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Before her life got too busy for diary writing, Angelina Grimké kept diaries 

between 1828 and 1833 that shed important light on the religious foundations of the 

women's rights movement that she and her sister launched within the antislavery 

movement in 1837.   Born in 1805, Angelina was thirty-two years old when she became 

the most popular speaker sponsored by the American Anti-Slavery Society, and, on a 

speaking tour of Massachusetts, defied custom and her abolitionist colleagues by 

defending women's rights as a cause equal in importance to slavery.   Her actions created 

a new path for women active in the Garrison movement, which in 1839 precipitated the 

movement's split on the "woman question."   

In that defiant moment Angelina and Sarah Grimké spoke of women's rights as 

"god given," and so did their supporters.  For example, the Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society" 

of Providence, Rhode Island, resolved to support women's rights in 1837 with these 

words:  
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we act as moral agents and Christians fearlessly 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 gospel, 
that great emancipation act for women.1   

 
Was this religious stance just posturing?--the empty recitation of a prepared cultural 

script?  Or was it using the cultural tools of religion to shape a new public discourse 

about women and gender relations? 

As a step toward answering those questions, today I want to explore the spiritual 

record of Angelina's diaries to see how she used the cultural tools of evangelical religion 

during the Second Great Awakening to challenge reigning paradigms in her life before 

1833.2   Then I use other evidence to see how religion helped her formulate a new public 

discourse about women's place in public life between 1833 and 1837.    

Angelina's diaries help us see that she used the cultural tools of evangelical 

religion, consciously or unconsciously to achieve three results:    

• These tools enabled her to construct an autonomous personal identity capable 

of resisting other forms of power in Charleston and Philadelphia.  

• Very important in that regard was her construction of a large space for private 

reflection, which she kept secret from others.  

• These tools enabled her to master the rich metaphors of religious discourse, 

which after 1835 infused her public voice with authoritative cultural meaning.  

Spanning the five years between 1828 and 1833, Angelina's diaries reached from the year 

before her departure from Charleston in 1829 to the eve of her conversion to Garrisonian 

abolitionism in 1833.   I want briefly to view five stages of her spiritual journey:  

• her departure from Charleston in 1829;  
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• her "moratorium" with conservative Philadelphia Quakers between 1829 and 

1835; 

• her "conversion" to Garrisonianism in 1835; 

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

• her use of religious discourse as a women's rights speaker, 1836-1837. 

*          *          * 

The drama of Angelina's opposition to slavery, her insistence on her right to speak 

to audiences consisting of both men and women--and to speak about women's rights as 

well as slavery--make her a very compelling figure.  There is material enough here 

without focusing on her religious motivations and spiritual history, so perhaps it is not 

surprising that historians have paid relatively little attention that history.3  Yet by looking 

closely at it we gain new insight into the impulses that fueled her resistance to the 

contemporary status quo in race and gender relations.  

Recent writings on the transatlantic dimensions of the antislavery movement have 

helped us see differences as well as similarities in the British and American movements.4   

One important difference was the explosive force with which women's rights erupted 

within the American movement in 1837, leading to the splitting of that movement in 

1839.  Women's rights advocates remained in the Garrisonian wing of the movement in 

the American Anti-Slavery Society, but the "new organization" (the American and 

Foreign Anti-Slavery Society) limited women's membership to auxiliary organizations, a 

pattern first set in the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society.5     

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

women's rights in 1837?6  Elsewhere I have written about the differences in British and 
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American Quakerism that provide a partial answer to that question.7  Those differences 

have made me aware of the importance of what we might call "radical religious 

discourse" in Garrisonian abolition and in the women's rights movement that emerged 

inside Garrisonianism.  By "radical religion" I mean discourse that derives its authority 

more from direct communications with God than from institutionalized religion.8  Today 

I want to explore that radicalism from the perspective of Angelina Grimké.  

My remarks focus on Angelina rather than on Angelina and Sarah Grimké, not 

only because Angelina kept a more detailed record of her spiritual state in the years 

before 1833, but also because, of the two sisters, Angelina was the more important 

protagonist for the launching of women's rights within Garrisonian abolition.  Angelina's 

religious quest did not stop with conservative Quakerism (as did Sarah's), but in 1835 

drew her on into Garrisonianism.  (At first Sarah vehemently opposed Angelina's 

affiliation with the reviled movement.)  And in 1836 and '37 when both sisters became 

speakers for the American Anti-Slavery Society, Angelina was the one people flocked to 

hear.  It was Angelina's public "performance" that generated the crowds that drew the 

opposition that prompted the sisters' defense of women's rights.   As a speaker Sarah was 

adequate, but not charismatic. Sarah did the very important work of speaking and writing 

about women's rights, but Angelina's "performance" of women's rights as a speaker 

demonstrated for all to see that women could equal men's talents in public life.  

How did Angelina use the cultural tools of evangelical religion to construct new 

choices in her life before 1833?   Looking at her diaries, let's first see how those tools 

helped her escape from Charleston in 1829. 
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I.  Angelina's departure from Charleston, 1829.  

Across the top of the first page in her first diary Angelina inscribed the following 

words: "Take heed lest there be more of self than of Christ in the diary."  Luckily for us 

Angelina ignored that admonition most of the time, and focused almost exclusively on 

herself.  Nominally, her diaries were about the state of her soul.  But substantively, they 

concentrated on her evolving sense of self and her communion with that self in the 

private space she constructed for her own personal religion.   

Gerda Lerner has given us a wonderful description of Angelina's spiritual journey 

in Charleston that took her from her mother's Anglican church, to Presbyterianism, and 

finally to the city's moribund Quaker meeting.9  What I would add to Lerner's portrait is 

Angelina's effectiveness at using religious 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 all, religious reflection lent 

significance to life and her life choices.  On her first day of diary-writing, she wrote:   

I may be mistaken but it does seem that if I am obedient to the still small 
voice of Jesus in my heart that he will lead into more difficult paths & cause 
me to glorify Him in a more honorable & trying work than any in which I 
have yet been engaged.10 

 
Religion drew Angelina into an arena of action with a Biblical scale of significance.   

The chief drama in Angelina's life in 1829 was devising a means to join her sister 

Sarah in Philadelphia and escape from Charleston and what she later called "Slave 

Country."  Thirteen years older than Angelina, Sarah had left Charleston in 1821 to reside 

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

dying father there.  Another sister, widow Anna Frost, also lived in Philadelphia.  Sarah 
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was actively recruiting Angelina to join her in Philadelphia, but Angelina felt she could 

not depart without her mother's approval, and her mother withheld that approval.   

From January 1828 until October 1829, when her mother finally permitted her to 

go, Angelina's diary was filled with her spiritual struggle with the possibility that she 

might never be allowed to leave Charleston.  This struggle was profoundly private.  In it 

she became practiced in the art of establishing a personal relationship with God in which 

she placed the decision in his hands.   Paradoxically, her way of retaining agency and 

hope was to give that agency to a higher power.  In the midst of this struggle in April 

1829, she wrote:  "Sometimes I think resignation has been attained to, that I have given 

up the North and am willing to stay here. . . . this much I can say, that I do sincerely 

desire to give up my own will."11    

As historians who read this we might tend to think:  "No!  No!  don't give up your 

own will!  don't stay!  Go North!  -- Who cares what your mother says?"   Yet from 

Angelina's point of view, the surrender of her will connected her with a greater power 

than her mother, and gave her the spiritual resources to wait out her mother's decision.   

Although we might think that this permission was a nicety that Angelina could 

forego, it mattered much more in her society than it would in ours today.  In Philadelphia 

in 1831, for example, Angelina was initially 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.12 

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 
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of 1829 she penned a moving description of her interior life as a house containing 

treasures that required vigilant defense.   

It was shown me I must be very careful not to unfold my feeling 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 silver and gold, the spices and precious ointments and all the house of his 
armour and all 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 be left.  I think I was 
mercifully preserved from speaking to others about things I knew they would 
either not believe or not understand . . . . I think I was very careful not to give 
to others the bread which was handed for my own sustenance.13 
 

In addition to revealing Angelina's protective attitude toward the private spiritual life she 

was constructing, the passage also shows how this young woman of twenty-four was 

beginning to master the religious discourse that eight years later she would use with 

powerful effect in her public speaking.  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."14 

 

II.  Angelina's "moratorium" with conservative Philadelphia Quakers, 1829-1835. 

Angelina's mother relented and gave her permission to emigrate in the fall 

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

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

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

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

capacities for independent action in which her only allegiance was to God.  Toward 

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

the throne of my heart."15  As was the case with Martin Luther, her moratorium 
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ended with a burst of transformed and transforming energy.16   

 Historians have noticed that Angelina was not happy in Philadelphia.  I love 

Gerda Lerner's phrase that summarized the doldrums of those years.  Commenting on the 

sisters' use of a simplified spelling system that their brother had developed, Lerner 

concluded:  "That was their life, their substitute for a life in 1833."  Lerner also noted that 

this period in Philadelphia was "like the long incubation of the butterfly in the cocoon."17  

If we look more closely at Angelina's spiritual journey as depicted in her diaries, 

we can see what was going on inside the cocoon.   Three levels of activity seem 

especially important.   

• Angelina's immediate and enduring dislike for the Quaker community in 

which she and Sarah lived;   

• her coping with that dislike through her continued reliance on an interior life 

that she kept secret from others;  

• her responses to rejection by the community, especially her outrage when the 

most 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 Angelina first arrived in Philadelphia 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:   

Again and again I travel forward in my journey am I constrained to say "He 
hath ordered all things well" . . .  my home now is just what I asked for "a 
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quiet retreat"--I feel like a hidden one tho' in the city and exposed to much 
company, still my lips are [mortificated] when among strangers and I think 
they know me not.18 
 

A month later strangeness had hardened into dislike.  She thought that Satan was 

persuading her that she was "too good to be one of them. . . .by showing me the 

inconsistency of the people."  19 

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

meant "hypocrisy," for while these conservative Quakers declared slavery a sin, they 

permitted no discussion of slavery or any other contemporary social issue.  Unlike the 

Hicksite Quakers from whom they had recently separated in 1827 (more on that in a 

moment), Philadelphia's "Orthodox" Quakers sought to limit the effects of dissention 

within their ranks by prohibiting the discussion of controversial topics. (In 1837 the Arch 

Street community voted explicitly not to support Garrisonian abolition.)  As Angelina 

wrote her brother Thomas, "We mingle almost entirely with a Society which appears to 

know but little of what is going on outside of its own immediate precincts."20   

Then and now Quaker worship consisted of spontaneous speaking 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 arrival in Philadelphia, she wrote:  

Sometime it seemed impossible that I should ever be willing to join the 
S[ociety of] F[riends].  I felt my heart was full of rebellion & . . . think it hard 
I should have to bear the burden of a people I did not, could not love.21 
 

But she benefited from the fact that Quaker worship matched her propensity for silence 

and encouraged her capacity for self-sufficiency.  In the fall of 1829, she wrote: 

This morning in my [cocoon?] of silence felt that Jerusalem is as indeed a 
quiet habitation, her gates are praise and her walls salvation, there "every 
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man may sit under his own vine and his own fig tree."22  
 

Yet by 1836 Angelina had had enough of Quaker silence.  She left the community, 

describing its effects on her as strongly negative, writing Sarah: "I feel no openness 

among Friends.  My spirit is oppressed and heavy laden, and shut up in prison."23    

Who were these Quakers who were more like prison guards than liberators?   The 

Quakers with whom Angelina and Sarah took up residence in 1829, like most 

Philadelphia 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 "great schism" of 1827, Anglophile 

innovators gained control of most of Philadelphia's large meetings, named themselves 

"Orthodox," and dubbed those Quakers who retained a belief in the primacy of individual 

conscience "Hicksites."  After 1827 most orthodox meetings sought to avoid further 

internal divisions by banning the discussion of controversial topics, including slavery and 

abolition.24    

These divisions within Anglo-American Quakerism highlight the importance of 

Hicksites within American abolitionism and the conservative effects of Orthodoxy within 

British abolitionism on the question of women's rights.  If we fast-forward to 1840, we 

see that those divisions and effects became visible at the World's Anti-Slavery 

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 

remaining with the American Anti-Slavery Society, and Garrison's opponents forming the 

"new organization," the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, which allowed 
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women to be members only through auxiliary organizations and denied them the kind of 

leadership responsibilities that Garrisonian women continued to exercise.  The British 

conference hosts refused to seat women delegates, all of whom were sent by American 

Garrisonian organizations, and British women abolitionists failed to support the 

American women's rights advocates.  Garrison sat in the visitors gallery with the 

American women delegates, expressing his alienation from the British convention hosts 

as well as his support for women's rights.  Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, 

who first met in London, resolved to hold a women's rights convention in the United 

States, which they eventually did in Seneca Falls in 1848.25   

As I have written elsewhere, this division over women's rights at London in 1840 

had religious roots.  Most of the American women delegates were Hicksite Quakers, 

whose religious communities retained more of the original radicalism of 17th century 

Quakerism than did British Quakers, including, for example, ideas about the illegitimacy 

of governmental authority.  This radical stream was much diminished within 

contemporary British Quakerism, partly because British Quakers were in the midst of a 

campaign to obtain suffrage for propertied Quaker men.  Like other non-Anglicans in 

England, Quaker men were not allowed 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 similar to other Protestant denominations was part of that 

effort.  The appearance of American women Hicksite Quakers, with their outlandish 

claims to be seated as equals with men, threatened to destabilize these assimilationist 

strategies.  As one British Quaker said to Lucretia Mott in explaining why he did not 

invite her to his home, "I fear thy influence on my children!!"26   
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The assimilationist agenda within British Quakerism meant that most British 

Quaker women had a different set of priorities from their American counterparts--civil 

and political rights for propertied Quaker men being at the top of their list.27  When 

British women abolitionists did not support the American women's efforts to be seated,  

Lucretia Mott wrote in her diary that she was "much disappointed to find so little 

independent action on the part of women."28  Some, particularly Elizabeth Pease and 

Anne Knight, befriended the American gender radicals--but religious differences loomed 

large in their interactions.  On her first walk with Elizabeth Pease, Lucretia Mott told her 

diary that they "talked orthodoxy."  Three days later Mott met Anne Knight, who, 

"enlarged on the importance of belief in the Atonement."29 

 Angelina's diary in 1832 contains one brief but fascinating reference to an 

opponent to the new ritual in her Orthodox community.  That autumn she joined 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 rise in 

meeting during the time of supplication."  Angelina's critique of this event went beyond 

sympathy with the dissenter to express spiritual--perhaps also physical--attraction.      

I never believed that either self will or obstinacy had been the cause of such a 
deviation from our established order, but a deep conviction of duty, and tho' I 
felt no unity with the spirit which I believed had induced her to pursue such a 
course, yet there was something so sweet, so meek and lowly about her that I 
could not help feeling drawn to her and she was as unexpectedly and as 
strongly attracted to me & even more so, I think.  . . . From time to time my 
mind has been exercised about her and lately I have apprehended that when 
opportunity offered I should have to open a conversation with her about it.30 

 
Unfortunately that's all we know about the relationship, but it is interesting to note 

that one of Angelina's strongest expressions of solidarity during her four years of 

diary writing about life in this Quaker community included her "attraction" to this 
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dissenter against the new ritual.  

Angelina's exit from this community occurred when she shifted her religious quest 

to Garrisonian abolitionism, but it was also partly due to the community's effort to 

disown her.  Her diary depicts two such occasions.  The first came in the spring of 1831, 

when women Overseers denied her application for membership on the grounds that her 

place was with her aged mother in Charleston.  Insulted and distraught, Angelina played 

the slavery card:  

My tears which had before only stolen down my cheeks now flowed in 
torrents.  . . . As soon as I could command myself I remarked that it felt 
deeply humbling and wounding to me that M. should think we had committed 
a breach of duty in leaving Mother--that she was in excellent health and had 
other daughters with her and that I believed it must be very peculiar which 
would render it binding on any one who had embraced the principle of 
Friends to live in a Slave Country.  And that I could not feel it my duty to 
subject myself to the suffering of mind necessarily occasioned 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 there.31   

 
The Overseers retreated and Angelina was admitted to membership.   

The second disowning came a year and a half later from one of the most 

powerful families in the community.  Their son had begun to court Angelina as 

soon as she was admitted to membership, but he died in September, 1832, in a 

cholera epidemic, and they refused to permit her to attend the funeral or to occupy a 

place of honor among the grieving family members.  The family probably had 

multiple reasons for their animosity, including Angelina's own ambivalence toward 

the marriage.  Soon after the courtship began she had visited Hartford, Connecticut 

to explore the possibility of studying at Catharine Beecher's female seminary, and 

upon her return squelched the courtship by announcing her intention of going to 

Hartford.   Still ambivalent, she changed her mind and tried to renew the courtship, 
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which was only fully restored at the time of her suitor's death.      

Angelina took her exclusion from the funeral honors quite hard.   She wrote 

at length about "the fiery trial thro' which I have been lately called to pass," in 

which her humiliation at the hands of her suitor's family figured large.   

The humiliation I have passed thru in going to that house, no tongue can tell.  
The language is constantly sounding in mine ear--"Hitherto shall thou come 
but no further."  If this is not a tredding to war in the valley of humiliation, I 
know not what is, -- This is a narrow path and nothing but almighty wisdom 
can direct it and almighty power preserve me in it.32  
 

Predictably enough, Angelina retreated into silence and perfected her mastery of 

religious discourse by writing about her feelings in her diary.    

The sorrows of my heart are like hidden waters in a deep well unseen, 
unknown even to my dearest friends.  God only knows the grief of my soul 
even now when I remember the wormwood and the gall.  I have exercises and 
feelings to pass thro' on this subject which I dare not divulge to any human 
being, secret baptisms which often beget the fervent prayer that I may be 
purified in the furnace and that this suffering dispensation may accomplish 
the thing whereunto it was sent, for I do believe if I am not measurably 
purified in these flames I must be destroyed by them.33 
 

By the time of her last diary entry in May, 1833, Angelina was still working on the 

challenge of being purified rather than consumed by the furnace of her feelings.    

Two more years passed before she moved decisively out of the community, 

but when she did, the world knew about it.  Angelina's second effort to escape from 

the community was more determined, more successful, and more personal.  It also 

employed the full regalia of the religious ritual known as "conversion."  

 

III:  Angelina's conversion to Garrisonian abolition, 1835.   

Historians have noticed but they have not problematized the ritual of religious 

conversion with which Angelina committed herself to Garrisonian abolition.34  By 



 15

focusing on this conversion we can see how Angelina created a new personal and public 

persona that propelled her to the front lines of leadership within the abolitionist 

movement.    

Angelina was jarred out of her moratorium in the summer of 1835 by the surge of 

mob violence against Garrisonians in the North and South, including Charleston, where a 

mob burned Garrison in effigy.35  In March she had heard British abolitionist, George 

Thompson, speak in Philadelphia, in May she attended a meeting of the Philadelphia 

Female Anti-Slavery 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 conspiracy, 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 insisted 

"WE SHALL NOT YIELD AN INCH."36  

 Galvanized by these events, Angelina joined the embattled movement eight days 

later, writing Garrison a letter that was filled with militancy to match his own.  She 

sacralized his efforts--writing, "The ground upon which you stand is holy ground; never--

never surrender it."  She was willing to be a martyr: "It is my deep, solemn, deliberate 

conviction, that this is a cause worth dying for . . .  Let us endeavor, then, to put on the 

whole armor of God, and, having done all, to stand ready for whatever is before us."37   

Garrison, knowing of her prominent slave-holding family, published her letter with 

an introduction that described her in saccharine rather than militant terms: "It comes to us 

as the voice of an angel," he wrote, mentioning "Its spirit, dignity, endurance, faith, [and] 

devotion."  Nevertheless, he concluded by referring to abolitionism in a way that could 
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accommodate the militancy that Angelina would later bring to the cause:  "We publish it, 

that all who are toiling with us for the redemption of the bodies and souls of perishing 

millions, may be with us quickened and confirmed in our good work."38  

 Angelina had already left her Philadelphia 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 sister's actions to write 

disapprovingly in her diary, "The suffering which my precious sister has brought upon 

herself by her connection with the antislavery cause, which has been a sorrow of heart to 

me, is another proof how dangerous it is to slight the clear convictions of truth."39  For 

Sarah "the clear convictions of truth" lay in the Quaker admonition to be still and avoid 

conflict. 

To defend herself against Sarah's harsh judgment, Angelina wrote her sister a full 

description of the religious conversion that underlay her commitment to immediate  

abolition.  Angelina's was a classic description of the emotional process of conversion 

that reflected her awareness of others in the genre.  First came uncertainty about her 

behavior--in this case, her letter to Garrison.   

I . . . laid it aside, desiring to be preserved from sending it if it was wrong to 
do so.  On Second day night on my bended knees, I implored Divine 
direction and next morning, after again praying over it, I felt easy to send it, 
and after committing it to the [post] office, felt anxiety removed, and as 
though I had nothing more to do with it.   
 

Then came total self-annihilation followed by certainty.  

I think on Fifth Day I was brought as low as I 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 I found that relief which human hearts 
denied me.  . . . Since then I have been permitted to enjoy a portion of that 
peace which human hands cannot rob me of, though great sadness covers my 
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mind; for I feel as though my character had sustained a deep injury in the 
opinion of those I love and value most --how justly, they will best know at a 
future date.40 

 
Angelina's conversion was her ticket of admission to a community 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 Angelina in the abolitionist movement in the summer of 1836, 

only after push factors within her community grew too strong to ignore.  Male 

elders had never approved of her speaking at meeting, and now--perhaps because 

she was associated with the taint of Garrisonian abolitionism--they openly 

expressed their disapproval.  A presiding elder rose on one occasion, and violated 

community norms by cutting her off, saying "I hope the Friend will now be 

satisfied."  Silenced, Sarah sat down.  This breach of Quaker etiquette was clearly 

meant to silence her permanently in the meeting.  Sarah wrote Angelina, "my dear 

Savior designs to bring me out of this place," and Angelina replied, "I will break 

your bonds and set you free."41  Within a few weeks Angelina had convinced Sarah 

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

younger sister's leadership in setting their future course. 

 

IV:  Angelina's use of religious discourse as an anti-slavery speaker 1836-1837.   

In an era that venerated the spoken word, Angelina became a master of 

contemporary oratory.  Her achievement was highly gendered; Wendell Phillips, a 

prominent Boston abolitionist, said that she expressed "eloquence such as never then had 
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been heard from a woman."  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 all opposition."  He was impressed by "her serene indifference to the 

judgment of those about her.  Self-poised, she seemed morally sufficient to herself."  She 

"swept the cords of the human heart with a power that has never been surpassed, and 

rarely equaled."  Her capacity to express her feelings made audiences feel that "she was 

opening some secret record of her own experience"; their "painful silence and breathless 

interest told the deep effect and lasting impression her words were making."42  One 

Boston minister from whose pulpit she lectured said, "Never before or since have I seen 

an audience so held and so moved by any public speaker, man or woman."43  Popular 

women preachers had previously drawn crowds of listeners, but Angelina was the first 

woman to lecture on political issues with the backing of a social movement.  

In letters to her Philadelphia friend, Jane Smith, Angelina described how she used  

religious ritual to construct her podium presence.  For example, here's how she overcame 

stage fright before her first talk in December 1836:  

I laid my difficulty at the feet of Jesus.  I called upon him in my trouble & he 
harkened unto my cry, renewed my strength & confidence in God, & from 
that time I felt sure of his help in the hour of need.  My burden was rolled off 
upon his everlasting arm, & I could rejoice in a full assurance of his mercy & 
power to be mouth & wisdom, tongue & utterance to us both.44 
     

By June, when she spoke seventeen times in ten towns, with over eight thousand 

attending, this religious construction had become central to her "work process."  It gave 

her powers that "human hands" could not take away--including those who said women 

should not publicly lecture on political 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 greatly opposed to public speaking for 
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women, but curiosity in many & real interest in the AS [antislavery] cause in 
others induce the attendance of our meetings.  When they are over, we feel as 
if we had nothing to do with the results.  We cast our burden upon the Lord, 
& feel an inexpressible relief until the approach of another meeting produces 
an exercise & sense of responsibility which becomes at times almost 
insupportable.  At some of the meetings I have really felt sick until I rose to 
speak.45  
 

Thus as Angelina saw it, her success as a speaker--what we might call her charismatic 

performance and what she called "the results"--arose from her ability to draw on religious 

energy as she spoke.  

It was Angelina's charismatic speaking on behalf 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 as a public 

reformer."46  If she had been a mediocre speaker with talents no greater than her 

relatively uninspired sister, -- if, in other words, she had spoken at the level that was 

expected of a woman--her lectures might not have attracted such crowds, her tour might 

not have attracted the full force of clerical opposition, and the women's rights issue might 

not have emerged so forcefully in her tour.  Be that as it may, Angelina was a riveting 

speaker who attracted unprecedented crowds as well as forceful opposition, and 

responded defiantly to that opposition.  

Angelina did not keep copies of her speeches, and the only transcription we have 

was her talk at Pennsylvania Hall in May 1838, as part of the second national women's 

anti-slavery convention.  During her speech the hall was being attacked by a mob, which 

later that night succeeded in burning the building to the ground.  She spoke 

autobiographically about slavery and her opposition to it, including a contrast between 

her life with Philadelphia Quakers and with the Garrisonian movement.  
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I fled to the land of Penn; for here, thought I, sympathy for the slave will 
surely be found.  But I found it not.  The people were kind and hospitable, but 
the slave had no place in their thoughts.  .  .  . I therefore shut up the grief in 
my own heart. . . . But how different do I feel now! Animated with hope, 
Nay, with an assurance of the triumph of liberty and good will to man, I will 
lift up my voice like a trumpet.  

 
Her language sacralized the suffering of slaves:  "Every Southern breeze wafted to 

me the discordant tones of weeping and wailing, shrieks and groans, mingled with 

prayers and blasphemous curses."  She also sacralized the abolitionist cause:  "The 

great men of this country will not do this work; the church will never do it.  . . . 

They have become worldly-wise, and therefore God in his wisdom, employs them 

not to carry on his plans of reformation and salvation."  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." 47 

  

V: Angelina's use of religious discourse to defend women's rights, 1836-1837.   

Angelina's profoundly autobiographical message included a strong sense of her 

own self-worth, on which she drew strongly in constructing her historic defense of 

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

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

Weld.  In December 1836 he urged her to overcome her feeling that it was "humanly 

impossible" for her to speak in public.  Angelina wrote 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 
allowing her to exercise them to the glory of God and the good of her fellow 
creatures.  In the case of the slaves, he believes, she has a great work to do & 
must be awakened to her responsibility &c.48 
 

Because radical ministers like Weld wanted to use Angelina's oratorical power to benefit 



 21

Garrisonian abolition, they encouraged her to step beyond what was customary for 

women.   

 The sisters had no trouble doing that.  By February 1837 they had created a 

division of labor in which Angelina spoke on abolition, and Sarah backed her up with a 

defense of women's rights.  That month, for example, before they had begun to speak to 

mixed audiences, Angelina wrote Jane Smith,  

Sister spoke one hour on the effects on the soul, & I finished off with some 
remarks on the popular object Slavery is a political subject, therefore women 
should not intermeddle.  I admitted it was, but endeavored to show that 
women were citizens & had duties to perform to their country as well as men. 
. . . I tried to enlighten our sisters a little in their rights & duties.49 
 

In July at the height of their speaking tour of Massachusetts the sisters gave nineteen 

lectures in fourteen towns, reaching nearly twelve thousand.50  Radical minister Henry 

Clark Wright served as their agent, booked their speaking schedule, arranged their 

lodging and publicity, and supported their most radical defense of women's rights.51  

However, by mid-July other abolitionist ministers, including Theodore Weld, urged 

the sisters not to divert their energies to women's rights and thereby make themselves "so 

obnoxious as to cripple your influence on the subject of slavery."52  Seeking to break 

Wright's influence with Angelina, Weld had him transferred to Philadelphia.53  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, Angelina emphatically rejected 

the idea.  "We do not stand on Quaker ground, but on Bible ground & moral right.  What 

we claim for ourselves, we claim for every woman who God has called & qualified with 

gifts & graces."54     
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Defying Weld and working independently of the anti-slavery movement, in 

August 1837 the sisters began publishing letter essays in The Liberator that were 

compiled as books and published in 1838, Angelina's as Letters to Catharine Beecher . . . 

on Slavery and Abolitionism, and Sarah's as Letters on the Equality of the Sexes.  Their 

most basic idea--that women and men were moral equals--was expressed in Angelina's 

twelfth letter, written in August, 1837:  "Human Rights not Founded on Sex."55 

In her twelfth letter Angelina quoted scriptural authority for women's moral 

equality, "In Christ there is neither male nor female," and she developed at some length 

an argument that established women's equality at the time of creation.  

[W]oman never was given to man.  She was created, like him, in the image of 
God and crowned with glory and honor; created only a little lower than the 
angels,--not as is too generally presumed, a little lower than man; on her 
brow, as well as his, was placed the "diadem of beauty," and in her hand the 
scepter of universal dominion. 56 

 
Angelina used religious discourse to endorse women's rights, just as she used it to 

endorse abolition.  

Yet on this topic Angelina added another string to her bow:  the moral authority of 

her own experience.  In words that have been widely quoted by women's rights advocates 

ever since, she used Enlightenment human rights discourse to describe how the 

antislavery cause became "the high school of morals in our land" though which   

we are led to examine why human beings have any rights.  It is because they 
are moral beings; . . . and as all men have this moral nature, so all men have 
essentially the same rights.  These rights may be plundered from the slave, 
but they cannot be alienated.  

 
The same moral lesson applied to women.  

 
Now it naturally occurred to me, that if rights were founded in moral being, 
then the circumstances of sex could not give to man higher rights and 
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responsibilities, 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.57 
 

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

Angelina's use of the cultural tools of evangelical religion had taken her very far-- 

had made her a public figure of considerable repute.  But she wanted something more 

than the spiritual equality that she had achieved.  She wanted women to share in the 

governance of institutions.  As a person whose spiritual equality was widely recognized, 

she saw the limitation of that form of equality.  Her Twelfth Letter noted that "no 

Christian Society has ever [acknowledged woman's rights] . . . on the broad and solid 

basis of humanity."  Some denominations permitted women to preach,  

but this is not done from a conviction of her equality as a human being, but of 
her equality in spiritual gifts--for we find that woman, even in these 
Societies, is not allowed to make the Discipline by which she is to be 
governed."58   
 

As a spiritual equal Angelina had reached the top of the mountain and she could see the 

new territory that women needed to inhabit to achieve full equality with men.    

For almost a decade she had used the tools of evangelical religion to construct a 

moral center capable of acting independently of those around her.   Now she used that 

moral center to assert women's equality "on the broad and solid basis of humanity" as 

well as on religious grounds.  Angelina's defense of "women's rights as human rights" 

connects her spiritual journey with the secular perspective of our own time.  It deserves to 

be even better known than it is.  Nevertheless, a full account of her journey requires us to 

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 a spiritual journey.  That 

journey equipped her with the personal and cultural skills that she needed to become a 



 24

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

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