abundant evidence of continued white racial terrorism existed, and Harper was distinctive among her contemporaries in her ability to simultaneously negotiate and criticize the color line. Ida B. Wells, Frederick Douglass, Irvine Garland Penn, and Ferdinand L. Barnett published a pamphlet titled The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Exposition, a critical exposé denouncing lynch law, the convict lease system, and the exclusion of African Americans from planning and participating in the Columbian Exposition.
Harper envisioned a turn-of-the-century United States deeply flawed and in need of women’s reform, a historical mission to be realized through the social processes of moral suasion. Her suasionist’s view of the state hinges on a characterological frame of individual and communal rhetorical agency trained and exercised in history and culture. Harper disparages “legislators … born to an inheritance of privilege,” the subjects of “ages of education, dominion, civilization, and Christianity” (“Woman’s Political Future” 434–435). Inevitably, the cultural legacy of these privileged but corrupt politicians required the intervention of women’s rhetorical action:

				To-day women hold in their hands influence and opportunity, and with these they have already opened doors which have been closed to others. By opening doors of labor woman has become a rival claimant for at least some of the wealth monopolized by her stronger brother. In the home she is the priestess, in society the queen, in literature she is a power, in legislative halls law-makers have responded to her appeals, and for her sake have humanized and liberalized their laws. The press has felt the impress of her hand. In the pews of the church she constitutes a majority; the pulpit has welcomed her, and in the school she has the blessed privilege of teaching children and youth. To her is apparently coming the added responsibility of political power; and what she now possesses should only be the means of preparing her to use the coming power for the glory of God and the good of mankind; for power without righteousness is one of the most dangerous forces in the world. (435)

The social ascendance of women’s influence envisioned in Harper’s speech maps the culture-making power of speech and writing. Harper offers a rich view here of African American women’s rhetorical culture in the pulpits and presses, in literature and law, and perhaps most important, as part of the vast system of influence among black churches. If Harper had a nearly millennial confidence in the political potential of women, it must be noted that she developed her women’s reform agenda in tandem with her long-held commitment to African American reform communities. Harper’s landmark address, “Woman’s Political Future,” is of a political piece with the work of her companions who disputed the legitimacy of the Exposition from without. Harper denounced the government’s legal failure to protect African Americans from lynch law and refused the nationalist pedagogy of the Exposition.4 Like Wells, Harper protested lynch laws in the South as a national failure of state. Harper’s speech cannily elides explicit racial terms, but she closes demanding “justice, simple justice, as the right of every race” (437). As Nell Irvin Painter said of Harper, she “[r]efused to separate her sex from her race” (224).
No less than her white reform contemporaries, Harper practiced a textual reform politics of “republican motherhood,” a pedagogical stance of national character formation. Sarah Robbins writes, “In the first days of republican motherhood, proponents argued for reforming American female education.” Robbins notes that “enhanced education for women” took on legitimacy as a function of state loyalty (27). Through the habits and sentiments that constitute her career-long composition of social virtues, Harper sought to instill a new brand of race-national allegiance that would frame the current struggle as a passing phase in a historical mission of African American national progress. She inhabited the nationalist ground that feminist historians such as Nancy Cott identify as a guiding principle in the early republic, and thus a point of commonality through which social reform messages could be transmitted: “The project of characterological training provided an important point of access for the woman-led reform movements and for the re-teaching of public–private relations” (Cott 104–105). Early reform women constructed the boundaries of national character differently than Benthamite Benjamin Rush and subsequent generations of social architects, who were proponents of the citizen-training function of motherhood only inasmuch as it contributed to the maintenance of patriarchal hegemony.5 While patriarchal precepts of republican motherhood relegated women’s teaching work to the private sphere, African American women reformers found women’s pedagogical dominion of home life a powerful conceptual framework in for inventing countervailing logics of women’s influence in the public sphere.
The domestic precepts of African American republican motherhood, at least as articulated by Harper, added an important ethical register to the cultural rhetoric of black nationalism. To be sure, Harper’s economic thought was inseparable from her rhetorical pedagogy as well; she theorized subjects of persuasion as the characterological impetus behind every economic decision. As Patrick Rael argues, African American protest language relied on market logic. Dominant notions of a “respectability” of character assumed economic virtues such as honesty, diligence, and generosity (“Market Values” 28–29). The rhetorical force of these virtues practiced and prescribed were meant to check the masculine mastery characterized by “the greed of gold and the lust of power” (“Woman’s Political Future” 433). Such unchecked desire was for Harper an ethical disorder, the core moral ignorance to be addressed, and the proper target of abolitionist moral suasion. Her often-recorded confidence in persuasion as a rarefied democratic force to guide the state, and her quintessentially republican faith in the power of a virtuous citizenry to check the corrupt excesses of national institutions, extended to economic forms of action. Harper’s understanding of state corruption, across her career, was oriented by a critique of economic violence. As a teacher of economic protest, Harper always focused on the symbolic force of economic systems, and as I argue throughout the following chapters, economic and rhetorical action always orient around the same precepts in Harper’s pedagogy. By 1854, Harper claimed herself to be an adherent to the boycott politics of “Free Produce” abolitionism, a direction taken, perhaps in part, as a result of reading Solomon Northrop’s autobiographical narrative, Twelve Years a Slave, which offers a harrowing depiction of the cotton economy from the inside.6 In a letter to Still, she offers the apostrophic observation, “Oh, could slavery exist long if it did not sit on a commercial throne?” (Still 759).
The early poem “Free Labor” configures the scene of commodity consumption as a liminal site of intersubjective connection and a field of ethical choice, one with human loyalty in the balance:

				I wear an easy garment, 
O’er it no toiling slave 
Wept tears of hopeless anguish, 
In his passage to the grave.

And from its ample folds 
Shall rise no cry to God, 
Upon its warp and woof shall be 
No stain of tears and blood.

Oh, lightly shall it press my form, 
Unladen with a sigh, 
I shall not ‘mid its rustling hear, 
Some sad despairing cry. (Complete Poems 25)


Any boycott politics demands the education of consumers, and the lesson is one that addresses the importance of social fidelity as a kind of listening. In these stanzas, Harper’s practice of persuasion and advocacy challenges readers with their own potential culpability within the slave system. Figuring the brutality of that system as slave voices woven into the fabric of its products, Harper constructs an ideal consumer/subject who discovers her position within the social totality the poem articulates as a frame for critical self-reflection. Readers of this poem, perhaps clad in Southern cotton, are confronted with the anguished plaints of slaves, and through the political and geographical network charted by the poem, discover their own relationship to the laborers whose cries haunt the commodity and consumer conscience.
Beyond its dissection of economic and ethical choices, Harper’s fiction as a whole can be considered a rhetoric in the classical sense insofar as it provides heuristics for communicative action. In her study of the activism of African American women in the nineteenth-century urban North, Carla Peterson provides a model analysis of the way public institutions of literature, media, and government “connect … people by articulating a sameness of purpose and providing a common means of executing designs” (Doers 11). Peterson’s phrase “executing designs” aptly suggests the functional manner in which a group can share a inventive social script. Minnie and Louis, the protagonists of Harper’s first novel Minnie’s Sacrifice, are exemplary or “ideal” not only in their uncompromising race loyalty and dedication to reform, but also in their rhetorical practice as speakers of the precepts of Reconstruction uplift. Like all of Harper’s fiction and much didactic literature, Minnie’s Sacrifice is dialogue heavy, and one might fairly say that you get a good “talking to” when reading a Harper novel. These many dialogues make up the drama of persuasion through which Harper so often taught, and her didactic conversational topoi serve as an index of the broader political-economic forces that underwrite the exchange; people say what they must, in a sense, given their place within an economic totality.7
In Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy, the subject of persuasion exists amid these intersubjective circuits, unknowingly or actively closed off from the collective sense of responsibility and mutual dependence, a precept at the core of Harper’s ethics. Throughout her career, Harper taught this idiom as a lecturer, poet, novelist, and journalist, not simply as a series of talking points or set arguments but as a lived ethics of connection, a structure of identification within an intersubjective social network. Contemporary theories of subject formation, personhood, hybridity, and ideological interpolation all provide the framework for studying political identity as a group phenomenon, and many of these theories inform my reading methodology. However, to analyze the politics of subject formation with historical sensitivity, we need to begin with the most pervasive conceptual model of personhood in the nineteenth century, that is, character. Harper, like many of her compatriots, found a rhetorical dynamism in the discursive structures of character, one that emerged with the politics of African American abolitionism. African American protest, and more specifically African American women’s rights protest, uncoupled national fealty from state allegiance, the powerful cultural imperatives of national character. As a matter of rhetorical pedagogy premised on a model of persuadable subjectivity, calling  on a collective political will—a black-national gesture—served to materially organize the African American character, which in turn became the engine of social reform and the germinating subjective ground of community. This craft was at its core the invention of a commonplace teaching idiom meant to be emulated as practical political wisdom on the color and gender lines encountered daily by her primary audience, the readership of the African American press.
Character talk is a shorthand term I use to designate the pervasive conceptual reliance on cultural forms of characterological virtue in nearly all manner of social address, the communicative manner of ethical subjects negotiating general principles of ethical personhood. Harper’s adherence to the inventive possibilities of self in society was quite conventional, but the new disciplinary politics of character articulated in her work marked a sea change in the history of character itself.8 My choice of the word “talk” is meant to suggest the pervasive and ordinary quality of characterological rhetoric and its context within the oratorical culture of reform communities in the nineteenth century, what author and cultural observer Edward G. Parker referred to as the “golden age of American oratory.” As Peter Gibian notes, conversation was a bedrock element of political culture in the nineteenth century. According to Gibian, reformers viewed conversation as “a model for the larger culture” and as “a privileged vehicle for their efforts at personal and political emancipation.” The “problems of American diversity and American dividedness and the possibilities of American pluralism,” Gibian argues, were often figured as “problems and possibilities of American conversation” (8). Particularly in her fiction, Harper found rich possibilities for social change in her practice of character talk as an art of conversation, modeling a general theory of rhetoric that formulates human relations as an ever-expanding circuit of addressor–addressee. Harper’s formidable presence within this elite culture should not obscure the quotidian impulse of her teaching; she crafted rhetorical scenarios at sites of contested power in homes, work sites, the marketplace—the loci of myriad daily encounters along color and gender lines where that power was transacted. Harper pointedly taught the quotidian art of conversation as a vital political resource.
Voluntary organizations, publishing, and journalism formed the primary discursive ground of African American nationalism as a rhetorical and pedagogical project of character formation. Through these channels, Harper addressed audiences not as stable, independent subjects but as dynamic and intersubjective members of a race-national community, a practice contemporary rhetoricians have theorized as constitutive rhetoric.9 Despite the high theoretical underpinnings of this critical discourse, we should not ignore the place of teaching and popular literature in the cultural work of constitutive rhetoric. Dexter B. Gordon theorizes the constitutive rhetoric of black nationalism not as a “philosophical ideal” but a working theory of “discourse in action” that is “constantly responsive to the exigencies of the contingent situations in which it operates,” a rhetoric meant to generate race-national collectivity in the face of profound disenfranchisement and alienation (5–6). “Nation language” is Eddie S. Glaude’s term for this constitutive lexicon of African American uplift and race pride. According to Glaude, the “cultural idea of the nation” developed amid the National Negro Convention Movement’s “focus on moral reform and social uplift,” a discursive practice that “confronted directly the practices of white supremacy of the American nation state” (18). Harper was trained in this context, and her constitutive rhetorical practice is consistent with that of the convention reformers who preceded her.
The continuity of tradition relies on inventive rearticulation. This is the craft Harper taught.  Susan Miller makes a strong argument for analyzing rhetoric outside of dominant assumptions about tradition, lineage, and formal training, emphasizing instead that the “multiple forms” of rhetorical practice “constitute a plurality of instructive, variously situated lessons in language and in aesthetic, formal, and ordinary discourses that create contexts for choice.” This paradigmatic shift, for Miller, demands that rhetoricians write their histories not according to “canons formed around concepts” but, instead, according to “situated uses” (1–3). This book takes up Miller’s challenge. Taken as a whole, Harper’s lifework should be seen as a cohesive book of working theory written with the civic function of rhetorical force in mind and generative of “contexts for choice,” to use Miller’s apt formulation.10 Miller limns the interwoven, affective, cultural structure of these situated lessons, which transmit knowledge while concurrently eliciting trust in specific versions of rhetorical efficacy, ways of speaking we believe wield power. Harper’s craft was forged from within that “web of situated lessons.” She reinvented resonant commonplace knowledge as a grammar of preceptive statements that grounded the teaching idiom she intended readers to “take into their lives,” as Frances Smith Foster describes the rhetorico-political use value of Harper’s didactic address (“Gender, Genre” 54).
In Harper’s public teaching texts, we find a striking continuity across years of political upheaval and crisis. After the Civil War and the abolition of chattel slavery, the pressing and hopeful demands of Radical Reconstruction created a new political urgency for Harper, who by this time had earned a strong reputation as a gifted and devoted writer and speaker. In the concluding installment of Minnie’s Sacrifice, serialized in the Christian Recorder in 1869, Harper breaks fictional frame and addresses her audience directly. Herein, Harper offered her readership an interpretive framework for reading her novel. As I tell students only half-jokingly, we are fortunate as critics that Harper so often tells us exactly how to read her work. Minnie and Louis, the novel’s sentimental heroine and hero, are, as Harper acknowledges, “ideal beings” meant to instruct, literally to model, race-national character as a practice of language.11 The language of character, that core conceptual structure of personhood in the nineteenth century, grounded Harper’s pedagogical address to audiences across the century. Over the course of the novel, both Minnie and Louis model an ethics of personhood that engaged directly with the political discourse of the moment. Both Minnie and Louis “sacrificed” the white privilege of racial “passing” and devoted their lives to the so-called Radical Reconstruction of the 39th Congress, which at the time seemed the most likely means of continued liberation for the newly emancipated Southern population. Harper was dedicated as a neo-abolitionist reform speaker traveling in the South during these years, addressing African and Anglo-American audiences, meeting with groups of African American women in their homes, and promoting Radical Republican politics and education.12 From Athens, Georgia, in February of 1870, she wrote, “Here there is ignorance to be instructed, a race that needs to be helped up to higher planes of thought and action” (Still 770). For Harper, this was no less true when addressing a white reform audience or African American reform elite.
Harper’s primary discursive site for teaching such ethically needful audiences was what Frances Smith Foster calls the “Afro-Protestant press” (“Gender, Genre” 52). Peterson argues that Harper’s magazine fiction was a hybrid form combining conventionally didactic “tutelary activity” with journalism from an African American perspective (“Literary Reconstruction” 40–43). Over the course of her career, Harper published her work in the most influential abolitionist and African American newspapers, among them the Weekly Anglo African Magazine, the African Methodist Episcopal Church Review, The Liberator, the National Anti-Slavery Standard, and extensively, for over fifty years, The Christian Recorder, which circulated more of Harper’s work than any other periodical. Harper tailored her call for rhetorical action to the African American reformers who like her had enjoyed the benefits of education and some economic stability. Her address to Christian Recorder readers in 1869 targeted an ignorance she found far less tolerable than the rhetorical and social underdevelopment of the recently emancipated slave class. In the conclusion of Minnie’s Sacrifice, Harper reminds her readers of the black-national precept of solidarity, charging them with a duty-bound advocacy of which Minnie and Louis are fictional exemplars. Hers was no simple project of indoctrination, but the training of a collective literacy of uplift:

				We have wealth among us, but how much of it is ever spent in building up the future of the race? In encouraging talent, and developing genius? We have intelligence, but how much do we add to the reservoir of the world’s thought? We have genius among us, but how much can it rely upon the colored race for support?
Take even the Christian Recorder; where are the graduates from colleges and high school whose pens and brains lend beauty, strength, grace and culture to its pages? (91)13

Harper presses here a specific strain of uplift rhetoric, one I trace in the chapters that follow, lamenting a regrettable lack of compositional energy in the African American community implicated in broader material and political dysfunction. As Shirley Wilson Logan argues, an important part of rhetorical pedagogy is the “invocation” of rhetoric. Harper’s invocation here could not be any more site specific (Liberating Language 98). With the caveat that she wished not to be “officious or intrusive,” Harper insists on the moral duty accompanying literacy, claiming that the readers’ “disused faculties” will “avenge themselves by rusting” (91). This wasting of vital community resources is for Harper a kind of communicative immorality, a viciously involuted practice of literacy antithetical to the rhetorical pedagogy she had developed in the first decade and a half of reform work. This pedagogy of social connection claimed the “gifts we possess,” be they “genius, culture, wealth or social position,” as a resource for serving the interests of the race. Harper’s prescribed practice of “loving diffusion” required of her audience a renunciation of “narrow and selfish isolation.” These assertions instruct readers about the preceptive characterizations of Minnie and Louis, which chart a Reconstructionist’s path into the Southern field of relief and educational work. Harper concludes the call to action in the novel’s final installment, asserting a dialectical complicity of self and society by which individual actions embodied the immorality of institutions as “one type of the barbarous and anti-social state” (92).
The subtending spatial metaphors of “diffusion” and “isolation” signal the conceptual core of Harper’s rhetorical politics and her didactic intention toward her learning subjects, in this case, a potential African American national community as yet separated by class, gender, education, and region, the very fractures that African American reformers had sought to heal since the Negro Convention Movement of the early century. Like the readers Harper addressed in the poem “Free Labor,” the Christian Recorder readers of Minnie’s Sacrifice are addressed as ethical subjects enmeshed in systems of literacy and economics that ultimately cannot be separated. Harper’s barely constrained disparagement works an ancient persuasive channel, of course—a characterological charge of greed and excessive self-interest that was perhaps the most serious charge an African American reformer could bring against her or his own community. David Walker was among the first early black nationalists sounding this critical note forty years earlier in his Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, when he anticipated a hostile reception to his text by members of his own community, African Americans who were “ignorantly in league with slave holders or tyrants, who acquire their daily bread by the blood and sweat of their more ignorant brethren” (4). The dormant pens and sequestered intellectual and monetary resources of the Christian Recorder readership are thus another “type” of racial and economic immorality underwriting the “barbarous and anti-social state” that nineteenth-century African American reformers worked to transform. Like that of Walker, Harper’s call to conscience is socially constitutive in its rhetorical function insofar as it solicits, and gauges, race loyalty as a point of ethical identification.

				AFRICAN AMERICAN RHETORICAL PEDAGOGY AND THE EDUCATION OF CHARACTER
Any approach to a general account of Harper’s work requires coming to terms not simply with her ethos, but with her ethical theory, the system of recurring characterological precepts she taught as a matter of lived principle and committed linguistic practice. Before the secularization and professionalization of teaching, the inevitability that literacy acquisition constituted a moral training ground was for better and for worse generally expected by educators, particularly those who worked in the name of reform. Hugh Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and Belle Lettres, one of the most influential nineteenth-century works of rhetorical pedagogy, lists the “development of character or moral improvement” as the first means of “improving eloquence.” (qtd. in Logan, Liberating Language 97). Given that “eloquence” was predicated on access to education within the racial state, Blair’s is a cruelly ironic precept to say the least.14 Nevertheless, Harper’s rhetoric garnered praise, and her oratory in particular was thought to be exemplary. This much can be deduced from contemporaneous assessments of her speeches, the influence she wielded, and her appearance at landmark events.15 As Harper argued throughout her career, eloquence was only as valuable as it was instructive and only properly instructive if it proved corrective of character. Patrick Rael argues that without other recourse, African American reformers entered as contestants the characterological language game of “elevation,” “improvement,” or “development” (Black Identity 130–132). For Rael, despite its characterological paradoxes and corruptions, the market revolution also created the fundamental possibility for African American character to emerge as the guiding preceptive structure for social protest. The generation of writers and speakers preceding Harper had derived their appeals for racial justice while carefully preserving a network of commonly accepted ideas concerning an impersonal and rational marketplace, meritocracy, and a vision of market culture as the proper ground of moral as well as economic self-determination (Rael, “Market Values” 22–25). By revealing the characterological underpinnings of slavery and racial prejudice and reclaiming the realm of character formation from the marketplace, Harper formulated a language of protest that would ultimately emerge at the center of the free labor antislavery platform.
As a model for social self-understanding, the interpolative resonance of characterological rhetoric is more distant for twenty-first century thinkers than it was for Harper and her contemporaries. The absence of the word “character” from Raymond Williams’s canonical Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society is surprising given the author’s astute selection of epochal English words. Keywords dramatizes, at the lexical level, Williams’s tripartite model of cultural-historical dynamism: the practice of language evolving in “dominant,” “emergent,” and “residual” phases. Tracing shifts in the definition and usage of powerful words such as “tradition,” “generation,” “art,” and “family,” Williams illustrates the resilient epistemic authority of language over time. Taken as a whole, the rich etymologies and usage notes of the Keywords entries locate language within a web of cultural dynamism and assume that any account of language will perforce be an account of the discursive practices in which language emerges, circulates, and changes. Where, then, is character, in the Anglo-European master index of language?16
As a locus of moral identity and as a powerful heuristic for civil belonging, perhaps character eluded Williams’s lexical schematics because of its simultaneously pervasive and diverse cultural articulation, its rhetorical diffuseness. To be clear, I am not suggesting that character could be invoked with anything like univocality. Rael notes that such everyday moral distinctions “took place over hierarchies of character traits on which humans and societies might rise and fall.” The morally inflected vocabulary of “elevation” and “progress” was a ubiquitous feature on the antebellum “conceptual landscape,” one that most Americans “took so much for granted … they would have been hard pressed to elucidate [it]” (Black Identity 125–127). Despite the common-sense quality of character and its inevitable omnipresence as the rhetorical framework for ethical identification, many writers and orators viewed themselves as technicians of character, inventing and circulating political identity as a claim to diverse sources of social authority. Rael notes the common-sense certainty with which people invoked character as a moral measurement without defining the term assured a diversity of usage where consensus was merely assumed (131). From a rhetorical perspective, this inevitability of variation within a broad common understanding allows for powerful inventive possibilities. Character, understood to be the practice of self-discipline or the ethical principles of social personhood, must be considered as a broadly discursive practice of identity. Questions of character are still operative in political debate; think, for instance, of the way it animates the contest of political elections. This old way of thinking about moral identity might emerge, or re-emrge, in moments when the distinctions between the political and the personal, between the public and the private spheres, invite scrutiny.
Warren Susman’s assessment of the nineteenth-century United States as a “culture of character” does not overreach in claiming that notions of character were “fundamental in sustaining and even in shaping the significant forms of the culture.”17 Modern architects of character stipulated self-control as a matter of civic virtue—no person’s moral status could be adjudicated in isolation from the larger community. Scholars and students of the nineteenth-century United States should be able to attest to the archival pervasiveness of the language of character in governmental documents, treatises on the sciences and arts, personal journals and letters, all the records that are left to us. The power and dynamism of character as a cultural formation arise, as Susman notes, from a presiding ambiguity, its functionality as a mode of “both mastery and development of the self” (273). All the European sources of characterological thought posit this general notion of mutable identity as a social happening—free will, self-government, the covenant of work and mutual obligation, enlightened self-interest, as well as ancient thinking about the cultivation of virtuous habit, all endlessly negotiated through constant and myriad encounters between the self and society. Protestant non-conformists and dissenters would bring these ideas and practices to North America, where they grounded early national thought. Evangelists of the Great Awakening saw themselves as the vanguard of a continuing process of social perfectionism in which antinomian character embodied, as it had for Martin Luther, anti-institutional virtue.
Antinomian conceptions of the self would ground the ethical perspective of the abolitionist movement, of African American reform thought, and more specifically, of the lineage of African American feminist moral teachers to which Harper belongs. Thought of in this way, we might understand the “slave poet” Phyllis Wheatley as a foremother of this pedagogical tradition, her rhetorical practice a radical continuation of the Reformation, cautioning and admonishing white male Christendom about the excesses of an unbalanced character. Wheatley’s poem “To the University of Cambridge in New England” delivers no quiet pieties, but bold declarations of principle and theological pedagogy meant to put the Cambridge elite on guard against sinful influence, their “greatest foe.” Moving from the premise that “the whole human race” exists in a “fall’n” state, Wheatley exhorts the Cambridge “pupils” to “improve your privileges while they stay” and “each hour to redeem, that bears good or bad report of you to heav’n.” Christian theology provides a framework for didactic address here, so that anyone among the “fall’n,” that is, all of humanity, might address her fellows in this way. Wheatley, however, carefully marks the racial distance between addressor and addressee even while her appeal to Christian virtue attempts to close that distance. She reminds the Cambridge students, those “sons of science,” of their relative social position and its duties; that to them “’tis giv’n to scan the heights / Above, to traverse the ethereal space, / And mark the systems of revolving worlds.” Wheatley thanks gracious “Father of mercy” for bringing her to North America from her “native shore / The land of errors, and Egyptian gloom;” whether we read this thanks for enslavement as sincere or tactical, Wheatley reminds readers that the neoclassical verse before them was written by “an Ethiop” (Collected Works 13–14). While never matching Wheatley’s evangelical zeal, Harper likewise invoked Christian sentiment to frame her rhetorical pedagogy and articulate the precepts of an ethically composed self.
Ultimately we cannot cogently read the history of character talk in the United States without acknowledging its gaps and absences. For the English gentry and their colonial American counterparts, the concept of character was nothing less than the mark of white patriarchal privilege. Character as a pedagogical function assumed a social field of white contractual and affective fealty. Without question, as a byword of cultural currency and public access, character was the province of white men. I take the cultural exclusivity of character as axiomatic, and this study attends to the function of characterological rhetoric as a legitimating code in the systematic atrocities of racial statecraft.18 Institutional arbiters of character in churches, schools, and government carefully wrote African-descended people out of the character-based social contract in both law and custom. Thomas Jefferson’s assessment of ostensible African instinct, as opposed to character, suggests the ingrained and oppressive hierarchies of race and gender strictures in the American Enlightenment. Jefferson’s most potent character assassination, his Notes on the State of Virginia, was a landmark moment in the philosophical justification for African slavery. Generations of white supremacist ideologues would return to Jefferson’s key claim that Africans were incapable of reason and thus of self-government. Jefferson paints the picture of essentially animalistic African nature.
We should note that women’s character never even emerges as a category, the possibility of character in African American women being for Jefferson, we must deduce, not even worthy of dismissal. African American women serve only as a rhetorical device to further de-humanize African American men. Jefferson asserts that “[t]hey are more ardent after their female: but love seems with them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation.” Jefferson does acknowledge that as slaves “confined to tillage,” a lack of opportunity for improvement might be forwarded as a cause for characterological incapacity, suggesting that Africans’ ostensibly imitative and thus deficient cultural productions may be evidence of some “germ in their mind that only wants cultivation.” As a refutation, Jefferson argues that even those slaves who “have been liberally educated” lack still the capacity for written expression.19 Jefferson assessement of Phyllis Wheatley’s poems as “below the dignity of criticism” and of African American epistolary artist Ignatius Sancho as “wild and extravagant, fugitive” from “restraint of reason and taste,” are examples of Jefferson’s pedagogical assault on the incapacity of African character (139). To say the least, Jefferson’s disparagement in its entirety is rife with circular justifications of North American slavery.20
While historians of character like Susman and Rael demonstrate the utilitarian functionality of character in the racial caste system of the state, the more critical pedagogy enabled by the conceptual model of character has been left largely unexplored. The racial theory emerging from the black national public sphere reinvented character as a powerful set of egalitarian precepts. “The Colored People in America,” the prose introduction to the 1857 version of Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects, exemplifies Harper’s rescue of characterological rhetoric, mapping how popular conceptions of character were employed to rationalize human degradation, positioning her own pedagogical use of character through her insistence on well-disciplined living. The shibboleth of debased African character becomes for Harper the framework for political-economic critique. Directly addressing white supremacist opinion, she suggests the legacy of enslavement’s “degradation” as a refutation to any intrinsic argument about race character:

					[L]et them, when nominally free, feel that they have only exchanged the iron yoke of oppression for the galling fetters of a vitiated public opinion;—let prejudice assign them the lowest places and the humblest positions, and make them “hewers of wood and drawers of water,”— let their income be so small that they must from necessity bequeath to their children an inheritance of poverty and a limited education,—and tell me, reviler of our race! Censurer of our people! If there is a nation in whose veins runs the purest Caucasian blood, upon whom the same causes would not produce the same effect; whose social condition, intellectual and moral character, would present a more favorable aspect than ours? (qtd. in BCD 99–100)21

The catalogue compiled here and the rhythmic force of Harper’s periodic phrasing refutes the precept of essential African degradation. The “purest Caucasian blood” would not, for Harper, transcend the cause and effect of material oppression and characterological quality. Harper’s indictment of a “vitiated public opinion” casts the rhetorical culture in which African Americans labored as itself a production of racial-state oppression.
In Harper’s address, this defense of African American character is often joined with sympathy or rebuke for her readership’s damaging internalization of that “vitiated public opinion.” Among the elite African American readership making up her primary audience, Harper asserted the presence of “a disposition to censure and upbraid each other,” a disposition Harper attributes to “a want of common sympathy” engendered by

					misery, nurtured in degradation, and cradled in oppression, with the scorn of the white man upon his soul, his fetters upon their limbs, his scourge upon their flesh, what can be expected from their offspring, but a mournful reaction of that cursed system which spreads its baneful influence over body and soul; which dwarfs the intellect, stunts its development, debases the spirit, and degrades the soul?

Here, for Harper, is the fundamental characterological ill of the African American nation, the perverse training of an oppressive system carried out over generations, deforming race pride, racial solidarity, and the inherent human potential of the enslaved and their descendents. Racial self-hatred is shown to be the reproduction of white supremacist ideology, and it is this “system” that “stunts” moral character, “the intellect … the spirit … the soul” (99).
Harper was consistent with her teachers in her view of education, largely rhetorical in emphasis, as a powerful stay against this oppressive cultural pedagogy. Under his own name and as “The Colored Baltimorean,” Harper’s uncle, William Watkins Sr., published consistently in The Liberator and The Universal Genius of Emancipation and ran the highly esteemed Watkins Academy for Negro Youth in Baltimore. In an 1886 African American Episcopal Church Review retrospective of Watkins’s career, James H. A. Johnston noted the exacting instruction he employed in both the classroom and the African American press, especially the emphasis on oratory and composition at the Watkins Academy. Its curriculum consisted of history, geography, mathematics, English, natural philosophy, Greek, Latin, and rhetoric. “[Watkins’s] forté as a teacher,” Johnston wrote, “was an amazing command of English … Every example of etymology, syntax and prosody had to be given as correctly as a sound upon a keyboard … every rule had to be repeated and accurately applied … every peculiarity of declension, mood and tense readily borne in mind.” Harper studied at her uncle’s school and even assisted with the instruction. Johnston also noted, “Frances Ellen … excelled” in the neardaily compositions that Watkins required (qtd. in Gardner 623). Harper’s uncle was also a cofounder of the American Moral Reform Society, which was an outgrowth of the 4th and 5th Conventions of the Free People of Color in 1836. Watkins was central in developing the organization platform which held as its main tenets “Education, Temperance, Economy, and Universal Liberty” (624). He embraced the character-forming responsibilities of education, though his sense of the cultural scope of pedagogy was far from limited to official works of rhetorical or educational theory or even to scholastic institutions. In his 1836 address to the Moral Reform Society, Watkins began with the premise that “all civilized nations have always regarded, as of paramount importance, the education of the rising generation.” The subject of education is “continually receiving impressions” and “perpetually forming habits.” The education that attends only to intellectual cultivation is morally bankrupt for Watkins. He stipulates that a “good education” will be “one as will soundly instruct this compound being.” Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy assumed a similarly dynamic and socially located learning subject. A “good” as opposed to “pernicious” education will enable the student “at all times, in all places and under all circumstances” to maintain a virtuous character (157). Her didactic novels, modeling moral suasion as a dispersed, public-sphere practice, attend especially well to the temporality of rhetorical subjectivity.
Harper’s family history coincides with the increasing prominence of African American leadership within the national abolitionist movement. Accompanying this shift in leadership was a political reorientation of abolitionist rhetorical theory toward immediatism.22 Immediatists required a relinquishing of allegiances to and a rejection of compromise with what they argued was a fundamentally corrupt ruling class. As a constitutive pedagogical rhetoric, immediatism and its signature rhetorical practice of moral suasion extended to readers and auditors a pledge of action, a call to allegiances more profound than those of the state. John Goodman notes that African American abolitionists were the first immediatists. As a political platform, immediatism responded to the African colonization movement, which abolitionists refuted as a project of white supremacist logic and the economic expediency of Northern compromise with the slave power (106–107). Colonization, then, was not a means to African American independence, but a stall tactic and capitulation to the dangerous ideology of essential hierarchical difference based on race (41–57). The anti-colonization argument of William Watkins Sr. and other African American reformers was a great influence on William Lloyd Garrison’s Thoughts on African Colonization, by all accounts a crucial document in the progression of the immediatist cause. Goodman refers to this as Garrison’s “conversion” to immediatism.


				RHETORICAL PEDAGOGY AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF THE RACIAL STATE
The nation state was the premier political achievement of racial modernity in the Western Hemisphere, and the Atlantic slave trade served as the engine driving the state-building processes of colonial imperialism. David Brion Davis notes the scholarly consensus that the slave system in the Americas, plantation slavery in particular, was “far from archaic” but in fact “anticipated much of the efficiency, organization, and global interconnectedness of industrial capitalism” (77). Modern racial states in the nineteenth century, the United States among them, propagated racial control of non-white peoples through political-economic violence perversely legitimized as the inevitable and benevolent outcome of Enlightenment statecraft. Though ancient in its ideological sources, as Davis demonstrates, anti-black thought pervaded the slave economies of the early modern era in the Atlantic world. White supremacist precepts binding with the power of law governed what scholars have understood as “the racial state” of the nineteenth-century United States. As David Theo Goldberg argues, nation states organized according to capitalist economies have most often been characterized by two concomitant forms of racial hegemony, what he calls “naturalist” and “historicist” racism (74–82). Naturalist racism, according to Goldberg, is based in biologistic and theological premises, while historicist racism depends on narratives of racial development over time, retaining white supremacism as the inevitable telos of historical progress. Across the era of Emancipation and Reconstruction, these interacting cultural formations of racial domination provided the rationale for political retreat from racial justice within the context of an ostensibly ascendant democracy.
However, in the end, nineteenth-century slave emancipations amounted, at best, to a partial reform of race relations in the Western Hemisphere. The first national era of civil rights emerged a decade after Harper began her career. The transformational events of Emancipation, the Civil War, and Reconstruction marked the epochal end of what Michael Omi and Howard Winant fairly characterize as a pre-Emancipation “racial dictatorship.”23 In the United States, nonetheless, Union victory in the Civil War accelerated the nation-state modernization that ultimately nullified much of the promise of Emancipation. Presiding over this era of reform and reaction was the administration that had prosecuted war on the seceding Southern states, the Republican Party of Abraham Lincoln and then of Andrew Johnson. Initially a staunch advocate of Radical Republican politics, including the extension of suffrage to African American men, Harper made no secret of her frustration over the forestalled Emancipation in her address to the predominantly white audience of the 1866 Woman’s Rights Convention in New York. Harper delivered her lesson by turns with bracing calls to justice and strong disparagements of Andrew Johnson’s aggressive executive assault on Radical Reconstruction initiatives.24 Harper’s character assassination of Johnson posits his political misbehavior as the product of a corrupt and failed pedagogy, a moral and intellectual deficiency that renders him dangerously ignorant. This address presciently anticipates an epochal shift in the history of “racial formation,” what Omi and Winant identify as “the socio-historical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (55–56). Johnson is unable to “catch the watchword of the hour,” which for Harper heralds the “grand glorious revolution” of Reconstruction, and this historic failure of interpretive wherewithal becomes the preceptive exemplar structuring Harper’s characterological argument (BCD 218).
David Theo Goldberg identifies the discursive means by which racial states utilize race as a category of control, a “set of projects and practices, social conditions and institutions, states of being and affairs, rules and principles, statements and imperatives” (5). This schema is helpful insofar as it allows us to think in more detail about the dissemination of race as a political idea, and more specifically, as a set of didactic if diffuse cultural precepts that legitimize the organization of human relations in service of the dominant political economy. Insofar as they derive ethical authority from widely held belief in their culture-building processes and social functions, political economies are pedagogical. As a material, socially constitutive rhetorical practice, Harper’s reform work articulated a preceptive language that engaged the dominant racial lessons of the antebellum racial state. Harper and her abolitionist compatriots often berated the pedagogy of the slave system, detailing the lessons of slavery’s “school” for both slave and enslaver. The great counter-example for Harper was the ostensibly dawning and much heralded age of a virtuous “free labor” society, a civic system of open opportunity, in which accumulative desire, “avarice” as Harper so often called it, would be understood as contrary to the public good both theologically and as a matter of economic utility.25 Despite the “progress” of nineteenth-century social reform and much ceremony regarding free-labor principle, the United States remained an oppressive racial state moving back toward racial dictatorship.
Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy, exemplary of much black-nationalist thought, imagined a different emerging modernity in which the uplift principle of solidarity gave a “subaltern class” of African Americans new economic power. Peterson argues that “African Americans needed to resist, and to adapt themselves, not only to the forces of white racism but also to a growing capitalist economy in which the wealth was increasingly concentrated in the hands of a small number of manufacturers who controlled the wage labor.” “At the very bottom of this workforce,” Peterson notes, “black men and women strove to transform their marginal status into a source of strength, to achieve social and economic autonomy by circumventing capitalist structures and holding on to pre-capitalist forms of behavior” (Doers 9). It was not capitalism per se that Harper resisted. She continually recorded her hopes for a reformed and humane culture of labor and commerce, often equating economic opportunity with racial uplift in her labor and land-reform advocacy. However, Peterson notes that the free-labor ethic was championed by Harper and much of the rest of the country just as the era of independent small producers was coming to an end. Though it lost its material base, the residual power of the republican ideology provided Harper and her contemporaries with a cogent critique of the disruptive civic forces of American capitalism, which had built a world of social caste and stolen labor. By the time of Reconstruction, artisanal social relations may indeed have been considered “pre-capitalist,” as Peterson notes, but in the abolitionist imagination, they were nonetheless a guiding figure of a projected emerging age.
White nationalism underwrote the cultural pedagogy of the nineteenth-century racial state, a preceptive script that exists to this day, but as Davis’s discussion makes clear, the sovereignty of white nationalism was contested from the beginning of Western modernity. While a strict Marxian understanding holds the state to be the protectorate of capital, “nation” is meant to designate a constellation of ideological exclusions by which the social relations and sovereignty of the state are legitimated. The resulting institutional scripts, of the public good, of market orthodoxy, or of military patriotism, serve a training function for the promotion of state allegiance.26 Sticking to the script of this allegiance, so to speak—circulating and bonding over its commonplace statements—produces the discursive space of nationalism, either in moments of deliberation, that is, policy matters, or as ceremony, that is, children pledging allegiance or legislators invoking national duty as a warrant for action. The following chapters attest to Harper as a tactically ambivalent participant in nationalist discourse. So often in her work, the call to character, to self-discipline, forbearance, and duty, appeals to the authority of natural-rights social theory, a cultural pedagogy she could neither reject nor claim in full, insofar as the theory had always served to further white nationalism.
Charles Mills’s formulation of the “racial contract” brings critical attention to the fundamentally exclusionary cultural lineage of natural-rights theory as a continually self-producing practice of racial hegemony. Mills offers an important critique of the essential racism of democratic political culture in the West, demanding an account of the “the racial contract,” his term for the linguistic script of loyalty for white privilege and racial hierarchy. According to Mills, when we make rights-based appeals to the core principles of equality, we partake of a political idiom that has historically maintained white citizenship as a powerful norm. The codification of the racial state in the form of the Naturalization Acts of the 1790s, the 1857 Dred Scott decision, and successive fugitive slave laws indicates the “prescribed” quality of the epistemological “general rule” of white contractarian, the dissemination of “white misunderstanding, misrepresentation, evasion, and self-deception on matters related to race,” what Mills calls the “most pervasive mental phenomena of the past few hundred years” and the “cognitive and moral economy psychically required for conquest, colonization, and enslavement.” The persuasive historicity of the racial contract comes in its function as “the differential privileging of the whites as a group with respect to the nonwhites as a group, the exploitation of their bodies, land, and resources and the denial of equal socioeconomic opportunities to them” (1–19). Racial-contract language, held by Mills to be the discursive site of white privilege, is constitutive for its white “signatories” even if they make no explicit pledge of faith to a white racial state or to one another (11).
Character talk, understood as an intersubjective social process of hailing one another, cannot be separated from the constitutive common places of contractarian rhetoric. The public discourse of abolitionism also relied on social-contract precepts, testing their egalitarian potential. As will be reviewed in detail in Chapter 1, African American nationalists took up print culture and the lyceum as both emblem and operation of racial solidarity and progress. Michael Warner examines the historical beginnings of this linguistic commonality in his study of early national rhetorical culture in the eighteenth-century United States, demonstrating the symbiotic development of mass media and the republican public-sphere ethic. Warner explains the formation of an early New England bourgeoisie as continuous with this emergence of technology and technological self-consciousness, arguing that “an emerging political language—republicanism—and a new set of ground rules for discourse—the public sphere—jointly made each other intelligible.” As a space of ostensibly democratic debate, public-sphere discourse becomes a political ideal, an imaginative space where individuals define and participate in their own citizenship, articulating political identities and “becoming part of an arena of the national people that cannot be realized except through such mediating imaginings” (viii).27 In Susan Miller’s formulation, such “imaginings” are rhetorically constitutive insofar as they function as a site of trust in a historically specific communicative practice, a constitutive article of faith in an efficacious political language (2).
In the opening sentences of her 1859 essay “Our Greatest Want,” published in the Weekly Anglo African Magazine, Harper identifies the constitutive power of linguistic trust in the form of “public opinion.” The rhetorical pedagogy articulated in the essay sounds the precepts of contractarian ideology. For her elite audience, Harper sketches the discursive frame for a practice of reform publicity:

					Leading ideas impress themselves upon communities and countries. A thought is evolved and thrown out among the masses, they receive it and it becomes interwoven with their mental and moral life—if the thought be good the receivers are benefited, and helped onward to the truer life; if it is not, the reception of the idea is a detriment. A few earnest thinkers and workers infuse into the mind of Great Britain, a sentiment of human brotherhood. The hue and cry of opposition is raised against it. Avarice and cupidity oppose it, but the great heart of the people throbs for it. A healthy public opinion dashes and surges against the British throne, the idea gains ground and progresses till hundreds of thousands of men, women and children arise, redeemed from bondage, and freed from chains, and the nation gains moral power by the act. (160)

These confident assertions regarding the power of language present rhetoric, in the agency of public opinion, as the movement of history itself. The state would be reformed by the discursive training of the citizenry into interpretive interaction with the world, a process Harper figures as a weaving of “mental and moral life.” The “moral power” of the “nation” depends on this reform, and pedagogically, on the nurture of a “healthy public opinion.”
Despite the sweeping historical scope of this rhetorically ideal narrative, at the core of Harper’s pedagogy lies a belief in the workaday importance of rhetoric as the substance of common talk, of conversational readiness. The ethic of rhetorical invention forwarded in Harper’s late poem “Songs for the People” models this practice of socially committed language:

					Let me make the songs for the people, 
Songs for the old and young; 
Songs to stir like a battle-cry 
Wherever they are sung.

Not for the clashing of sabers, 
For carnage nor the strife; 
But songs to thrill the hearts of men 
With more abundant life.


Attention to the expansive temporal reference of the first stanzas reveals the poem’s pedagogical functionality, as Harper marks the ethical use value of her poem across contexts, beyond the scene of her own composition. The stirring quality of the prescribed “songs”—aggressive but pointedly not martial as the poem goes on to stipulate—is meant to circulate, to have effect “[w]herever they are sung.” Songs meant to “thrill the hearts of men” have emotional impact and exponential effect, inspiring as they should “more abundant life.” By the time this poem was published, Harper’s political criteria for life’s “abundance” was a matter of prolific public record.
Harper’s poetry, like her fiction, journalism, and oratory, enacts theory even as it persuades and teaches. The analysis in the following chapters seeks to make clear that tripartite discursive action. Patricia Hill Collins argues that for Harper and fellow nineteenth-century African American “clubwomen” such as Anna J. Cooper, Ida B. Wells, and Mary Church Terrell, theory and practice were inseparable (33). These intellectuals, without the leisure of “purely theoretical work,” theorized and set into motion their own persuasive practices. They recognized rhetorical pedagogy as the functional link between theory and practice. Whatever persuasive gambits are at play, Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy hails audiences as communicative subjects. Audiences are moved, then, not only toward some political end— though Harper was most often quite pointed in her policy prescriptions— but are invited into the community of a timely idiom and bid to accept a communicative methodology as a matter of pressing political necessity.




				1
Composing Character
Cultural Sources of African American Rhetorical Pedagogy

				ADDRESSING ANGLO-AFRICANS, CIRCA 1859
Before the Civil War and Emancipation, the African American press emerged as a powerful pedagogical institution, though instruction was only one of its rhetorical functions. Frances Harper was among the abolitionist luminaries who published in Thomas and Robert Hamilton’s prestigious Anglo African Magazine in its three-year run from 1859 to 1861.1 We can begin to assess her prominence within a galvanizing national African American reform society simply by surveying the in-print company Harper kept. Her fellow contributors in the magazine’s inaugural year of 1859 included Martin Delany, Sarah H. Douglass, J. W. C. Pennington, J. Holland Townsend, J. Theodore Holly, James McCune Smith, and William J. Wilson. Harper and the other reformers pledged themselves to the duty of cultivating a knowledgeable readership by writing in explicitly didactic genres that addressed a range of topics, primary among them, the abolition of slavery and the importance of education for the social reform of the racial state. Pennington’s praise for the race character of a rising people and his confident predictions about the future of the race chorused across the wide range of compositions filling the Anglo African. Theodore Holly’s series “Thoughts on Hayti” surveyed the heroic attainment and fifty-year maintenance of this “negro nationality” as an international precedent and a definitive refutation of white supremacist arguments that non-whites must be dependant races at best. Amos Gerry Beman perhaps best expressed the didactic ethic of the Anglo African Magazine in “The Education of the Colored People,” the cover article of the November 1859 issue. Insofar as the modern world would be governed by “force of mind—cultivated mind,” as Beman claimed, “instruction is the great want of the colored race” (339). Cultivating the political sensibilities of the readership and calling them to a pledge of collective character, Harper and her abolitionist compatriots made the Anglo African Magazine a constitutive site of African American rhetorical pedagogy.2
Among the contributors, the training of character became the principal rhetorical intention of such needful instruction. While no final consensus emerged among Anglo African Magazine contributors regarding the proper course of uplift and racial self-determination, the intellectual and social event of characterological redemption through education bore historic importance. In the “Apology,” opening the magazine’s first issue, the editors promise to “uphold and encourage the now depressed hopes of thinking black men, in the United States,” appealing to the convention movement activists, editors, preachers, and speakers who, despite their best efforts, “see, as the apparent result of their work … only Fugitive Slave laws and Compromise bills, and the denial of citizenship on the part of the Federal and state Governments” (3). This litany of crimes in the racial state on the brink of epochal transformation will be familiar enough to readers of African American reform and protest writing. The clarion call for education pervaded the social mission of the African American reform community, but very few in the African American press exhibited a dedication to rhetorical education comparable to Harper’s. Harper borrowed from rich cultural sources such as theology and republicanism to build the language of her constitutive rhetoric. This chapter examines the innovations of Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy, focusing primarily on her essays and fiction published in the Anglo African Magazine and other periodicals in and around the incredibly productive year of 1859, the zenith of the abolitionist movement.
Among the many pieces Harper wrote for the Anglo African in its inaugural year of 1859, her essay “Our Greatest Want,” which rounded out the May issue, perhaps most powerfully integrates sacred and secular sources of social virtue as resources for the composition of a protest ethos. In what had become by this date a characteristic rhetorical stance, Harper takes readers to the text of Exodus, which Eddie S. Glaude Jr. has argued is a great storehouse of the commonplace arguments, tropes, and figures that infuse what Glaude refers to as “nation language,” arguably the rhetorical backbone of African American nationalism in the nineteenth century (14).3 Harper’s invention of a Mosaic character not only depends on a specific biblical interpretation, it models a hermeneutical method of self-reflection, a political literacy that would promote collectively responsible action among otherwise estranged segments of the race. In the following passage, she challenges that readership to compose its own ethical personhood through reference to Moses:

					I like the character of Moses. He is the first disunionist we read of in the Jewish Scriptures. The magnificence of Pharaoh’s throne loomed up before his vision, its oriental splendors glittered before his eyes; but he turned from them all and chose rather to suffer with the enslaved, than rejoice with the free. He would have no union with the slave power of Egypt. When we have a race of men whom this blood stained government cannot tempt or flatter, who would sternly refuse every office in the nation’s gift, from a president down to a tide-waiter, until she shook her hands from complicity in the guilt of cradle plundering and man stealing, then for us the foundations of an historic character will have been laid. (160)

Harper’s disunionist Moses represents the characterological discipline necessary for race-national survival, a collective future unthinkable without uncompromising loyalty to African American slaves, which Harper exhibited not only through writing, but through action as well. Because of William Still’s documentation and the efforts of other contemporaneous commentators, we now know that Harper was an active member of the Underground Railroad, a woman who lent material aid to no less a radical group than John Brown and his compatriots. Harper is careful to present her Moses as a “disunionist,” a non-state abolitionist position rejecting party politics and the longstanding mission of “saving the union,” to which the political compromises of the Jacksonian period can fairly be attributed.4 Harper calls for a national ethic of non-participation, a turning away from the barbarity of white America writ large and Northern “complicity,” in which even wayward members of her Anglo African audience might be culpable. As argued in the Introduction, political and rhetorical theory is inseparable in this immediatist stance. Immediatism, the radical belief in swift and complete abolition, refused the compromises of perpetually deferred political solutions, such as colonization, and insisted that moral suasion would re-educate racial sensibilities and create a revolution of hearts and minds, much as Harper’s words above indicate. We can think of “disunion,” then, as the political orientation of immediatist rhetoric, the social vision grounding its pedagogy. The topoi or constitutive commonplace precepts of disunion serve as the inventional ground of the abolitionist pledge language adopted by Harper and others to voice the political demands of the emerging race-national character.
The pedagogy of race womanhood Harper brought to the African American press was also based on this ethic of rejection. In this pedagogy, teaching rejection of both the racial state and the patriarchal control of African American women were one and the same practice. The appearance of Harper’s “The Two Offers,” serialized in the September and October, 1859, issues, signals her most distinctive feminist arguments in the form of the critical narrative, or “dramatic essay,” Frances Smith Foster apt term for Harper’s pedagogical fiction (“Gender, Genre” 57). The final section of this chapter argues that “The Two Offers,” carrying forward the rhetorical precepts of her early poems, marks a watershed moment in Harper’s elaboration of the women’s rights idiom she would deliver to her readership for the remainder of her writing career. As Carla Peterson suggests, fiction rather quickly became Harper’s primary means of rhetorical pedagogy, a “tutelary activity” meant to model a sustaining discipline of racenational character (“African American Literary Reconstruction” 46–47). Across genres, Harper taught her audiences among the Northern African American elite a variety of character talk—common places and commonplace rhetorical habits that were part of a broader process of establishing compositional space for African American women. Like much of Harper’s subsequent fiction, “The Two Offers” directly addressed the gendered constraints of separate-spheres doctrine, therefore making inseparable claims for both women’s rights and rhetorical action.
A pledge to rhetorical action, to participation in the discursive making of race-national collectivity was, for Harper, the “important lesson we should learn and be able to teach.” Thus, the preceptive call to both “learn” and “teach”—the co-production of vital political knowledge—served as a constitutive bond among the African American nationalist community represented by the Anglo African Magazine readers. Her pedagogy of character formation emphasizes the discipline necessary to “make every gift, whether gold or talent, fortune, or genius,” a community resource subserving “the cause of crushed humanity” (“Our Greatest Want” 160). This economic and collective ethical self-assessment to which Harper called her audience is echoed in the works of other Anglo African Magazine writers and in the rest of the African American press. For Harper and other disunionists, the reformation of corrupt government would occur from the ground up, through the rhetorical historical force of “public opinion”; and as the rest of this chapter illustrates, this grassroots politics was just as much a matter of rhetorical theory as of organizational principle.


				BLACK REPUBLICANISM: NATIONAL VIRTUE AND VICE IN THE RACIAL STATE
Southern Democrats used the term “Black Republican” as a racialized denunciation of Abraham Lincoln during the election of 1860.5 In distinction, use of the term “black republicanism” here attempts to capture the idealism proudly dared by African American claimants of the revolutionary heritage, those, like Harper, who would take up the cause of popular democracy and the pedagogy of public-sphere citizenship. Returning to the passage of “Our Greatest Want” casting Moses as an immediatist exemplar, we can discern this framework as the historical logic underwriting the constitutive rhetoric Harper delivered to her Anglo African Magazine readers, potential members of her projected black-nationalist community. Identifying them as “a few earnest thinkers and workers,” Harper recalls English abolitionists, who “infuse[d] into the mind of Great Britain, a sentiment of human brotherhood. The hue and cry of opposition is raised against it. Avarice and cupidity oppose it, but the great heart of the people throbs for it” (“Our Greatest Want” 160). Harper posits this idealized vision of public-sphere rhetorical politics as a foil against gag laws prohibiting antislavery petitioning, the policing of slave literacies, the stigmatizing of abolitionists, and the profound complacency and self-interested silence of white Northerners and elite African Americans. The rhetorical force of public opinion as a practice of principled iconoclasm is quintessentially republican in the pedagogy it elaborates, evoking grassroots democracy as a discursive project, a popular democratic will rising up in opposition to guard against corrupt and nefarious government. Popular democracy, and the rhetorical means necessary for the de-centralization of power, inspired mixed reactions among social elites. Kenneth Cmiel richly illustrates the political and cultural complexity of “eloquence” in the generation succeeding the revolution. Eloquence, be it high oratorical flourish or, increasingly, the plain style recommended by the increasingly influential texts of Scottish Common Sense philosophy, was previously attributed only to elite, educated gentlemen who through their reason and right feeling would obstensibly rule a republic benevolently (39– 40). Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy contributed to the de-centering of eloquence, transforming an exclusive mark of political power into a skill that could be taught and learned by any participant in popular democracy.6
Harper’s reflections on the force of public opinion always cast African Americans as both subject and object of publicity, by turns agents of its political possibilities and made abject in its oppressive grasp. Though only implied, Harper offers readers a structure of rebuke to “learn” and to “teach,” a corrective for those enthralled with profit and status. Such corrupt human sensibilities were for Harper the subjective site at which rhetorical pedagogy must do its work. In Harper’s rendering, abolition in the Western Hemisphere is the test case of republican morality and the great measure of morally efficacious speech. Her reform argument owed as much to the revolutionary legacy of civic republicanism as to evangelical Protestantism. Harper found in a Protestant god a democratic ideal because the belief in spiritual free will mirrored the freedom of social agency inherent in Harper’s ideological construction of the public sphere. The pervasive immediatist ethic of Harper and other moral suasionists projected the millennial script of individual and societal transformation onto the secular drama of public debate. “Free speech” had long been at the core of republican rhetorical culture, serving as the constitutive agency of the United States exceptionalist narrative; for reformers, it became the mechanism through which government might plausibly be dictated “by the people.”
The didactic analogy of the pulpit and the press, of conversion and persuasion, grounded the reform argument in much of Harper’s writing. “Our Greatest Want” illustrates the co-functionality of Harper’s Protestant faith and republican national creed, as does her National Anti-Slavery Standard article of 1857. In this figurative soul searching, moral character is represented not as a static entity but as a site of moral interpretation, a politicized literacy of heart and soul:

					Could we trace the record of every human heart, the aspirations of every immortal soul, we would find no man so imbruted and degraded that we could not trace the word liberty either written in living characters upon the soul or hidden away in some nook or corner of the heart. The law of liberty is the law of God, and is antecedent to all human legislation. It existed in the mind of [the] Deity when He hung the first world upon its orbit and gave it liberty to gather light from the central sun. (BCD 100)

The claim that for every person “the word liberty” was “written in living characters upon the soul or hidden away in some nook or corner of the heart” suggests how, within a Protestant dispensation, language could become something vital, literally, a word alive. As well, the representation of the “heart” or “soul” as a receptor of language and an agent of literacy is a recurring symbol of moral character in Harper’s reform argument. Her abolitionist writing participates in a discursive drama played out in the “heart” as well as at the national level of public discourse. The scenes of political insight and spiritual transformation are represented as coincident in a hermeneutical moment, the scene of reading and writing; to be sure, such representation took on self-referential importance in the burgeoning abolitionist press. Thus, the press and the pulpit, all media, were viewed as the conduits of persuasion, the channels connecting individual agency to a common historical destiny.7
According to Harper, the national character was only as healthy as that of its “public opinion,” and public opinion was the moral pulse of character writ large. Radical abolitionist and famed orator Wendell Phillips was another among the republican-minded abolitionists who argued that democratic sovereignty was a broad discursive project mediated by print.8 “Public Opinion,” Phillips’s 1852 speech before the Massachusetts AntiSlavery Society, exemplifies how reformers used the theoretical conjoin-ing of republican and abolitionist rhetoric to harness the power of public opinion. Phillips locates democratic intelligence in the institutions of public discourse, institutions clearly separated from governmental institutions:

					The accumulated intellect of the masses is greater than the heaviest brain God ever gave to a single man … A newspaper paragraph, a county meeting, a gathering for conversation, a change in the character of a dozen individuals—these are the several fountains of public opinion … The penny papers of New York do more to govern this country than the White House at Washington. Mr. Webster says we live under a government of laws … He never was so mistaken … We live under a government of men—and morning newspapers. (44)

Stronger than the governmental power of “the White House at Washington,” the power of public language affects a “change” in the “character” of citizens who are placed in rhetorical relation to one another. This is the social collective, which in Harper’s estimation generates its own moral power through public discourse. Phillips’s hyperbole also suggests the teleological confluence of Christian and republican ideals: “I hail the almighty power of the tongue. I swear allegiance to the omnipotence of the press. The people never err. ‘Vox populi, vox Dei,’—the voice of the people is the voice of God” (45). Phillips’s ethical charge is a striking example of the manner in which immediatists made abolitionist speech the measure of moral character. “Now the duty of each antislavery man is simply this,” Phillips claims: “Stand on the pedestal of your own individual independence, summon these institutions about you, and judge them.” Freedom of speech, then, is an abolitionist resource and the mark of citizenship, the republican essence of the nation. As Phillips has it, “Republics exist only on the tenure of being constantly agitated” (36–49). This fairly well states the abiding precept of republican rhetorical pedagogy. Phillips stressed repeatedly the primacy of an invigorated moral character in the antislavery project, voicing his distrust for the Constitutional allowance of enslavement and churches that took accommodationist stances on the slavery question. The “press, the pulpit, the wealth, the literature, the prejudices, the political arrangements, the present self-interest of the country … [the] elements that control public opinion and mould the masses are against us” (106).
As a rhetorical action, moral suasion joined the moral perfectionism of evangelicalism with natural-rights precepts—the universally inherent rights of the individual. Liberty, in the immediatist jeremiad, is the sociorhetorical ground on which the individual struggles with earthly desires, always construed in immediatist polemic as anti-democratic impulses. This immediatist conception of character as the site of social change and national integrity relies on a crucial ambiguity, highlighted by Phillips’s assertion that “republics” must be “constantly agitated”; character as a lived ethic is as much an act of national disruption as cohesion. By figuring the state as a dissembling force, a text to be reinterpreted and exposed in its hypocrisy, Harper incorporated this seeming contradiction into her pedagogy, promoting a non-state literacy in service of remaking the state. In the public imaginary, definitions of citizenship and national identity became inextricably linked with the acts of language, imbuing the communicative ethic with nationalist identification. Even as their discursive politics challenged the boundaries of the nineteenth-century ideal of a “marketplace of ideas,” abolitionist and feminist reformers bolstered the moral authority of their arguments by appealing to the revolutionary code of civics that held public-sphere debate to be the generative site of an organic, if fractious, democracy of the people.
Harper’s black-nationalist ethic, then, was itself a theory of rhetorical pedagogy in which citizens met one another as subjects of persuadability, agents of mutual influence, at fateful, coalitional crossroads. Democratic social relations, unlike a Calvinist conception of grace, could be brought about through persuasion, through an address to a social collective called to order as a national people as well as the people of a Christian God. Given the number of journals and organizations that sponsored abolitionist lecture 
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 series under church auspices, it is easy to see how nineteenth-century reformers could conceive of journalism as a kind of editorial sermon. Harper’s theological claim for the freedom of the individual will, and, more specifically, the will to “speak,” imbues her theory of republican character with the cultural authority needed to permeate the realm of civic discourse.
The degree to which Harper’s own rhetorical theory resonated with Wendell Phillips’s non-state philosophy is evident in an 1859 piece published in the National Anti-Slavery Standard. Appearing as “Miss Watkins and the Constitution,” the letter is in part a response to Phillips’s interrogation of James Madison’s papers titled “The Constitution, A Pro-Slavery Document” (BCD 47). Therein, Phillips argues that “with deliberate purpose, our fathers bartered honesty for gain, and became partners with tyrants, that they might profit from their tyranny” (qtd. in Stewart 123). Endorsing Phillips’s estimation of the foundational violence of institutional democracy in the United States, Harper’s disunionist salvo begins with an exclamation of her own sense of discovery in reading:

					I never saw so clearly the nature and intent of the Constitution before. Oh, was it not strangely inconsistent that men fresh, so fresh, from the baptism of Revolution should make such concessions to the foul spirit of Despotism! That, when fresh from gaining their own liberty, they could permit the African slave trade—could let their national flag hang a sign of death on Guinea’s coast and Congo’s shore! Twenty-one years the slave-ships of the new Republic could gorge the sea monsters with their prey; twenty-one years of mourning and desolation for the children of the tropics, to gratify the avarice and cupidity of men styling themselves free! And then the dark intent of the fugitive clause veiled under words so specious that a stranger unacquainted with our nefarious government would not know that such a thing was meant by it. (BCD 47–48)

Here is Harper in the familiar rhetorical stance of reading with her audience, and in this instance, the Constitution is represented as the object of conflicting interpretations. The Constitution, like the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, exhibits an obfuscatory quality and is a textual manifestation of the character of the falsely “styling” patriots of the Republic. Harper highlights the instability of the national symbol—signifying liberty for the patriot-hypocrite and death or enslavement for “the children of the tropics.” This archetypal gesture of abolitionist protest—shaming the crimes of a racially oppressive state—is presented as an active political literacy, a way of reading history and political pretension. African Americans, as legislative or juridical figures and as enslaved workers, are instrumentalized in this representation of a national will embodied in the form of the glutinous “sea monsters” escorting the ships of the Middle Passage. Only careful reading on the part of citizens, the practice Harper models in her own writing, exposes the logic of the racial state, the imperialism of “the new Republic” and its root in an avaricious desire for profit.
Near the outbreak of the Civil War, Harper’s republican faith in rhetorical solutions to political problems was tested; we can judge as much from her response to the raid on the national armory at Harper’s Ferry led by radical abolitionist John Brown. If Harper urged her reform audience to adopt a Mosaic character of sacrifice, this did not preclude more dramatic forms of giving. Writing to John Brown on November 25, 1859, while he awaited execution, Harper offered her sincerest thanks to the soon-to-be-martyred radical. In the letter, Harper estimates the achievement of the failed insurrection in typological terms, as an event of unquestionable signifying power. She assures Brown that “from [Brown’s] prison has come a shout of triumph against the giant sin of our country.” While many abolitionists compared Brown to John the Baptist, the typological lineage Harper constructs assigns Brown even greater prominence as his impending death is compared to that of the biblical Christ. “The Cross,” Harper writes, “becomes a glorious ensign when Calvary’s page-browed sufferer yields up his life upon it.” Assuring Brown that he had “rocked the bloody Bastille,” she qualifies her praise tellingly:

					I would prefer to see Slavery go down peaceably by men breaking off their sins by righteousness and their iniquities by showing justice and mercy to the poor; but we cannot tell what the future brings forth. God writes national judgments upon national sins; and what may be slumbering in the storehouse of divine justice we do not know. (BCD 49)

Harper’s faith in a peaceful revolution of character wavers interestingly here. Alluding to the uncertain “future,” she posits a possible scenario beyond her own non-state ethic, and if we follow the logic of the pun, we can understand Harper’s acknowledgment that it could well fall on military agency to mete out God’s “national judgment.” Brown had attempted to access the national arms at Harper’s Ferry, and Harper positions the untapped potential of the armory, a synecdoche for federal military power, as the means of millennial retribution waiting in a heavenly “storehouse of divine justice.” Thus as the possibility of war loomed ever larger, Harper, the pacifist, at least metaphorically, seemed willing to consider war as a possible means of social reformation. Even the revolution of moral character—in other words, “men breaking off their sins by righteousness” en masse—might be cut short as providential history unfolds. The great irony, of course, is that it is in praise of insurrection that Harper is able to imagine right moral action on behalf of the government. Harper contemporary Sarah H. Douglass also represented the “hero of Harper’s Ferry” as a figure at the borders of typological intelligibility, arguing that the United States “is too fat with the lost sweat and warm blood of slaves driven to toil and death; our civilization yet too selfish and barbarous; our statesmen are yet too narrow, base and mobocratic; our press is yet too venal and truckling … to understand and appreciate the great character” of John Brown (387). In the immediatist vision of a reformed nation, Brown’s rebellion could be appropriately interpreted as a sign mediating between civic morality and divine will.
In these years before the war, Harper’s claims for the power of protest and the ultimate weakness of a state built on anti-republican structures of domination would approach the idealism of Phillips’s non-state ethic. Harper crafted a republican allegory of the abolitionist moment within Jacksonian culture in “The Triumph of Freedom—A Dream” (1860). Published in the Anglo African Magazine at the apex of antislavery sentiment, the short fiction serves as a brief history of abolitionist rhetoric, a figuration of its providential import and its place in the progress of the republic. The fiction begins as an idyll in which a languorous narrator is enjoying a spring day, but suddenly, the narrator’s perspective shifts to that of the typological reader. She looks into the sky, which is “eloquent with the praise of God.” The communicative quality of a sanctified universe is further invoked when we are told that the earth the narrator beholds is “poetic with His ideas.” She is then “roused to a sudden con[s]ciousness” by a shrieking spirit who takes her on a Dickensian tour of a strange kingdom, one we clearly identify as the United States on the brink of sectional strife. The goddess of the kingdom, slavery itself, wears white robes stained with “great spots of blood.” These stains represent violence perpetrated on the enslaved who are hidden beneath the throne of the goddess. The goddess’ priests search “their sacred texts,” for “it was one of their rites to search them for texts and passages to spread over the stains on her garment.” Worshipping, they entreat the embodiment of the slave system, “Thou art the handmaid of Christianity; thy mission is heaven-appointed and divine” (BCD 115). Such polemical fantasy restates the more explicit critique of church complicity and rhetorical failure.
Against this backdrop of a corrupt church, the narrator of Harper’s “The Triumph of Freedom—A Dream,” her patience for the figural distance of parable running thin it seems, introduces a “blood-stained ruffian, named the General Government.” The narrator calls this government the “ruffian accomplice” of the goddess of slavery. Amid this pervasive conspiracy, a young man stands resolute, uttering the words, “It is false,” to the citizens of the “kingdom.” The power of:

					that one word, so sublime in its brevity, sent a thrill of indignant fear through the hearts of the crowd. It lashed them into tumultuous fury. Some of them dashed madly after the intruder, and hissed in his ears— “Fanatic, madman, traitor, and infidel.” But the effort they made to silence him only gained him a better hearing … [A] number of adherents gathered around the young man, and asked to know his meaning, “Come with me,” said he, “and I will show you.” (115)

Lest there be any confusion about the nature of the “sublime” word of the heretic, Harper asserts that it has “awakened the spirit of Agitation, that would not slumber.” However, even as the young man’s words shake the foundation of the goddess’ “blood-cemented throne,” slavery rallies behind the support of her ruffian accomplice. “Hide me,” the goddess pleads, “beneath your constitution and laws.” Then, when those inspired to “noble deeds” by the spirit of agitation threaten the authority of the goddess, the “bristling … bayonets” of the government intercede (117). If we consider the systematic degradation of the rhetorical culture of the era—gag laws preventing antislavery petitions to Congress, laws banning slave literacy, Southern restrictions on mail hampering the circulation of abolitionist literature, and the relentless vilification of abolitionist agitation—we can read Harper’s parabolic gloss of the slaveholder’s accusations—“Fanatic, madman, traitor, and infidel”—as pedagogical. If hearts and minds in the racial state needed reform, so, for Harper, did its available pathways of communication.


				PEDAGOGICAL CHARACTER AND AFRICAN AMERICAN CHRISTIAN RHETORIC
While it may seem idiosyncratic to make the primary terms of moral character the terms of language itself, Harper’s tactics are quintessentially Protestant: the burden of textual interpretation weighed heavily on the subject of mid-century Protestant morality. In particular, church-based abolitionist polemic charged its auditors with a hermeneutical ethics of immediatism, in which the self was the primary figure to be interpreted within the teleological context of emancipation. In this Protestant rhetoric, abolition became the necessary proof of faith and the world historical future of God’s grace. All of Harper’s work takes as axiomatic the notion that the individual is always in a state of becoming, with the way one speaks, reads, and writes understood as the primary means of that process of self-formation. If the individual “heart” bears a “record,” it is one that can be both read and revised. In Harper’s abolitionist theory, ethical judgments of the quality of moral character are always tribunals appraising the powers that have influenced character, that have imprinted changes on the record of the individual and the national heart. These moments of interpretation are represented as moments of character definition for individuals and for a social collective that shifted with the dictates of her rhetorical situation.9
A good deal of critical attention has been paid to the prophetic strain in African American political thought and the jeremiad as a rhetorical form for protest. From the pre-national period on, biblical topoi of a sanctified mission or “errand” provided a hegemonic logic of national exceptionalism throughout the historical process of nation building. In his influential study The American Jeremiad, Sacvan Bercovitch identifies the errand rhetoric as foundational for a unique American ideology incorporating and organizing social consent. It is thus, for Bercovitch, the great contradiction and lesson of American hegemony that what began as revolution against the state morphed into a nationalist process of purification serving only to “reinforce the values that they supposedly speak against” (Glaude 50). Bercovitch’s history of the jeremiad, however, as Eddie S. Glaude Jr. argues, ignores racial meaning as a necessary ground for jeremiad rhetoric and with this omission misunderstands the structure of nationalism in the United States, the constitutive exclusions of African and Native Americans in a white republic (52–53). Bercovitch’s conception of an overmastering national ideology is itself a means of eliding protest, one that cannot account for African American protest, in particular, the “nation language” derived from the Exodus story (49–52). Glaude’s analysis of African American cultural politics, by contrast, acknowledges the role of rhetorical action in ideology theory. As he notes, the prophetic rhetoric enabled by Exodus topoi was constitutive for “a national community of persons with the certain moral and civic obligations (to that community)” which took on importance in “efforts to respond to particular problems” (54). The jeremiad form, as typified for Glaude by David Walker’s 1829 Appeal to Coloured Citizens of the World, challenged “white Americans to humble themselves before God and to live up to the nation’s promise” (43). African American prophetic rhetoric inverts white Protestant jeremiads, according to Glaude, “demanding that Pharaoh (white Americans) let God’s people go” (62). Throughout, this book underscores Harper’s production of non-state principles for reform, and without question, Harper employed a prophetic, Protestant rhetoric, one deployed according to various configurations of audience and occasion.10 In 1859, Harper repeatedly charged her Anglo African Magazine audience with a race-national mission, measuring collective character by the progress attained along that path.
For Harper, as for so many other rhetoricians of her era, the divided, dynamic moral personhood of Protestant theology, that radically contingent will to self-possession, provided an important source for crafting rhetorical pedagogy, specifically, for conceiving of the subject of persuasion. Harper was markedly ecumenical in her own theological thought. The social power of conversion for immediatists was in the renunciation of a secular self imbued with the qualities of self-abasement imposed by the Jacksonian racial state. The challenge was to reinterpret this secular ethics as a barrier to the development of an ethical moral character. Michel Foucault’s “archaeology” of the Christian “episteme” provides an important framework for conceptualizing how such subjectivity has historically been produced. Foucault argues that Christian techniques of the self are constituted by “two ensembles of obligation … those regarding the faith, the book, the dogma, and those regarding the self, the soul, and the heart [which] are linked together.” The secular self is then, for Foucault, “too much real” and needs to be resisted and rejected to fulfill the potential of the Christian self. The double sense of obligation of Christian moral character necessitates “the task of clearing up all the illusions, temptations, and seductions that can occur in the mind, and of discovering the reality of what is going on within ourselves” (242). Foucault argues that the more the good Christian subject discovers the truth of the self, the more he or she must renounce that self (178–179).
The vigilant self-discipline Foucault attributes to Christian practices of selfhood characterizes very well the ethos of Christian reform work, specifically its emphasis on biblical exegesis and, more broadly, the importance of textual instruction. The “spiral of truth obligation” culminates for Foucault in ritual acts and articulations of such self-renunciation, public displays of the killing off of the old self and the performance of self-alignment with Christian dogma (249). This manner of “self government” established in relation to institutional power or a pastorate marks a great shift for Foucault from Hellenistic practices, which were far more autonomous.11 Foucault does acknowledge that as the Christian episteme progressed beyond the Middle Ages, various religious groups resisted the centralizing power of the pastorate and its institutionalized dogma. “According to these groups,” Foucault writes, “the individual should take care of his own salvation independently of the ecclesiastical institution” (278). The avariciously desiring, accumulative self is the self, as Foucault has it, that the professing Christian must reject, and to be sure, Harper’s reform argument always demanded such principled self-denial. The inner conflict generated by the self-sacrificing practice of subjectivity is central to Harper’s pedagogy and activist practice. As the teaching heroine would claim in the penultimate lines of “The Two Offers,” her first known fiction, “[T]rue happiness consists not so much in the fruition of our wishes as in the regulation of desires and the full development and right culture of our whole natures” (313).
The history of antinomian theological rhetoric in the United States constitutes a clear instance of the resistant practices of the self that Foucault notes. The antinomian crises of the mid-seventeenth century, which pitted the proponents of “free grace,” or direct commune with God, against the legalism of the New England Puritan patriarchy, marks the beginning of the pedagogical rhetoric in which Harper would later participate. Despite the intervening century, Harper’s biblical radicalism shares much with that of Anne Hutchinson, who rejected the Calvinism of John Winthrop, James Sheppard, and other church authorities and was banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony as a heretic. She and her followers rebelled against the rituals of sanctification, the “evidence” deemed necessary to prove individual salvation. Ultimately, the antinomian practice of “asking ‘public questions’ of the clergy who preached doctrines” was an offense that the pastorate would not tolerate—especially from a woman (Hall 1–10). This antinomian argument that public speech signifies the “evidence” of personal sanctification provided abolitionists with powerful arguments for perfectionism. As a pedagogy of character, this ethics of moral perfection finds its most politically radical expression in the praxis of immediatist abolitionism: it was an act of ethical self-regulation to declare one’s separation from the corrupt institutions of the Jacksonian racial state, the realm of avarice and compromise. Like Hutchinsonian radicals, immediatists carried out a hermeneutical revolution, taking control, for their own purposes, of divine interpretation. Branded as dangerous anarchism by church authorities in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, the antinomian belief in a direct relationship with God was still tinged with heresy, even by the mid-nineteenth century. Abolitionist rhetors took up the cause of iconoclasm zealously, thus circumventing a government that placed institutional doctrine in the path of individual freedom. Reading through any abolitionist anthology, it becomes clear that in the abolitionist imagination, Emancipation was as much a matter of converting Northern church folk as Southern planters.
To be sure, Harper’s own complicated relationship to theological and civic doctrine places her within an antinomian lineage with the likes of Hutchinson, as well as Phyllis Wheatley and Maria Stewart.“Miss Watkins and the Constitution” ends, as does much of her withering critique of the state, with an optimistic turn, asserting her ultimate faith in the prevailing of a divine will over the uncertain will of “responsible moral character.” The “philosophy” of characterological “crimes” is inscribed in Harper’s reading of the foundational texts of the nation:

					Is it a great mystery to you why these things are permitted? Wait, my brother, awhile; the end is not yet. The Psalmist was rather puzzled when he saw the wicked in power and spreading like a Bay tree; but how soon their end! Rest assured that, as nations and individuals, God will do right by us, and we should not ask of either God or man to do less than that. In the freedom of man’s will I read the philosophy of his crimes, and the impossibility of his actions having a responsible moral character without it; and hence the continuance of slavery does not strike me as being so very mysterious. (BCD 48)

Harper’s teleological confidence, despite society’s moral failings, in an “end” to enslavement highlights unfortunate lessons about humanity even as it inspires faith. The inevitability of corrupt character is as consistent from King David to the brink of the Civil War in the United States as the challenge of moral interpretation itself. For any reader of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, the David of the Psalms is an important figure of self-identification. How does the reader interpret the world? How will God’s book represent the reality of the secular realm? How can song instruct? This moment of uncertainty or pause before writing—the Psalmist’s dilemma—is the discursive moment of crisis and possibility to which Harper’s pedagogy attends. Harper’s abolitionist hermeneutics—the act of reading ethical selves—registers the element of Protestant doctrine which understood “free will” to be a prerequisite of moral character. The avaricious will is a discernible “philosophy,” that of the slaveholder’s “crimes” as well as those of the complicit politician or “founding fathers.” However, the complexity of such philosophies pales in comparison to the greater mystery of God’s unfolding plan, the master text that lends the authority of an infallible interpretation. Such moments of insightful self-interpretation are represented as moments of conversion, when discursive agency liberates providential, which is to say, abolitionist character.
Frances Smith Foster refers to Harper’s principled “subordination of literature to serve militant religion she called Christianity,” which aptly describes Harper’s theological commitment as a matter of teaching the importance of public language (55). This antinomian tradition in Christian theology provided Harper with a holistic frame for her rhetorical pedagogy of character formation. Harper drew broad strokes for the rhetorical theory she identified as intrinsic to Christian faith, careful Bible reading, and the vigilant maintenance of character. Harper culminated her investigation of the rhetorical attributes of Christian doctrine as a historical force with her address titled “Christianity.” Harper represents the social force of Christianity as the scene of reading and writing writ large in a world-historical context. “Christianity,” Harper asserts,

					has changed the moral aspect of nations … Amid ancient lore the Word of God stands unique and pre-eminent. Wonderful in its construction, admirable in its adaption, it contains truths that a child may comprehend, and mysteries into which angels desire to look. It is in harmony with that adaption of means to ends, which pervades creation … It forms the brightest link of that glorious chain which unites the humblest work of creation with the throne of the infinite and eternal Jehovah. (34–36)

Insofar as “[t]he Word of God … pervades creation,” the world is imagined as textual in this passage. As a text, Christianity is the “brightest link” of human achievement within the great chain of being, and through its influence individuals might gain an inspired holistic perspective. In coming to such an understanding, the individual becomes an agent of spirit, to be sure, but more specifically, an agent of the world-historical persuasiveness of spirit:

					Christianity … is a system so uniform, exalted and pure, that the loftiest intellects have acknowledged its influence, and acquiesced in the justness of its claims. Genius has bent from his erratic course to gather fire from her altars, and pathos and agony of Gethsemane and the sufferings of Calvary. (33)

Christianity, in Harper’s rendering, wields “pathos” as well as the “uniform” systematicity of logos; it works, in short, through the force of rhetoric, the craft of integrating emotion and reason. Mere “[g]enius” proves “erratic” in comparison to the rhetorical power of the Christian mythos. Certainly this balance of rhetorical modes bears out Carla Peterson’s claims about the rhetorical practice of Unitarian moral argument. Though religion must “touch the heart,” character must be molded by reason. “Unitarians looked to the spoken word in its many forms … as an important instrument for evoking those emotions that would elevate moral conscience and bring about social transformation” (Doers 124–125).
Echoing the Unitarian view on the spiritual potential held by the written word, for Harper, “Philosophy and science … Poetry … Music,” indeed, “Learning” itself, generally offer roads to truth only insofar as they are divinely inspired intellectual endeavors. Harper clearly comments on her own increasingly popular poetry when she claims that poetry “has culled her fairest flowers and wreathed her softest, to bind the Author’s bleeding browe” (“Christianity” 35). Harper claims the perfection of God’s “Word” as a transcendental ethical code, to be sure, but she also acknowledges the free will of individual character. The “glorious chain” has a weak link, as it were, that being the self. But this chain, constituted by human character, is maintained through the discipline of reading. As “Christianity” progresses, Harper takes the micrological view within this historical drama and explains how this hermeneutical ethic has subject-forming power in daily life, shaping perspective and even perception:

					As light, with its infinite particles and curiously blended colors, is suited to an eye prepared for the alterations of day; as air, with its subtle and invisible essence, is fitted for the delicate organs of respiration; and, in a word, as this material world is adapted to man’s physical nature; so the word of eternal truth is adapted to his moral nature and mental constitution … [A] ided by the Holy Spirit, it guides us through life, points out the shoals, the quicksands and hidden rocks which endanger our path. (36–37)

The Spirit-guided word, then, can touch anyone wherever he or she lives, or really, however they live, with its elemental force. In the life of the individual, this force means the power of conversion and redemption. Harper’s desire for a joining of individual “moral nature and mental constitution” in a faculty that could be exercised as naturally as breathing, assumes that spirit and word might bring us as close as possible to a “natural” morality. Through this practice the subject of conversion can find self-identification in the “company of angels” and thus “renew his nature” (35). Once affected properly by the spirit-guided word, a convert, her character transformed, might perceive the world as was intended, that is, as God’s book, a divine reason articulated in the structure of nature and perception.
Though often speaking and publishing journalistic pieces under the auspices of African Methodist Episcopal, Congregationalist, and Baptist communities, Harper would become a Unitarian and was thus a member of a small minority of African Americans within an overwhelmingly white congregation.12 There is no explicit record of her comment on her own affiliation, its history, or her rationale for choosing Unitarianism. Raised in the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Maryland, Harper would later join the First Unitarian Church when she moved to Philadelphia with her daughter Mary in 1870 (Groshmeyer par. 9). Jane E. Rosencrans suggests the influence of abolitionist Peter H. Clark, whom Harper met when teaching at Union Seminary in Ohio and who would later join a Unitarian Congregation in Cincinnati. She also argues plausibly that Harper was drawn to Rev. William Henry Furness’s First Unitarian ministry in Philadelphia and the “eloquence and passion” of his “antislavery preaching” (Rosencrans 3–4, 8–9). Beyond the individual rhetorical skill of Furness, we should note again the consistency of Harper’s rhetorical pedagogy with Unitarian theology. As mentioned earlier, Peterson notes, though Unitarians were sufficiently affected by the Second Great Awakening as the demonstration of the social power of emotion, they held strictly to the precepts of moral sensibility as a balance of head and heart. As Peterson argues, “Rather than encourage the free flow of emotions, Unitarians argued that individual ‘character’ must be attended to in order to create moral beings whose duty it would be to work for social cohesion in a disordered world” (Peterson, Doers 125). For abolitionist Unitarians like Harper, Furness, and Lydia Maria Child, the moral sense constituted a higher faculty, a synthesis of right feeling and rationality. Child’s own best-known works evince the rational tone of this moral sense, as in the immediatist jeremiad that cemented her reputation in 1833; An Appeal in Favor of that Class of Americans Called Africans and its ethos of trained sentiment provided a rhetorical tonic to the evangelical pathos of William Lloyd Garrison. Her “Unitarian-style preaching” proceeds in a “calm, rational tone,” and “her method of allowing facts to speak for themselves” assumes a Christian logos according to which her audience would read (Karcher 193).
Although Harper clearly intended to inspire readers’ ethical identification with the likes of Christ, Moses, and John the Baptist, it is too simple to say that she led people to find themselves in the Bible. It is more accurate, perhaps, to say that her reform argument persuaded readers to find the Bible in their own lives, to discern “an earth poetic with His ideas” (BCD 115). Reading well, which is to say living well, is to find one’s own rightful place in these scripts. In his account of a radical reformist strain in African American culture in which Harper was a central figure, John Ernest argues that this tradition, strongly rooted in biblical hermeneutics, “looked for the authority of a transcendent author to support their own narratives of progress, hope, responsibility and community.” By linking “sacred” and “secular” narratives, rhetors like Harper, Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany, Harriet Jacobs, and others “try to rescript their worlds by referring to a more significant stage of events” (7). For Harper, claims of progress, elevation, retrogression, and descent were not simply claims of ethical distinction, but also the generative site of a new, socially redemptive language of morality. Character served a diagnostic function in Harper’s reform rhetoric, revealing how the relationships between prevailing sources of moral authority shape the reader or auditor’s place within that confluence.13


				LITERARY EXPERIMENTS: AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN’S CHARACTER TALK
Harper designed her fictions to unfold as dramas of rhetorical interaction, narrative lectures intended to equip readers with means of judgment and persuasion. They modeled the heuristics of discursive action, including but not limited to spoken and written acts. As argued in detail in subsequent chapters, Harper’s fiction as a whole is a text of working rhetorical theory, a rhetoric in the ancient pedagogical sense, which maps a set of discursive possibilities for persuasive action. She provided more than advice for living life as a practice of uplift and race pride. The didacticism of Harper’s fiction has drawn what John Ernst calls “critical friendly fire” (181–182). Houston Baker, for one, disparages Harper’s prose as “creakingly mechanical and entirely predictable” and bemoans the quality of her fiction in which, as Baker quips, “[c]haracters do not act, they talk—endlessly” (33). We could spend considerable time interrogating the implications of such aesthetic judgments, but even in Baker’s own terms, Harper’s literary characters are far from simple mouthpieces for static positions. Even if we decide to bar her work from a realist canon, or from Baker’s lineage of authentic vernacular artists, we should consider the complex rhetorical functions of her heroines, heroes, villains, and dupes. The conceits of literary character allowed Harper to establish, as a point of readerly identification, a heuristic figure of civic morality positioned at the disjunction between public and private spheres. Inasmuch as this dichotomy represents the divergent codes of gendered social spheres, as well, a women’s rights idiom emerged in her early fiction that would remain quite consistent for the duration of Harper’s career, as would the pedagogical structure of all her subsequent fictions.
The extent to which nineteenth-century literary publics doubled as the scenes of women’s political activity is a matter of substantial scholarly record.14 By the time Harper began writing and publishing fiction, the canon of sentimental literature advocating for women’s rights offered a wide variety of narrative devices for the construction of literary character as a point of ethical identification. Harper’s conversance with the politics of this genre is evident enough in her poems, including “Eliza Harris,” which extends a heroic-mothering plotline from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Indeed, Harper appears to have approached the genre as a collectively composed rhetoric, with plot lines and character sketches offering so many topoi from which to choose. Thinking of sentimental literature in this way allows us to conceive of the literary tradition upheld in Harper’s work composing what she would call the “ideal beings” of her fiction. The core feminist precepts of Harper’s fictitious dramas of persuasion were established in the multiple editions of her first book, Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects. The heroines of these poems, who suffer at the hands of men and male institutional authority, suffer very specifically as subjects of state-sanctioned acts of domination, violence, or neglect. Poems, including “The Slave Mother,” “The Slave Auction,” and “Eliza Harris,” confronted readers with the experience of slave women and girls subject to the most abject crimes under the economics of slavery, the sine qua non of white sexual mastery. “The Slave Auction” begins with pointed abruptness, “The sale began—young girls were there, / Defenceless in their wretchedness” (Miscellaneous 14). The ethical disposition of the slave women for whom Harper advocated would remain the guiding political touch point of her pedagogy into the twentieth century.15
Baker’s jibes at the conversational quality of Harper’s fictions are accurate enough as a comment about narrative structure, even if the accompanying value judgments cut short rhetorical analysis. Her abiding interest as a narrative artist remained focused for the entirety of her career on talk, and more specifically, on conversational interaction and exchange. Written in the context of the Anglo African Magazine’s elite exchange of ideas, Harper’s juxtaposition of political and literary scripts clearly served a teaching function. By injecting narrative forms into social theory, Harper selfconsciously addressed, as an exigency, the ideological forum of the Anglo African Magazine itself.The precepts of womanhood Harper delivers in these early fictions function pedagogically in both collective and individual registers, theorizing proper rhetorical action for the promotion of black-nationalist community and presenting commonplace topoi for use on the everyday gender lines within that community. Harper stages an anatomy of the gender dynamics of reform discourse in “Chit Chat, or Fancy Sketches,” published under the name Jane Rustic in the November 1859 issue of the Anglo African Magazine.16 Therein, we see for the first time the pedagogical character talk that would subsequently come to dominate her fiction. As the sketch opens, a group of guests gathers at a wedding before the ceremony begins and discusses the “condition of our people.” In the context of the Anglo African Magazine, a forum for black-nationalist thought, the dialogue takes on a self-referential quality, giving voice to different positions on emigration, slave rebellion, and economic ambition, disseminating a vision of a collective future born from debate among the magazine’s contributors and readership. “My only hope is emigration,” declares one wedding guest, only to draw the response of another man who, pledging loyalty to Southern slaves, would opt for “staying and fighting it out … if he will only throw down his sugar knife, cast away his cotton hook and strike for liberty.” One of the interlocutors raises again the line of reasoning Harper rejected in “Our Greatest Want”: “‘Give us wealth,’ said he, ‘and that will give us position; white men will court our society, and gold, though yellow, will be the most potent whitewash we can find.’” Harper’s narrator subtly or not so subtly disparages each proclamation of collective logic. As would become a signature of her fiction, Harper asserts the speaking position of a woman confronting racial and patriarchal abuses, introducing the notion of duty-bound speech. The problems Harper’s narrator faces in instructing her people are twofold. First, as the narrator wryly comments, because she is “only a woman,” her interlocutors, at least initially, “did not think it worth while” to argue with her or refute the claims she advances (341). Second, the narrator struggles with the problem of instructing people on the very presuppositions to which they are subject.
The bluster continues, and another wedding guest, the emigrationist, makes a case for leaving the United States and finally breaking with the ostensibly inevitable imitation of white society. The narrator, finding this to be a red herring of sorts, makes a finer distinction, between “imitation” and “aping.” When asked to explain the distinction, the narrator is at first hesitant to speak, as the first instructive example occurring to her is the wedding party itself, with its conspicuous consumption and the ostentation of the guests’ clothes and jewelry. Her observations call into question the true commitments of the wedding guests. No matter their pretensions of speaking on behalf of the people, their characterological weakness makes all their pronouncements suspect. As was so often the tendency in Harper’s fiction, the domestic eye of the narrator works to juxtapose sincerity and integrity of expression with hypocrisy and self-serving social posing. “Aping, in short,” she states, is “servile imitation” that “leads us to copy the vices and follies of others, because they fill what are called superior stations.” As examples, and perhaps as a veiled accusation, the narrator forwards as apish behavior, “a colored man in business for instance, a barber, afraid to shave a respectable colored man, afraid to have an anti-slavery paper in his shop or to take an active part in the anti-slavery enterprise.” “Aping,” as qualified by the narrator, amounts to the failed racial solidarity that is always held up for rejection in Harper’s work, while imitation is presented as a simple “copying or making patterns after an example,” which leads the narrator to wonder in what social habits her fellow wedding guests have found their constitutive patterns (“Chit Chat” 341).17
The story literally casts a shadow over these interlocutors and their discourse. Despite the bright, midday sun, the shades are drawn and the room is closed off from what lies beyond its walls, evincing an odd preference for gaslight over sunlight and for the “stifled air of the drawing room” over the “balmy breath of spring” (341). Considering Harper’s liberal use of sun figures for truth and knowledge, the figurality of light and shadow cues readers to the corrupt communicative site of the wedding celebration. The geography changes in “Town and Country, or Fancy Sketches,” the second sketch in the Jane Rustic series, published in the Anglo African Magazine’s December, 1959, issue. In this sketch, an outspoken country cousin from the wedding party returns to her rural home, enervated and pale after her sojourn in the city. Harper bids her readers to consider how the social atmosphere, as much as the want of sunlight, has impacted the guests’ well-being. After the doting and tender care of her Aunt Melissa and the balm of a family Bible study, the narrator sleeps only to continue the reflection on gender and black-national speech in a fictional dream state.
Dreaming that “a call had been issued for an anti-sunshine convention,” the narrator recasts the outspoken men of the wedding party as convention leaders. What the narrator could not publicly pronounce within the society of the conversation and its male guests, finds the following satirical expression. A “rather pompous looking man” makes a series of resolutions that read in part:

					Resolved, That this convention form a society called the Anti-sunshine Society.
Resolved, That it shall be the duty of this convention to send out lecturers, and circulate documents and tracts, to show the superiority of gaslight over sunshine.
Resolved, That no woman shall hold any office in our Society, unless it be to collect funds.
Resolved, That the sun is a bore, because it freckles our faces and tans our complexions. (“Town and Country” 384)

The narrator replays the rebuff of the wedding party, but this time sounding its clear implication for the future of the racial collective that the dream conventioneers claim to represent. Foreseeing the “ruined harvests, blighted crops, and faded flowers” that would be ushered in by the political vision of the Anti-Sunshine Society, the narrator rises in her dream to speak. In the midst of making an “excellent speech,” she is shouted down. “Mr. Speaker, Mr. Speaker!” a voice commands, “The lady is out of order.” She “appealed to the chair, but in the end,” just as she’s woken from the dream, the narrator was “forced to take [her] seat” (384). Rustic’s satirical dreamscape suggests Harper’s cognizance of women’s liminal position in the world of African American reform. As Peterson notes, despite the crucial political contributions of African American women, they were “officially excluded from those black national institutions … through which men of the elite came together to promote public civic debate,” a dialogue devoted to practical matters of activism and “more theoretical considerations of black nationality” (Doers 17). Harper’s satirical conceit teaches Anglo African readers a lesson, questioning the invidious gender politics existing within the African American reform community.
If the narrator of the “Fancy Sketches” confronts male exclusivity as a pedagogical problem to be solved, Harper’s earliest experiments in sentimental fiction explore more holistically the devastating will of male privilege in practice. “The Two Offers,” published in the Anglo African Magazine in May of 1859, is thought to be the earliest short story published by an African American woman. In it, Harper examines the importance of women’s rhetoric as a counterforce to the destructive assertion of masculine will over women’s fortunes in context of familial relationships and the broader community. This temperance story is a scathing if sentimental indictment of the destructive social power of drunken men and its impact on women and children.18
Not surprisingly, a pedagogy of character—of disciplined thought, action, and language—emerges as the remedy for the ethical and political disorder fomented by the “curse” of uncontrolled masculine impulse. The story opens with an instructive conflation of economic and linguistic action as an indicator of character; the scene of moral and political insight is represented as a moment of linguistic indecision. Laura LaGrange begins a letter that she cannot finish as she compares two marriage offers. Her cousin, Janette Alston, offers the advice that “a woman who is undecided between two offers, has not love enough for either … lest her marriage, instead of being an affinity of souls or a union of hearts, should be a mere matter of bargain and sale, or an affair of convenience and selfish interests.” Alston warns her cousin, in other words, against signing a contract rather than a pledge of enlightened, loving commitment. The fear of being an “old maid” dominates LaGrange’s consciousness as an unspeakable possibility “that is not to be thought of.” When she finally does make her coerced choice, her husband is said to be “[v]ain and superficial in his character” and to conceive of marriage “not as a divine sacrament for the soul’s development and human progression, but as the title-deed that gave him possession of the woman.” In the course of the story, indeed in Harper’s temperance rhetoric generally, this economic thinking is complexly linked to the more obvious character flaw that drives the temperance plot, that is, male alcoholism. This temperance melodrama brings LaGrange to her deathbed lamenting her inebriate husband who is absent even in the tragic moment, pursuing his “headlong career” in the saloon (“The Two Offers” 288). In a classic sentimental manner, the couple’s son and then Laura herself die, of neglect it seems, in the absence of their profligate guardian.
The two women make a comparative, inter-subjective key to virtue and vice, an example of the dyadic structure that would remain central to Harper’s pedagogical practice. At the heart of LaGrange’s moral failure is her lack of reason. LaGrange’s and Alston’s divergent practices of literacy provide a stark contrast, as do their ways of being (or not being) with men. LaGrange’s indecision at the opening of the story, that literal inability to write, parallels her lack of agency within her marriage and family. LaGrange seems stung by Alston’s impugning of her character and responds with a specifically feminized insult:

					Oh! What a little preacher you are. I really believe that you were cut out for an old maid; that when nature formed you she put in a double portion of intellect to make up for a deficiency of love; and yet you are kind and affectionate. But I don’t think that you know anything of the grand over-mastering passions, or the deep necessity of woman’s heart for loving. (289)

Alston, as it turns out, also had known intense romantic love. However, in learning to live beyond its loss, she gained insight and determination as a public intellectual. LaGrange assumes that Alston, the “preacher” making her stern warning, is de-feminized as she assumes this agonistic role. LaGrange’s assertion that Alston had received a “double portion of intellect” and a “deficiency of love” casts her as something of a characterological anomaly in an attempt to expel her from a characterologically bounded feminine sphere. We find more notable, perhaps, LaGrange’s assumption that “love” and “intellect” are mutually exclusive. In Harper’s telos of moral suasion, love and intellect are mutually reinforcing virtues, the constant balancing of which forms the very essence of morality. The implications here are quite radical, as Harper’s narrative logic suggests that marriage and the domestic sphere sequester “heart support” away from a larger social collective. Thus, as the division of social spheres entraps women, it also denies the world their political contributions. Like the narrator of the Jane Rustic sketches, Janette Alston is depicted as having paid a heavy emotional and social cost for speaking and acting according to the duty of character.
In providing a set of contrasting family histories, Harper further implicates the domestic, familial sphere as a site of political economic agency, one exercised either rightly or wrongly as a matter of character development. Alston is the child of parents “rich only in goodness.” After her father’s death, the family sinks deeper into poverty as “hungry creditors” pursued “their claims.” After the mother’s death, Alston is too “self-reliant to depend on the charity of relations” and so supported herself “by her own exertions,” which would win her a place “in the literary world.” LaGrange, by contrast, “was the only daughter of rich and indulgent parents, who had spared no pains to make her an accomplished lady.” The drunken husband LaGrange would marry, and who would destroy the family, grew up in a home that was “not the place for the true culture and right development of his soul.” His father is said to have been “too much engrossed in making money” and his mother too focused on “spending it” to “give the proper direction to the character of the wayward and impulsive son” (289). In the end, Harper figures the intersection of public and private spheres, demonstrating how even domestic affections fall victim to the corrupting force of a barbaric economy.
The characterological investigation of “The Two Offers” reveals the economic-familial systems that hold the fictional characters together. The drunkard, raised in a home in which character developed through the “administration of chance” as opposed to parental guidance, inherits his father’s avariciousness and his mother’s penchant for reckless consumption. He exercises these character traits in his relationship to LaGrange, whose own character has been warped by her family’s economy, in which reckless spending and desire for wealth’s social distinctions replaced the moral training privileged by the story’s narrator. While readers are not privy to the source of LaGrange’s family wealth or that of the drunkard husband’s, the Alston family’s economic ruin suggests the destructive agency of accumulation. LaGrange claims that Alston cannot understand the “grand over-mastering passion” that characterizes a woman in love, but in actuality, she understands it very well as an economics of character. Alston’s preceptive statement—“true happiness” derives from “the regulation of desires and the full development and right culture of our whole natures”—evokes Protestant self-discipline as a guard against the destructive, accumulative economics, in which a lack of temperance wreaks havoc as a negative force repressing moral development.
This regulation of desire and characterological self-mastery evinces the qualities of self-determination required in both Protestant and civic republican moral codes, and these precepts governing Harper’s familial instruction frame Alston’s identity as a public intellectual. Alston’s literary work, it seems, no less than Harper’s, is of a political nature:

					She would willingly espouse an unpopular cause but not an unrighteous one. In her the down-trodden slave found an earnest advocate; the flying fugitive remembered her kindness as he stepped cautiously through our Republic, to gain his freedom in a monarchical land … Her life was like a beautiful story, only it was clothed with the dignity of reality and invested with the sublimity of truth. (313)

The abolitionist gesture in this penultimate moment of narrative omniscience is an important point of orientation for the women’s rhetorical ethic of the story, merging narratives of privatization—that of the economics of the slave system and of male ownership of women as domestic workers. Alston’s advocacy for “the down-trodden slave” and the indictment of “our Republic” links the political logic of this temperance polemic with the cause of antislavery. To marry intemperately is to become property and to thus embody the subjectivity of unfreedom; familiarity with Harper’s oeuvre should help us discern the figure of the fugitive in this passage, fleeing in an act of heroic self-determination that contrasts tellingly with LaGrange’s voluntary entry into bonds. Alston, who bears the characterological sign of self-reliance and rhetorical action, chooses not to enter the economy of marriage or participate in the political-economic common sense of the Fugitive Slave Law, a decision she is able to make through “the regulation of desires.” As Peterson argues, it is Alston’s voice that merges with narrative omniscience to thus “enter into history” Harper’s own voice (Doers 172). Despite her certain reputation within the discursive circulation of the Anglo African Magazine, Harper introduces herself here in a bold signature of principle and intention.
The “offers” extended in the title of the story are LaGrange’s matrimonial options, but are also juxtaposed options for the reader as well, as the didactic structure bids women readers to chose between two examples of femininity. Alston’s assertion that one should live one’s life like a “beautiful story” locates the agency of the self-reliant character within the realm of literary production. The fiction ends with Alston’s contemplation of her own life and how it might unfold as a reformist pedagogy that would stand in opposition to her cousin’s example. Janette Alston is the first in a long line of fictional heroines who carry the rhetorical signs of Harper’s reform work. In the fictions that would appear with increasing frequency in the decades to come, we repeatedly encounter these heroines at interpretive crossroads, inventing self-definition in relation to the signs of cultural power in the nineteenth-century United States.
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