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Before her life got too busy for diary writing, Angelina Grimkeé kept diaries
between 1828 and 1833 that shed important light on the rdigious foundetions of the
women's rights movement that she and her sister launched within the antidavery
movement in 1837. Born in 1805, Angdinawas thirty-two years old when she became
the most popular speaker sponsored by the American Anti-Slavery Society, and, on a
gpeaking tour of Massachusetts, defied custom and her abolitionist colleagues by
defending women's rights as a cause equal in importance to davery. Her actions crested
anew path for women active in the Garrison movement, which in 1839 precipitated the
movement's alit on the "woman question.”

In that defiant moment Angedlina and Sarah Grimké spoke of women's rights as
"god given," and so did their supporters. For example, the Ladies Anti-Savery Society”
of Providence, Rhode Idand, resolved to support women's rights in 1837 with these

words;



we act as mora agents and Chrigtians fearlesdy in this cause--thinking and
acting in view of our accountability to our Maker--remembering that our
rights are sacred and immutable, and founded on the liberty of the gospd,
that great emancipation act for women.*
Was this rdigious stance just posturing?--the empty recitation of a prepared culturd
soript? Or wasit using the culturd tools of religion to shape a new public discourse
about women and gender relations?

As a gtep toward answering those questions, today | want to explore the spiritua
record of Angdlinas diaries to see how she used the culturd tools of evangdica religion
during the Second Great Awakening to chdlenge reigning paradigmsin her life before
1833.2 Then | use other evidence to see how religion helped her formulate anew public
discourse about women's place in public life between 1833 and 1837.

Angdlinas diaries help us see that she used the culturd tools of evangdica
religion, conscioudy or unconscioudy to achieve three results:

These tools enabled her to construct an autonomous personal identity capable

of resigting other forms of power in Charleston and Philadel phia.

Very important in that regard was her congtruction of alarge space for private

reflection, which she kept secret from others.

These tools enabled her to master the rich metgphors of rdligious discourse,

which after 1835 infused her public voice with authoritative cultura meaning.
Spanning the five years between 1828 and 1833, Angdlinas diaries reached from the year
before her departure from Charleston in 1829 to the eve of her conversion to Garrisonian

abolitionism in 1833. | want briefly to view five stages of her spiritud journey:

her departure from Charleston in 1829,



her "moratorium™ with conservative Philade phia Quakers between 1829 and
1835;

her "converson" to Garrisonianism in 1835,

use of religious discourse as an anti-davery speaker in 1836 and 1837;

her use of religious discourse as awomen's rights speaker, 1836-1837.

The dramaof Angdinas oppostion to davery, her ingstence on her right to spesk
to audiences consisting of both men and women--and to speak about women'srights as
well as davery--make her avery compdling figure. Thereis materid enough here
without focusing on her religious mativations and spiritud higtory, o perhapsit is not
surprising that historians have paid relatively little attention that history.® Y et by looking
closdy a it we gain new indght into the impulses that fueled her resstance to the
contemporary status quo in race and gender relations.

Recent writings on the transatlantic dimengons of the antidavery movement have
helped us see differences as well as smilaritiesin the British and American movements
One important difference was the explosive force with which women'srights erupted
within the American movement in 1837, leading to the splitting of that movement in
1839. Women'srights advocates remained in the Garrisonian wing of the movement in
the American Anti- Savery Society, but the "new organization” (the American and
Foreign Anti-Savery Society) limited women's membership to auxiliary organizations, a
pattern first set in the British and Foreign Anti-Savery Society.”

What was it about American public culture that fostered such an explosion of

women'srightsin 18377 Elsewhere | have written about the differencesin British and



American Quakerism thet provide a partia answer to that question.” Those differences
have made me aware of the importance of what we might cal "radical religious
discourse’ in Garrisonian abalition and in the women's rights movement that emerged
indde Garrisonianism. By "radica religion” | mean discourse that derivesits authority
more from direct communications with God than from ingtitutiondlized religion.®. Today
| want to explore that radicadism from the perspective of Angedina Grimké.

My remarks focus on Angelinarather than on Angelinaand Sarah Grimké, not
only because Angdina kept a more detailed record of her spiritud state in the years
before 1833, but also because, of the two sisters, Angelina was the more important
protagonigt for the launching of women's rights within Garrisonian abalition. Angelinas
religious quest did not stop with conservative Quakerism (as did Sarah's), but in 1835
drew her oninto Garrisonianism. (At first Sarah vehemently opposed Angdinas
affiligtion with the reviled movement.) And in 1836 and '37 when both sisters became
speakers for the American Anti- Savery Society, Angdlinawas the one people flocked to
hear. It was Angelinas public "performance” that generated the crowds that drew the
opposition that prompted the sisters defense of women'srights.  As a spesker Sarah was
adequate, but not charismatic. Sarah did the very important work of spesking and writing
about women's rights, but Angdlinas "performance’ of women's rights as a Soesker
demongtrated for al to see that women could equa men'staentsin public life.

How did Angelina use the culturd tools of evangdlica religion to construct new
choicesin her life before 1833? Looking at her diaries, let'sfirst see how those tools

helped her escape from Charleston in 1829.



|. Angdina'sdeparturefrom Charleston, 1829.
Acrossthetop of thefirgt pagein her firs diary Angelinainscribed the following
words: "Take heed lest there be more of sdf than of Chrigt inthe diary.” Luckily for us
Angelinaignored that admonition most of the time, and focused amost exclusively on
hersdf. Nominaly, her diaries were about the state of her soul. But substantively, they
concentrated on her evolving sense of sdf and her communion with that sdf in the
private space she congructed for her own persond religion.
Gerda Lerner has given us awonderful description of Angelinas spiritud journey
in Charleston that took her from her mother's Anglican church, to Presbyterianism, and
finally to the city's moribund Quaker mesting.’ What | would add to Lerner's portrait is
Angelinds effectiveness a using rdigious reflection to shape her own destiny. Religious
reflection taught her to listen to the promptings of her own "heart” and to wait and watch
for the opportunity to satisfy those promptings. Above dl, rdligious reflection lent
ggnificanceto life and her life choices. On her first day of diary-writing, she wrote:
| may be mistaken but it does seem that if | am obedient to the still smal
voice of Jesusin my heart that he will lead into more difficult paths & cause
me to glorify Him in amore honorable & trying work than any in which |
have yet been engaged.*°

Rdigion drew Angdinainto an arena of action with aBiblica scae of sgnificance.

The chief dramain Angdinaslifein 1829 was devisng ameansto join her sster
Sarah in Philaddphia and escagpe from Charleston and what she later called "Save
Country.” Thirteen years older than Angdina, Sarah had left Charleston in 1821 to reside

with Quakers in Philadel phia, whom she had met in 1819 when she accompanied her

dying father there. Another Sster, widow Anna Frogt, <o lived in Philadelphia. Sarah



was actively recruiting Angdinato join her in Philadephia, but Angdinafdt she could
not depart without her mother's approval, and her mother withheld that approval.

From January 1828 until October 1829, when her mother findly permitted her to
go, Angdinas diary was filled with her spiritua struggle with the possibility that she
might never be dlowed to leave Charleston. This struggle was profoundly private. Init
she became practiced in the art of establishing a persond relationship with God in which
she placed the decison in hishands.  Paradoxically, her way of retaining agency and
hope was to give that agency to ahigher power. Inthe midst of this srugglein April
1829, shewrote: "Sometimes | think resignation has been attained to, that | have given
up the North and am willing to stay here. . . . thismuch | can say, that | do sincerely
desire to give up my own will."1*

As historians who read this we might tend to think: "No! No! don't give up your
ownwill! don't stay! Go North!' -- Who careswhat your mother says?" Yet from
Angelinas point of view, the surrender of her will connected her with a greater power
than her mother, and gave her the spiritua resourcesto wait out her mother's decison.

Although we might think that this permisson was a nicety that Angdina could
forego, it mattered much morein her society than it would in ourstoday. In Philadelphia
in 1831, for example, Angdinawasinitidly denied membership in the Quaker meeting
that she had been attending for two years on the grounds that she had left Charleston
without her mother's permission.*?

While waiting for her mother's decision, she became practiced in the art of private

reflection and cultivated a secret interior life that she shared with no one. In the summer



of 1829 she penned a moving description of her interior life as a house containing
treasures that required vigilant defense.

It was shown me | must be very careful not to unfold my fedling to any for

none here could understand me, the case of Hezekiah was brought before me

how he showed to the stranger of Babylon the house of his precious things,

the slver and gold, the spices and precious ointments and dl the house of his

armour and dl that was found in his treasures and how the Lord

commissioned Isaiah to take him that in consequence of his doing so, he

should be deprived of every thing, nothing should beleft. | think | was

mercifully preserved from speaking to others about things | knew they would

ether not believe or not understand . . . . | think | was very careful not to give

to others the bread which was handed for my own sustenance.™®
In addition to revealing Angdinds protective attitude toward the private spiritud life she
was congtructing, the passage aso shows how this young woman of twenty-four was
beginning to magter the rdligious discourse that eight years later she would usewith
powerful effect in her public speeking. Vast stretches of her diary seem to be rehearsing
this discourse, heavily laced with scriptural passages and metaphors like: "A deeper

spring was opened in my heart and my soul daily drank of their hidden waters."*

II. Angdina's" moratorium" with conservative Philadelphia Quakers, 1829-1835.
Angdinas mother relented and gave her permisson to emigrate in the fall

of 1929. The next chapter in her spiritud development in Philadelphia created

even stronger patterns of resstance to the social norms around her. These years

seem to me to condtitute a " moratorium™ because she was separated from southern

culture but never redly embraced northern culture. In this process she developed

capacities for independent action in which her only alegiance wasto God. Toward

the end of this period she wrote, "no earthly love interferes for amoment to usurp

the throne of my heart.> Aswas the case with Martin Luther, her moratorium



ended with aburst of transformed and transforming energy.*®
Higtorians have naticed that Angelinawas not happy in Philadelphia. | love
Gerda Lerner's phrase that summarized the doldrums of those years. Commenting on the
sders use of asmplified speling system that their brother had devel oped, Lerner
concluded: "That wastherr life, their subdtitute for alifein 1833." Lerner aso noted thet
this period in Philadelphiawas "like the long incubation of the butterfly in the cocoon."*’
If we look more closdy a Angelina's spiritud journey as depicted in her diaries,

we can see what was going on insde the cocoon.  Three levels of activity seem
especidly important.

Angdlinasimmediate and enduring didike for the Quaker community in

which she and Sarah lived,

her coping with that didike through her continued reliance on an interior life

that she kept secret from others;

her responses to rgection by the community, especidly her outrage when the

maost powerful family in her community publicly treated her as an unsuitable

bride for their son.
Combined, these factors help us understand the courage--indeed the necessity--of her
break with the Quakers. By 1835 when she encountered Garrisonian abolitionism, she
was tinder awaiting a match.

When Angdinafirg arrived in Philadd phia she sought nothing more than a

refuge among strangers, though she was very conscious of her isolation.  In November,
1829, she confided to her diary:

Aganand again | travel forward in my journey am | condrained to say "He
hath ordered dl thingswell" ... my homenow isjust whet | asked for "a



quiet retreat”--1 fed like a hidden one tho' in the city and exposed to much

company, gill my lips are [mortificated] when among srangers and | think

they know me not.18
A month later strangeness had hardened into didike. She thought that Satan was
persuading her that she was "too good to be one of them. . . .by showing methe
inconsistency of the people” *°

While we can't know exactly what she meant by "inconsstency,” she might have

meant "hypocrisy,” for while these conservative Quakers declared davery asin, they
permitted no discussion of davery or any other contemporary socid issue. Unlikethe
Hickste Quakers from whom they had recently separated in 1827 (more on thet in a
moment), Philade phias "Orthodox" Quakers sought to limit the effects of dissention
within their ranks by prohibiting the discussion of controversid topics. (In 1837 the Arch
Street community voted explicitly not to support Garrisonian abolition.) As Angdina
wrote her brother Thomas, "We mingle dmogt entirdy with a Society which appearsto
know buit little of what is going on outside of its own immediate precincts.'®°

Then and now Quaker worship consisted of spontaneous spesking by those
who felt moved to speak. Although Sarah spoke often, Angelina never did, a
consequence of her disdain for as well as her discomfort in the community. A
month after her arriva in Philaddphia, she wrote:

Sometime it seemed impossible that | should ever be willing to join the

Jociety of] Hriendg. | felt my heart wasfull of rebdlion & . . . think it hard

| should have to bear the burden of a people | did not, could not love*
But she benefited from the fact that Quaker worship matched her propensity for sllence
and encouraged her capacity for self-sufficiency. Inthefal of 1829, she wrote:

Thismorning in my [cocoon?] of dlence fdt that Jerusdemisasindeed a
quiet habitation, her gates are praise and her walls salvation, there "every



man may st under his own vine and his own fig tree??
Yet by 1836 Angelina had had enough of Quaker silence. She left the community,
describing its effects on her as srongly negetive, writing Sarah: "l fed no openness
among Friends. My spirit is oppressed and heavy |aden, and shut up in prison.'?®

Who were these Quakers who were more like prison guards than liberators? The
Quakers with whom Angelina and Sarah took up residencein 1829, like most
Philade phia Quakers, had been converted in the 1820s by missionaries from London to
adopt British innovations that made Quakers look more like other Protestant
denominations, including the adoption of creeds like the divinity and atonement of Jesus
and practices like the hiring of paid ministers.  In the "grest schism” of 1827, Anglophile
innovators gained control of most of Philadelphids large meetings, named themselves
"Orthodox," and dubbed those Quakers who retained a belief in the primacy of individud
conscience "Hickstes™" After 1827 most orthodox meetings sought to avoid further
interna divisons by banning the discussion of controversid topics, including davery and
abolition.?*

These divisons within Anglo- American Quakerism highlight the importance of
Hicksgites within American abalitionism and the consarvative effects of Orthodoxy within
British abalitionism on the question of women'srights. If we fast-forward to 1840, we
see that those divisions and effects became visible a the World's Anti-Savery
Convention in London that year. The convention was held only a year after the American
movement split into two groups over the issue of women's rights, with the Garrisonians
remaning with the American Anti- Savery Society, and Garrison's opponents forming the

"new organization," the American and Foreign Anti- Savery Society, which dlowed
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women to be members only through auxiliary organizations and denied them the kind of
leadership responghilities that Garrisonian women continued to exercise. The British
conference hosts refused to seat women delegates, al of whom were sent by American
Garrisonian organizations, and British women abalitionists failed to support the
American women'srights advocates. Garrison it in the vistors gdlery with the
American women delegates, expressing his dienation from the British convention hosts
aswdl| as his support for women'srights. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Matt,
who first met in London, resolved to hold awomen's rights convention in the United
States, which they eventualy did in Seneca Falsin 1848.%

As| have written dsawhere, this divison over women'srights at London in 1840
had religiousroots. Most of the American women delegates were Hicksite Quakers,
whose religious communities retained more of the origina radicalism of 17th century
Quakerism than did British Quakers, including, for example, ideas about the illegitimacy
of governmentd authority. Thisradica stream was much diminished within
contemporary British Quakerism, partly because British Quakers werein the midst of a
campaign to obtain suffrage for propertied Quaker men. Like other nort Anglicansin
England, Quaker men were not alowed to vote. In this context middle-class British
Quakers were trying to look respectable enough to be trusted with the franchise, and the
adoption of rituals and beliefs smilar to other Protestant denominations was part of that
effort. The gppearance of American women Hicksite Quakers, with their outlandish
cdamsto be seated as equas with men, threstened to destabiilize these assmilationist
drategies. Asone British Quaker sad to LucretiaMott in explaining why he did not

invite her to hishome, "I fear thy influence on my childrent!"2
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The assmilationist agenda within British Quakerism meant that mogt British
Quaker women had a different set of priorities from their American counterparts--avil
and palitical rights for propertied Quaker men being at the top of their list.?” When
British women abalitionists did not support the American women's efforts to be seated,
LucretiaMott wrote in her diary that she was "much disgppointed to find so little
independent action on the part of women."?® Some, particularly Elizabeth Pease and
Anne Knight, befriended the American gender radicas--but rdligious differences |oomed
large in their interactions. On her first walk with Elizabeth Pease, Lucretia Mott told her
diary thet they "talked orthodoxy." Three days later Mott met Anne Knight, who,
"enlarged on the importance of belief in the Atonement."%°

Angelinas diary in 1832 contains one brief but fascinating reference to an
opponent to the new ritud in her Orthodox community. That autumn shejoined a
reading group "the most serious and interesting” member of which "had been disowned
[expelled from church membership] some years before, because she would not risein
mesting during the time of supplication.” Angelinas critique of this event went beyond
sympathy with the dissenter to express spiritua--perhaps dso physicd--attraction.

| never believed that either sdf will or obstinacy had been the cause of sucha

deviation from our established order, but a deep conviction of duty, and tho' |

felt no unity with the spirit which | believed had induced her to pursue such a

course, yet there was something so swest, so meek and lowly about her that |

could not help feeling drawn to her and she was as unexpectedly and as
srongly attracted to me & even more so, | think. . . . From time to time my
mind has been exercised about her and lately | have apprehended that when
opportunity offered | should have to open a conversation with her about it.*°
Unfortunatdly that's dl we know about the relaionship, but it is interesting to note

that one of Angdlinas strongest expressions of solidarity during her four years of

diary writing about life in this Quaker community included her "attraction” to this



dissenter againgt the new ritud.

Angdinds exit from this community occurred when she shifted her rdigious quest
to Garrisonian abolitionism, but it was dso partly due to the community's effort to
disown her. Her diary depicts two such occasons. Thefirst came in the spring of 1831,
when women Overseers denied her gpplication for membership on the grounds that her
place was with her aged mother in Charleston. Insulted and distraught, Angdlina played
the davery card:

My tears which had before only stolen down my cheeks now flowed in

torrents. ... Assoon as| could command myself | remarked that it felt

deeply humbling and wounding to me that M. should think we had committed

abreach of duty in leaving Mother--that she was in excdlent hedth and had

other daughters with her and that | believed it must be very peculiar which

would render it binding on any one who had embraced the principle of

Friendsto livein aSave Country. And that | could not fed it my duty to

subject mysdlf to the suffering of mind necessarily occasoned by it. . . . that

it was not only with her consent that we had left C[harleston] but that

knowing how much we suffered there she did not wish to see us live there3*

The Overseers retreated and Angdina was admitted to membership.

The second disowning came ayear and a hdf later from one of the most
powerful familiesin the community. Their son had begun to court Angdinaas
s00n as she was admitted to membership, but he died in September, 1832, ina
cholera epidemic, and they refused to permit her to attend the funera or to occupy a
place of honor among the grieving family members. The family probably had
multiple reasons for their animaosity, including Angdlinas own ambivaence toward
the marriage. Soon after the courtship began she had visited Hartford, Connecticut
to explore the possihility of studying at Catharine Beecher's femae seminary, and
upon her return squelched the courtship by announcing her intention of going to

Hartford. Still ambivaent, she changed her mind and tried to renew the courtship,

13



which was only fully restored & the time of her suitor's death.
Angdinatook her excluson from the funera honors quite hard.  She wrote
a length about "the fiery trid thro' which | have been latdly called to pass” in
which her humiliation a the hands of her suitor's family figured large.
The humiliation | have passed thru in going to that house, no tongue can tell.
The language is congantly sounding in mine ear--"Hitherto shdl thou come
but no further.” If thisis not atredding to war in the vdley of humiliation, |
know not what is, -- Thisisanarrow path and nothing but dmighty wisdom
can direct it and dmighty power preserve mein it.>?
Predictably enough, Angelinaretreated into silence and perfected her mastery of
religious discourse by writing about her fedingsin her diary.
The sorrows of my heart are like hidden watersin a deep well unseen,
unknown even to my dearest friends. God only knows the grief of my soul
even now when | remember the wormwood and the gdll. | have exercises and
fedlingsto passthro' on this subject which | dare not divulge to any human
being, secret baptisms which often beget the fervent prayer that | may be
purified in the furnace and that this suffering dispensation may accomplish
the thing whereunto it was sent, for | do believe if | am not measurably
purified in these flames | must be destroyed by them.*
By thetime of her lagt diary entry in May, 1833, Angdinawas il working on the
chdlenge of being purified rather than consumed by the furnace of her fedings.
Two more years passed before she moved decisively out of the community,
but when she did, the world knew about it. Angelinas second effort to escape from

the community was more determined, more successful, and more persond. It aso

employed the full regdiacof therdigious ritud known as"converson.”

I11: Angeina's conversion to Garrisonian abolition, 1835.
Higtorians have noticed but they have not problematized the ritua of religious

conversion with which Angelina committed hersalf to Garrisonian abolition.* By
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focusing on this conversion we can see how Angelina created a new persona and public
persona that propelled her to the front lines of leadership within the abolitionist
movement.

Angelinawas jarred out of her moratorium in the summer of 1835 by the surge of
mob violence againgt Garrisonians in the North and South, including Charleston, where a
mob burned Garrison in effigy.®> In March she had heard British abolitionist, George
Thompson, spesk in Philaddphia, in May she attended a meeting of the Philadelphia
Femde Anti- Savery Society, where she might have witnessed Lucretia Mott in action.
She began to read The Liberator, where she found accounts of mobs incited by
community leaders who said Garrison headed a revolutionary congpiracy, and learned
about the heroism and martyrdom with which abolitionists confronted the mobs. In The
Liberator on August 22, Garrison named the violence a"Reign of Terror,” and inssted
"WE SHALL NOT YIELD AN INCH."®

Gavanized by these events, Angdinajoined the embattled movement eight days
later, writing Garrison a letter that was filled with militancy to match hisown. She
sacrdized his efforts--writing, " The ground upon which you stand is holy ground; never--
never surrender it." Shewas willing to be amartyr: "It is my deep, solemn, ddiberate
conviction, that thisis a cause worth dying for . . . Let us endeavor, then, to put on the
whole armor of God, and, having done dl, to stand ready for whatever is before us."®’

Garrison, knowing of her prominent dave-holding family, published her letter with
an introduction that described her in saccharine rether than militant terms: "It comesto us
asthe voice of an ange,” he wrote, mentioning "Its spirit, dignity, endurance, faith, [and]

devotion." Nevertheess, he concluded by referring to abolitionism in away that could



accommodate the militancy that Angelinawould later bring to the cause: "We publishit,
that al who aretailing with us for the redemption of the bodies and souls of perishing
millions, may be with us quickened and confirmed in our good work."®®

Angdlina had dready |eft her Philadd phia community when she wrote Garrison,
having found refuge with a sympathetic friend in Shrewsbury, New Jersey. A month
later Sarah had recovered sufficiently from the shock of her Sster's actions to write
disgpprovingly in her diary, "The suffering which my precious Sster has brought upon
hersdf by her connection with the antidavery cause, which has been a sorrow of heart to
me, is another proof how dangerousiit is to dight the dlear convictions of truth.®® For
Sarah "the cdlear convictions of truth” lay in the Quaker admonition to be ill and avoid
conflict.

To defend hersdf againgt Sarah's harsh judgment, Angelinawrote her sster afull
description of the rdigious conversion that underlay her commitment to immediate
abolition. Angelina's was a classc description of the emotiona process of conversion
that reflected her awvareness of othersin the genre. First came uncertainty about her
behavior--in this case, her letter to Garrison.

| ...ladit asde, desring to be preserved from sending it if it waswrong to

do so. On Second day night on my bended knees, | implored Divine

direction and next morning, after again praying over it, | felt easy to send i,

and after committing it to the [pogt] office, felt anxiety removed, and as

though | had nothing more to do withit.

Then cametotal saif-annihilation followed by certainty.

| think on Fifth Day | was brought aslow as| ever was. After that my

Heavenly Father was pleased in great mercy to open the windows of heaven,

and pour out upon my grief-bound, sin-sick soul, the showers of His grace,

and in prayer at the footstool of mercy | found that relief which human hearts

denied me. ... Sincethen | have been permitted to enjoy a portion of that
peace which human hands cannot rob me of, though great sadness covers my

16
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mind; for | fed asthough my character had sustained a deep injury inthe
opinion of those | love and vadue most --how justly, they will best know at a
future date.*°
Angelinds conversion was her ticket of admisson to acommunity of believers
where the event was understood to connect her to an ever-renewable font of sacred
energy. Her days of secret interior communion gave way to new forms of public
expression.

Sarah joined Angdinain the abalitionist movement in the summer of 1836,
only after push factors within her community grew too strong to ignore. Mde
elders had never gpproved of her speaking a meeting, and now- - perhaps because
she was associated with the taint of Garrisonian abolitionism:-they openly
expressed their disgpproval. A presiding elder rose on one occasion, and violated
community norms by cutting her off, saying "1 hope the Friend will now be
satisfied.” Silenced, Sarah sat down. This breach of Quaker etiquette was clearly
meant to slence her permanently in the meeting. Sarah wrote Angelina, "my dear
Savior designsto bring me out of this place" and Angdinareplied, "I will bresk
your bonds and set you free* Within afew weeks Angelina had convinced Sarah

of the righteousness of her Garrisonian views, and Sarah acknowledged the

younger Sster's leedership in setting their future course.

IV: Angelina'suse of religious discour se as an anti-slavery speaker 1836-1837.
In an erathat venerated the spoken word, Angdlina became a master of
contemporary oratory. Her achievement was highly gendered; Wendd | Phillips, a

prominent Boston abalitionist, said that she expressed " oquence such as never then had
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been heard from awoman.” He thought that her power derived from "the profound
religious experience of one who had broken out of the charmed circle, and whose intense
earnestness melted dl oppostion.” He was impressed by "her serene indifference to the
judgment of those about her. Sdf-poised, she seemed moraly sufficient to hersdf." She
"swvept the cords of the human heart with a power that has never been surpassed, and
rarely equaed.” Her capacity to express her fedlings made audiences fed that "she was
opening some secret record of her own experience”; their "painful slence and breethless
interest told the deep effect and lasting impression her words were making.*? One
Boston minister from whose pulpit she lectured said, "Never before or since have | seen
an audience so held and so moved by any public speaker, man or woman."® Popular
women preachers had previoudy drawn crowds of ligeners, but Angdinawas the first
woman to lecture on political issues with the backing of a socid movement.

In letters to her Philadel phia friend, Jane Smith, Angelina described how she used
religious ritua to congtruct her podium presence. For example, here's how she overcame
stage fright before her first talk in December 1836:

I lad my difficulty at the feet of Jesus. | cdled upon him in my trouble & he

harkened unto my cry, renewed my strength & confidence in God, & from

that time | felt sure of his help in the hour of need. My burden was rolled off

upon his everlagting arm, & | could rgjoice in afull assurance of hismercy &

power to be mouth & wisdom, tongue & utterance to us both.**

By June, when she spoke seventeen timesin ten towns, with over eight thousand
attending, this religious congtruction had become centrd to her "work process” It gave
her powers that "human hands' could not take away--incduding those who said women
should not publicly lecture on palitical topics. She wrote Jane Smith:

It is wonderful to us how the way has been opened for us to address mixed
audiences, for most sects here are gresatly opposed to public speaking for
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women, but curiogity in many & red interest inthe AS [antidavery] causein

others induce the attendance of our meetings. When they are over, we fed as

if we had nothing to do with the results. We cast our burden upon the Lord,

& fed aninexpressble rdief until the gpproach of another meeting produces

an exercise & sense of responghbility which becomes at times dmost

insupportable. At some of the meetings | have redlly felt sck until | roseto

Speak.45
Thus as Angdlina saw it, her success as a speaker--what we might cal her chariamdtic
performance and what she cdled "the results'--arose from her ability to draw on rdigious
energy as she spoke.

It was Angelinas charismatic speaking on behdf of abolition that prompted the
Massachusetts clergy to denounce her in their Pastoral Letter of early July. They
specifically deplored women who assume "the place and tone of man asa public
reformer."® If she had been amediocre spesker with talents no greater than her
relatively uningpired Sdter, -- if, in other words, she had spoken at the level that was
expected of awoman:-her lectures might not have attracted such crowds, her tour might
not have attracted the full force of clerica oppostion, and the women's rights issue might
not have emerged so forcefully in her tour. Bethat asit may, Angdinawas ariveting
speaker who attracted unprecedented crowds as well as forceful opposition, and
responded defiantly to that opposition.

Angdinadid not keep copies of her speeches, and the only transcription we have
was her tak at PennsylvaniaHadl in May 1838, as part of the second nationd women's
anti-davery convention. During her speech the hal was being attacked by amob, which
later that night succeeded in burning the building to the ground. She spoke
autobiographically about davery and her opposition to it, including a contrast between

her life with Philadd phia Quakers and with the Garrisonian movemen.
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| fled to the land of Penn; for here, thought |, sympathy for the dave will
surely be found. But | found it not. The people were kind and hospitable, but
the dave had no place in their thoughts. . . . | therefore shut up the grief in
my own heart. . . . But how different do | fed now! Animated with hope,
Nay, with an assurance of the triumph of liberty and good will to man, | will
lift up my voice like a trumpet.
Her language sacrdized the suffering of daves. "Every Southern breeze wafted to
me the discordant tones of weeping and wailing, shrieks and groans, mingled with
prayers and blasphemous curses”” She dso sacralized the abalitionist cause: "The
great men of this country will not do thiswork; the church will never doit. . ..
They have become worldly-wise, and therefore God in his wisdom, employs them
not to carry on his plans of reformation and savation." In closing, she urged
members of her predominately female audience to petition Congress, saying: "We

have these rights. . . from our God. Only let us exercise them."*’

V: Angelina's use of religious discour se to defend women'srights, 1836-1837.
Angdinds profoundly autobiographica message included a strong sense of her

own sef-worth, on which she drew strongly in congtructing her historic defense of

women'srights. But she had plenty of hedp. Women's-rights ideas were present at the

beginning of her speaking career in the encouragement of abolitionist minister Theodore

Wedd. In December 1836 he urged her to overcome her feding that it was "humanly

impossble’ for her to spesk in public. Angdinawrote Jane Smith that Weld had
expressed his full unity with our [holding meetings], and grieved over that
factitious state of society which bound up the energies of woman, instead of
alowing her to exercise them to the glory of God and the good of her felow
cregtures. In the case of the daves, he believes, she has a great work to do &
must be awakened to her responsibility &c.*8

Because radicd minigters like Weld wanted to use Angelinas oratorical power to benefit



Garrisonian abalition, they encouraged her to step beyond what was customary for
women.

The sgters had no trouble doing that. By February 1837 they had created a
divison of labor in which Angelina spoke on abolition, and Sarah backed her up with a
defense of women'srights. That month, for example, before they had begun to speak to
mixed audiences, Angdlinawrote Jane Smith,

Sigter spoke one hour on the effects on the soul, & | finished off with some

remarks on the popular object Savery isapolitica subject, therefore women

should not intermeddle. | admitted it was, but endeavored to show that

women were citizens & had duties to perform to their country as well as men.

... | tried to enlighten our Ssters alittle in their rights & duties*®
In duly at the height of their speaking tour of Massachusetts the Ssters gave nineteen
lectures in fourteen towns, reaching nearly twelve thousand.>® Radica minister Henry
Clark Wright served astheir agent, booked their speaking schedule, arranged thelr
lodging and publicity, and supported their most radical defense of women's rights.>*

However, by mid-July other abolitionist ministers, including Theodore Weld, urged
the siters not to divert their energies to women's rights and thereby make themsalves "so
obnoxious as to cripple your influence on the subject of davery.”®® Seeking to break
Wright's influence with Angelina, Weld had him transferred to Philadelphia®® When
other ministers urged her in August 1837 to explain to her audiences that she was
interested in women's rights because she was a Quaker, Angdina emphatically rejected
theidea "We do not stand on Quaker ground, but on Bible ground & moral right. What

we claim for oursalves, we claim for every woman who God has cdled & qudified with

gifts& graces®*

21
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Defying Weld and working independently of the anti-davery movement, in
August 1837 the ssters began publishing letter essaysin The Liberator that were

compiled as books and published in 1838, Angelinas as Letters to Catharine Beecher . . .

on Savery and Abalitioniam, and Sarah's as Letters on the Equdity of the Sexes. Thar

most basic idea--that women and men were mord equas--was expressed in Angelinas
twelfth letter, written in August, 1837: "Human Rights not Founded on Sex.'®®

In her twelfth letter Angelina quoted scripturd authority for women's mora
equdity, "In Chrig there is neither male nor femae," and she developed at some length
an argument that established women's equality a the time of creation.

[W]oman never was given to man. She was cregted, like him, in the image of

God and crowned with glory and honor; created only alittle lower than the

angds--not asistoo generdly presumed, alittle lower than man; on her

brow, aswedl as his, was placed the "diadem of beauty," and in her hand the

scepter of universal dominion. %

Angelina used rdigious discourse to endorse women's rights, just as she used it to
endorse abalition.

Y et on this topic Angelina added another string to her bow: the mord authority of
her own experience. In words that have been widely quoted by women's rights advocates
ever snce, she used Enlightenment human rights discourse to describe how the
antidavery cause became "the high school of mordsin our land" though which

we are led to examine why human beings have any rights. It is because they

aremord bengs, . . . and asdl men have thismord nature, so dl men have

essentidly the samerights. These rights may be plundered from the dave,

but they cannot be alienated.

The same mora lesson gpplied to women.

Now it naturaly occurred to me, that if rights were founded in mora being,
then the circumstances of sex could not give to man higher rights and



23

respongbilities, than to woman. . .. My doctrine then is, that whatever it is
morally right for man to do, it is morally right for woman to do.>’

The phrase "my doctrine" boldly asserted her own authority.

Angelinds use of the culturd tools of evangdicd religion had taken her very far--
had made her a public figure of consderable repute. But she wanted something more
than the spiritua equdlity that she had achieved. She wanted women to share in the
governance of inditutions. As a person whose spiritua equaity was widely recognized,
she saw the limitation of that form of equdity. Her Twefth Letter noted that "no
Chrigtian Society has ever [acknowledged woman'srights] . . . on the broad and solid
bass of humanity." Some denominations permitted women to preach,

but this is not done from a conviction of her equdity as a human being, but of
her equdlity in spiritud gifts--for we find that woman, even in these
Societies, is not alowed to make the Discipline by which sheisto be
governed.®®
Asaspiritua equa Angelina had reached the top of the mountain and she could see the
new territory that women needed to inhabit to achieve full equdity with men.

For amost a decade she had used the tools of evangelical religion to congtruct a
mora center capable of acting independently of those around her.  Now she used that
mord center to assert women's equdity "on the broad and solid basis of humanity” as
well ason religious grounds. Angelinas defense of "women's rights as human rights’
connects her spiritua journey with the secular perspective of our own time. It deservesto
be even better known thanitis. Nevertheless, afull account of her journey requires usto
notice that the journey that carried her to the point where she asserted women's equality

"on the broad and solid basis of humanity” was primarily aspiritud journey. That

journey equipped her with the persona and culturd skills that she needed to become a



public figure. That journey shaped her understanding of the limitations of spirituad gifts.

And that journey informed her perspective on the next step that women needed to take.
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