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overt;h,e"CI!UYS~ofmy work, on this project, I have come to a deeper un
derstancling of what it has really been about-acknowledging that it has 
been about many things. Often it has appeared to be about everything. 
Most consistently, however, it has been about teaching me how to con
duct research, that is, qualitative research, on a particular group of peo
ple--African American women. My apprenticeship has been long and 
enlightening. I have learned to engage in a painstaking process of recov
ery and reconstruction; to use multidisciplinary sources; to count experi
ence variously, especially when the people whose experience it was are no 
longer alive and when they did not always leave clear records of them
selves. I have learned to cross-reference tidbits of information in making 
sense of evidence; to recognize an important story when I see it; to de
velop strategies for retelling it respectfully despite the inevitable missing 
pieces. What I have learned best, however, is the value of two virtues: the 
importance of caring about "the subject" and the importance of patience. 

In caring about the subject, I emphasize that there are really two sub
jects in this book: literacy and African American women. Concerned with 
both points of focus, this book is keyed by the question: What happens 
when we bring together what we know now about literacy with what we 
know now about African American women? On one hand the theoretical, 
empirical, and methodological bases for literacy studies have changed, 
operating now on the assumption that the territory of literacy is both text 
and context, not one or the other; and that, in being so, literacy also con
nects more generally to other symbolic systems of representation, for ex
ample oral practices, signs, or other visual systems, all of which collec
tively constitute a communicative matrix. Paying attention to the ways 
and means of literacy as a communicative practice, therefore, underscores 
the notion that literacy functions rhetorically as part of the sociocultural 
fabric of our lives. Clarifying such layers of complexity has been central in 
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helping researchers and scholars to see in more fuJI-bodied ways what is 

happening with literacy across communities, in this case among African 

American women. 
Further, as the bases of literacy studies have shifted, so too has the 

knowledge base of the material conditions and the activities of African 

American women. We know more than ever before about both their lives 

and their times, and we have benefited from an array of interpretive tools 

from several academic disciplines in assigning meaning to their experi
ences. Between the two subjects of literacy and African American women, 

there is much room for discovery. The discovery begins when we bring 

African American women into bold relief as users of language, and it 

continues with analyses of how their literate practices enrich the knowl

edge base of the ways and means of literacy more generally. The intersec

tion between these two richly endowed subject bases is a site for the pro

duction of scholarship that has the potential to be generative. 
At this intersection, it has been most instructive for me to discover the 

sustaining effects of acknowledging consciously my vested interests in the 

project. I have learned to accept that I cannot escape the connections to 

my own sense of identity as an African American woman or my intense 

desire to understand my own intellectual ancestry. In one sense, in typical 
fashion for scholarly endeavor, I operated intellectually with specific at

tention to scholarly conventions. However, when I acknowledged the per

sonal dimensions of my intellectual engagement, I freed myself also to be 

emotionally and spiritually affected by the process. I do indeed care about 

this subject, and this caring has been a primary source of both motivation 
and inspiration as I engaged in the challenging task of exploring a subject 
area for which there have been no road maps. 

My lessons in patience, on the other hand, have been of a different or

der. I have had to reconcile in my head and heart that I could very well 

have finished this project many times during the last few years. And by 
some measures, I certainly should have done so. In fact, there were several 

times when I thought I was doing just that, only to be reminded that the 

goal is not simply to know and say but to understand. I needed to see be

neath the surface, to read between the lines. I needed to find interpretive 

lenses capable of accounting for these women's actions more thoroughly 

and more dynamically. As I reflect on my engagement with these tasks, 

the analogy that comes to mind is that coming to this moment of actually 
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composing a seemingly satisfying text has been !ike sun-brewing tea on a 
partly cloudy day. The process has just taken time. At this point, I am 
confident that time on task with Traces of a Stream has been well spent, 
that my learning has been substantive, that there is much I want to say, al
though I know my thinking is not yet finlshed and that it may never be. 

Time on task has meant also that many friends and colleagues have 
supported me along the way, some with acts of kindness and love; others 
by reading and responding to my words and by sharing their own; still 
others with advice, counsel, and words of wisdom. In recognition of this 
support, I extend special thanks to my students at Spelman College, the 
Bread Loaf School of English, and The Ohio State University. They have 
provided for me a stable discourse community within which I have been 
able to think, to try out theories, and to receive the most thoughtful feed

back possible. 
I am grateful to the ever growing collective of African American 

women scholars across the disciplines, particularly to those in history, 
without whose work my own would have been sorely lacking, if not alto
gether impossible. In this group of scholars, I include my former fellow 
editorial team members of SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women 
from whom I learned much and in the presence of whom I could feel my
self growing as a researcher and scholar. I am grateful also to the archivists 
and librarians who helped me at various points along the way: Brenda 
Banks, Anthony Toussaint, Donna Wells, Dovie Patrick, Minnie Clayton, 
Roland Baumann, Beth House, and to other colleagues whom I met in 
archives, for example: Gwen Rosemond and Joan Maloney, who shared 
their work with me as I shared mine. 

Within the field of rhetoric and composition (the arena that seems 
most appropriate for this project), I have benefited from the magnificent 
array of work generated over the last few years in literacy studies and re
lated areas. I have particularly appreciated, however, the encouragement 
of David Bartholomae, who recognized the possibility of this project and, 
with his incredible style, said, "why don't you think about doing what 
you really want to do?" I came to count on knowing that he and Jean Fer
guson Carr had faith both in the idea and in me. 

Also, I thank a small circle of colleagues who stepped in to read and re
spond to different versions of this manuscript at just .the right times: 
Mike Rose, Beverly Moss, Courtney Cazden, James Phelan, Lisa Kiser. For 
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many reasons, this project was difficult to share in progress, so the oppor

tunities to discuss what I was trying to do were invaluable. Singular 

among such opportunities was an invitation in 1996 to speak at Spelman 
during the fifteenth anniversary celebration of the Spelman Women's Re

search and Resource Center. I counted it a special privilege to be able to 
share my work at the place where the whole process began. I will be for

. ever grateful to my friend and colleague Beverly Guy-Sheftall for provid

ing this signal moment of affirmation at a time when such affirmation 

was so clearly just what I needed. In the final stages of the project, I bene

fited greatly from several people: Lucille Schultz and Kathryn Flannery, 
for their careful and thoughtful reading of the full manuscript; Niels 

Aaboe, Ann Walston, Joyce Kachergis, Pippa Letsky, and Mark Jacobs for 

the time and care that they gave in making the text ready for publication; 

and the many other staff members at the University of Pittsburgh Press 

who helped to make this publication possible. 
Last but not least, I am grateful for the women whose lives have made 

this work possible. They are a constant source of inspiration, as are my 

family, who are ever steadfast in showing me that my life and work are 

meaningful. 







A Call for Other Ways of Reading 

Ar ~ rubtitLe- indicate!, this book is about literacy, social change, and 
African American women. I chose the title because of reactions I have 
consistently received over the years when I have presented papers on early 
generations of African American women writers and their achievements. 
Without exception, after a presentation, at least one person-sometimes 
from surprise, or with an awareness of deprivation, or with indignation 
or embarrassment, or sometimes with a sense of what I have come to call 
deep disbelief'-at least one person will say to me, "I've never heard of 
these women:' I have been compelled to tolerate this reaction as a truth, 
even though from my research I know quite well that African American 
women have actively and consistently participated over the years in pub
lic discourse and in literate arenas. They have conveyed in many forms 
their ideas, dreams, visions, and insights. I know quite well that their ac
tions have made a difference in terms of their advocacy and activism 
within an array of both noble and ordinary causes. I also know quite well 
that the lines of accreditation, the rights of agency, and the rights to an 
authority to make knowledge and to claim expertise have often not been 
extended in a systematic way by this society to African American women. 
Quite the contrary. 

On one level in addressing this reality, I have assumed a long-range 
view, with the intent of suggesting some trends about the general land
scape of African American women's literate experiences within the con
text of systemic matrices of oppression. In this regard, what history 
demonstrates is that for many reasons (racism, sexism, ethnocentrism, 
political and economic oppression, and so on), barriers have been con
structed within our society around many people's lives and thereby 
around their literate practices, with African American women being one 
clear example. African American women have been persistently subjected 
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4 Introduction 

to measures (value and achievement that have been set and monitored 
by oth9'4! ~ave not had their interests or potential in mind and who 
have 1Jeen free historically to discount, ignore, and disempower them. 
These barriers, though variable, are socially, politically, and cultnrally de
fined, and the impact of them in this case is that they have cast the lives of 
African American women in shadow. The barriers have served as filters, 
screening from view the women themselves, systematically blocking out 
the very possibility of a substantial crediting of their achievements, such 
that these achievements, when they do seep into view, are typically con
sidered exceptional rather than as part and parcel of a pattern. The pres
ence of African American women as writers of worth has typically been 
neutralized and their achievements devalued. 

Despite such constraints, however, my research indicates that African 

\ '1\ 't~ AmerIcan women's resistance to sociopolitical barriers has been consid
~l\ ). erable and that, although therr achievements may have been devalued, 

:s" ~ ~ titey have not been thoroughly neutralized or contained. From the begin
~ ~ t ning of their opportnnities to learn, African American women have en
'" Ii 'gaged consistently and valiantly in acts of literacy that have yielded re
::,' .... J ~ markable rewards for themselves and for others. Periodically. therefore, 
~ ti, these women have managed to surprise the world, to break out from 

\ -...:; )':, whatever contamment~_woUIa::;'.ee~lo:.enG[Qs~Jh.enLP;i~di~;;n;;:· their _ ,r ..... ~ talents have flowed past the barriers, reconstituted themsel~d..be-
1;-iii come noticea~!~as "traces of a st~' Given impediments that serve to 

_~ ,"<'~s~ourage recognition and accreditation, however, when moments ofre

~ ~ i ~~nstitntion occur, the world of letters and the society at large have 
'- i tended to speak of these moments, qnite ironically, as moments of "re

birth" and "renaissance:' with the Harlem Renaissance and the African 
American women writer's renaissance of the 1970S and 1980s being two 
distinctive examples: times when talents and abilities that were in shadow 
trickled into the light. In effect, such labels indicate in an odd way that the 
so<;iety was reacting to resistance, that is, noticing the presence of those 
formerly unnoticed and unacknowledged as if to say, "Oh! There you are. 
I didn't see you before. How long have you been standing there?" 

This view of reaction to presence provides a framework for under
standing a follow-up question I sometimes hear as "Are there others?"
which I often interpret as ''Who are these people really? Aren't they truly 
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unique and exceptional? They're not typical or representative, are they? 
Shouldn't we just be surprised and move on? How did such success hap
pen?" At these moments, I delight in the opportunity to say: ''Yes. There 
were others. The list actually seems endless:' And, "No, now that I know 
more about them, I'm really not surprised at all either by their numbers 
or by the quality of their achievements." 

At such moments, I have the opportunity to acknowledge the stream 
that is visible as evidence of the sea that until now has passed unnoticed. 
In directly addressing the question ''Are there others?" I explain that we 
are apparently experiencing in our contemporary world yet one more cy
cle of reconstitution, one more breakthrough of talent and ability. I ex
plain also that, over the generations, African American women's achieve
ments as language users have been surprisingly consistent. I suspect that, 
in" being so, these activities have actuaJly gained in both volume and mo
mentum over the years. I explain that by many measures we have evi
dence in the current era of a renewal of strength within a less hostile con
text, a revitalization that seems to be giving rise, as we speak, not only to 
renewed strength but to new and unknown directions as well. 

In this work I take into account this longer-range view. My intent gen
erally is to view the acquisition of literacy as a dynamic moment in the 
lives of African American women, as p~ with desires for agency and 
authority in the use of written languagt.'to facilitate this analysis, I have 
developed a theoretical framework within which to consider how early 
generations of African American women incorporated literacy into their 
lives a;;d how they used litera,,)' 'l"tematically as a variable tooMhe the
ory b;-gins with the notion that a community's material conditions 
greatly define the range of what this group does with the written word 
and, to a significant degree, even how they do it. The pivotal idea is that 

" -what human beings do with writing, as illustrated by what African Amer-p 

[c~~~ye done,~ an expression-.Eisel£ of society, ';;','ruf self in 
society. 

Operating from this longer-range view of African American women's 
work, I seek to reconstruct a pathway to rhetorical prowess specific to 
their experiences, outlining a matrix of events drawn from the realities of 
African American women's history. In explaining the matrix, I present a 
framework and methodology for contextualizing the literate behavior of 
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African +erican women in time and over time. My intent is to under
score, at .}"is point in our scholarship, that we gain in an understanding of 
literacy jn general from views of literacy in its particulars, from placing 
the "thitk descriptions" of the literate practices of a particular group in 
the company of similar descriptions of other groups. In other words, this 
analysis is rooted in the idea that we need a more concrete sense of hu
man variety in the use of literacy in order to support the abstractions that 
we might very well draw more clearly at a later point in this analytical 
process as we place well-told stories of literacy next to other well-told sto
ries of literacy. 

From my perspective, however, it is not possible to render the complex 
story of African American women as literate beings in monodimensional 
terms. To interpret evidence more fully, we need not just a long view but a 
kaJ.:ido~c ,&w. We need a s~e of the landscape, certainJ)0mt si
m~sly we also need closeup vie~giffe=t stand]2oints on 
~ landscape. It has beencrucial to this analysis, in fact, that I do not re
main focused solely on generalities. My imperative has been to identify a 
specific set of women within the more diverse group of African American 
women and to consider this subcategory multidimensionally as a case in 
point. 

I chose for this study elite African American women, focusing particu
larlyon elites of the nineteenth century, an era during which the shift in 
educational opportunity after the Civil War gave rise for the first time to 
the development of a cadre of well-educated women. I assigned eliteness 
to this group based, not just on class privilege (though economic status is 
indeed one marker of eliteness), but more on the positions of status they 
occupied within their own communities. I chose to look at women who 
laid claim through their families and through their own actions to the la
bel well respected. 

Generally, in the African American community, well respected is not a 
,term to which high economic status is always the first measure. Commu
nity status derives also from other measures. These women were well edu
cated in communities that valued education. They were often professional 
women, particularly teachers, journalists, and community organizers in 
communities with critical needs, and they served these communities well. 
They were women from families of good reputation, and/or they were 
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married to men of good reputation. Further, these women had also been 
diligent in building for themselves reputations as good and honorable 
women who demonstrated daily, in the face of hostility, that they were 
self-respecting, that they operated always with a sense of propriety, that 
they understood and accepted the requirement during this era that 
African American women needed always to be ladies.' They were per
ceived and perceived themselves to be hard-working, socially conscious, 
and ideologically committed to activism and advocacy. Perhaps more im
portant, this combination of factors meant that, unlike many of their less 
forturiate sisters, these women had access to power and influence, and be
cause of their elite status, they also had the luxury, the class privilege, and 
the time to use this access in their own interests and in the interests of 

others. 
In addition to looking at a specific set of African American women, I 

also chose to look at one type of literate practice, rather than presuming I 
was able to consider all. Early groups of African American women writers 
wrote in many genres, and many of them wrote across genres. To localize 
the analysis, therefore, I chose to examine their nonfiction prose, concen
trating mainly on the essay. In terms of form, the essay is variable, with 
unique potential for those who speak or might be compelled to speak 
against prevailing sentiments-in this case in the interest of social 
change. The essay among African American women is a long-standing 
genre of choice, such that focusing on essay writing as a specific literate 
practice offers a distinctive opportunity as an analytical springboard. 

In bringing together these multiple viewpoints for an examination of 
African American women's literate experiences, my intent is to state un
equivocably that African American women are not monolithic in terms 
of either personhood or literate practices. In making this statement, my 
goal is not to concentrate on building a place for African American 
women that is defined by a sense of essentialism. Actually, my goal is 
quite the opposite. I seek instead to acknowledge that I am looking gener
ally at patterns of behavior, but specifically at just one set of women who 
vary even within the distinctive category I have assigned to them. Myef
fort, therefore, is one of balance. While trying to resist essentialist analy
ses, I am trying at the same time to identify and to contextualize general 
patterns of literate behavior. The effort is to document and account for 
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what was accomplished by elite nineteenth-century women as a cadre of 
educated professional women, and to suggest how their activities might 
connect, again multidirnensionally, to the practices of others both before 
and after them in the making of various traditions. 

In this regard, I am very much aware that comparisons between 
African American women and other groups are certainly possible, by 
gender, race, class, genre, purposes, and so on. There are some practices 

that connect well with the practices of African American men, or with 
women of other races and ethnicities, or with other writers of essays, and 
so forth. This analysis, however, does not seek to make comparison a cen
tral methodology, in either an intragroup or an intergroup way. Although 
such comparisons are instructive and ultimately critical to a full under
standing of how literacy works, I prefer to take as a point of departure the 
analysis and interpretation of the particle (that is, elite African American 
women in the nineteenth century) in a definable and defensible context 
(literacy as social action), rather than taking on as an initial endeavor all 
that should be accounted for in a comprehensive analysis of the full wave 

of possible literate activity. 
In making this distinction, I recognize that, to the extent that the expe

riences of African American women overlap with the experiences of oth
ers, so too is it likely that any conclusions I draw about their literate prac
tices might well apply to the literate practices of others. Since my intent at 
this point is to make a case for clarity and understanding and not for sep
arateness or uniqueness, I expect such possibilities. With this project, in 
fact, my view is that the task at this point is to reconsider the information 
base in specific ways and then to engage in a systematic process of re-for
mation and review in the interest of constructing dynamic analytical 
frameworks with more interpretive power, that is, a greater potential to 
account for variety and pattern and to explain them. The immediate 
challenge is to make visible many features, factors, relationships, people, 
and practices that heretofore were not visible-to articulate what is there 
and what seems to be going on. Further, the challenge is to resist a drift
ing toward speedy claims, static conclusions, or overgeneralizations. Al-

.5" j though I believe we should expect theory and practice to shift in the on-
- 11 going accumulation of knowledge and understanding, my desire with 
0-
c: <l this project is not to claim either distinctiveness or sameness but to make 

. better sense. A preliminary step in making sense is learning to look, listen, 



Introduction 9 

and look again, to think well, and to speak as though knowledge is now 
and has always been in the making. 

Given this attitude, I am making no claims in this book for the exclu
sivity of African American women's actions or the exclusivity of their im
portance as writers in the larger scheme of things. This statement indi
cates that, although I believe there are distinctions to be made, I accept 
that there is much work still to do in this area before hierarchical asser
tions of excellence and quality may need to take priority in either theory 
or practice. I also accept the reality that, although this book contributes 
to the .knowledge base, it cannot be expected to do in its limited pages 
everything necessary to clarify all literate practices and achievements of 
all African American women. 

Worthy of note in explaining the choices I have made is the organiza
tion of the chapters. There is an identifiable progression in thought pre
sented across the chapters, but the progress is not always linear. It might 
be more apt to say that the chapters do indeed have a chronology that 
plots the experiences of African American women along a trajectory. For 
example, I start in the present, flash back to precolonial Africa, and gener
ally build from there chronologically back to the present. However, in 
keeping with the need for a dynamic view, the pattern of development
though shaped by chronology-is more webbed than linear. I seek to en
rich the vision of the reader as I render this account by bringing texture 
into the story-taking time to explore each piece as a distinctive dimen
sion of the pathway to understanding. I have tried consciously to resist 

being driYE!J?y.the,desire tQ as.""" that each step is ajgrward movement. 
By contrast, the movement tends instead to be fo!Ward-looking, perhaps, - -- ~~ .. ~~ 
but also somewhat m~dering and recw~ve. The story of African Amer-
ican women's acquisition and use of literacy is complex; its rendering 
should, likewise, be guided by the need to complicate the reader's vision 
rather than simplify it. 

In order to facilitate the reading process and to signal tbe way in which 
I see.J:hree..hasic..v;iewpoints'-converging, I haYe organized the cb'l!1!ers 
into three sections: a rhetorical view, a historical view, and an ideological 
view. It is the combination of these three perspectives that constitutes _. 
what I am calling the "thick description" of the literate practices high
lighted in this book. There are two chapters in part 1: "In Search of Rivers: 
Womanist Writers and the Essay" and "Toward an Analytical Model for 
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Literacy and Sociopolitical Action." In chapter 1, I use In Search of Our 
Mothers' Gardens to examIne African American women's habitual use of 
literacy for sociopolitical action. I establish essay writing as the form of 
choice in these practices, and I contextualize the practices as part of the 
whole cloth of communicative experience. In chapter 2, I construct a 
model, designed to clarify literacy as a sociocognitive practice; to distin
guish the sense-making strategies of African American women; and to es
tablish the roles and functions of essay writing as particular to a system
atic making of meaning in the habitual use of language for sociopolitical 
action. 

In part 2, I focus on a historical view of African American women. I 
concentrate particularly on the acquisition of literacy and the develop

ment of rhetorical sensibilities. In chapter 3, "The Genesis of Authority: 
When African Women Became Arilerican:' my intent is to reconstruct a 
historical pathway for literate behavior; to outline a matrix of events, val
ues, and practices drawn from accounts of African American women's 
history; and to connect this matrix to the literate practices of African 
American women over time, in light especially of what these practices 
suggest about ethos (the formation and development of a writing self) 

and rhetorical decision-making. In chapters 4 and 5, I move to talk about 
literate behavior and social action. In chapter 4, "Going Against the Grain: 
The Acquisition and Use of Literacy;' I start with the acquisition of liter
acy among African American women as the development of a new tool in 
a new context. I discuss the social and political environments of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as they shaped the contexts for 
literacy acquisition and language use and as they supported the identifica
tion of clear and present mandates for social and political action. I 
demonstrate how these contexts operated in the lives of specific women 
(among them Lucy Terry Prince, Charlotte Forten, Clara Howard, and Se
lena Sloan Butler), and I assert that these circumstances are significant to 

!lie process whereby African American women developed cravings to par
ticipate in public discourse and to effect social and political change. I use 
Maria W. Stewart, the earliest-known African American woman writer of 
political essays, as a case in point, to show how literacy becomes an instru
ment for change. 

In chapter 5, "From This Fertile Ground: The Development of Rhetor-
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ical Prowess:' I discuss how African American women enhanced their lit
erate resources and developed rhetorical prowess as they acquired higher 
education and entered the world of both paid and volunteer work. I take 
into account the emergence of a cadre of professional women and how 
professional identities were incorporated into ethos formation and the 
creation of a writing self. I pay particular attention to the rise of the Black 
Clubwomen's Movement, a movement ripe both for the development of 
rhetorical expertise and for engaging in social and political action. In ad
dition, I examine the African American periodical press as a primary 
arena for the participation of African American WOmen in public dis
course and thereby to some extent in public policy-making. I end this 
chapter with a discussion of the tradition of essay writing in order to ac
knowledge that essays, as an accommodating nonfiction form, have con
sistendy held a central and vibrant place in the text production of African 
American women, in their use of language to speak out, and in fulfilling 
their desires to participate actively in establishing and implementing so
cial and political agenda. I emphasize that an examination of nonfiction 
writing offers other benefits as well, pointing out the extent to which such 
texts offer evidence, not only of traditions of rhetorical prowess but also 
of traditions of intellectualism and community leadership. In chapter 5, I 
draw examples from a variety of essay writers, over time, to show through 
this type of textual analysis that the essaying practices of African Ameri
can women have been both habitual and systematic. 

In part 3, my intent is to concentrate more precisely on methodologi
cal and ideological perspectives. In the last chapter, chapter 6, "A View 
from a Bridge: Afrafeminist Ideologies and Rhetorical Studies:' I narrate 
my own learning curve in carrying out this project. When I look back 
over the years spent completing the project, I realize I have indeed 
learned many things. I realize I have things to say (about methodology, 
for example) and that there are lessons I can share with others who may 
have common or complementary concerns. This chapter recounts the 
process of my research and attempts to extrapolate, in a more precise way, 
a methodology, using the term historical ethnography, so that this ap
proach might actualiy be useful to someone other than myself. 

In essayistic fashion, these six chapters tell a winding tale concerning 
the development of a tradition of rhetorical prowess and a rendering of 
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this tradition in scholarship. Each section focuses attention in its own 
fashion: on the arena in which literacy happens, on the ways and means 
of a language use, on the art and artistry of a particular language user, on 
frameworks that offer interpretive possibilities. In creating this textured 
viewing of African American women's practices, I am in effect extending 
a call to readers for other ways of reading-a call that resonates with what 
I suggest in this introduction is a demand from the subjects of study (lit
eracy and African American women) for a shift in paradigms in research 
and in scholarship, or for other ways of analyzing and composing. 

From the perspective of reading (as compared with analyzing, inter
preting, and writing), as experienced readers of scholarship, we have the 
habit of readily expecting to affirm, question, or dismiss claims, and to 
see evidence in a fairly predictable pattern of development, in keeping 
with the discourse expectations of a given field. I suspect that this book 
will disrupt these habits in what may u1tinlately prove rather peculiar 

ways.l\!Y suspicions ~~~.'1.~,:,~ons about the ~if!1 our re"d
ing habits and preftE!lces-like·ou;.~S'iitin~.I1_abit~d pretgences
~ght be more cul!UrallLinfluenced than we acknowledge. r.~pect t!>at 
tQis bookffiigJrt-work better if readers arew:m;;;gi;;(klay thei1; desire for 

claims and assertions to be immediately and predictahl¥ resQ\.ved. Myap-
.-.-., 

proach lTIlght be more satisfying if readers recognize a claim, certainly, 
but are then willing, in a sense, to "run a tab" for evidence, not just in 
waiting to see that there is indeed evidence but in working with me, per
haps more actively than may be their habit, to see how the evidence vari
ously connects as the story unravels, viewpoint by viewpoint. 

In light of this call for other ways of reading, this book is indeed an in
vitation to listen to a story. As a writer, my obligation in rendering the 
text is to be clear and accurate, as with all scholarship, and I do indeed 
seek to fuIfi]] this obligation. However, in the case of this scenario, where 
so much is unknown and undocumented, a second responsibility is to 
~ypothesize about what remains missing in a way that is reasonable and 
useful for further research. Moreover, given what we have managed to 
document to this point, yet another responsibility emerges. As I spend 
tinle explaining in chapter 6, because I identify so closely with the sub
ject, I feel deeply obligated to be respectful of women such as Maria W. 
Stewart, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. Wells, and so many others whom they 
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represent. I am obliged to assume that their lives and work as African 
American women were fully laden with value and that it is up to us, the 
researchers and scholars, to discover the nature and extent of that value. 

The effort to be true both to the tasks of scholarship and to the task of 
respecting the subjects of the scholarship is the process whereby I have 
experienced the most compelling desire to connect myself, as an African. 
American woman, directly to this story. This desire manifests itself most 
clearly in the voice I use throughout the book. Prinlarily, the stance I as
sume is the stance of the typical scholar. I position myself at a respectable 
distance and speak with an acceptable amount of dispassion, as required 
for scholarly voices-most of the time. In fact, I do so because I agree that 
such a stance is generally appropriate. 

In spite of my acceptance of this scholarly role and responsibility, how
ever, occasionally I find I cannot, nor do I want to, set aside the fact that 
the story of African American women and literacy is my story too. There 
are moments, even after close editing, when I use the pronoun "we" and 
quite clearly signal that this "we" is not literacy scholars, the community I 
ally myself with throughout most of the book, but African American 
women. In other words, I shift the viewpoint deliberately, consciously, 
and I intend for myself to be viewed as one among those who constitute 
the subject of this discourse. I consider these moments to be an acknowl
edgment of what Amy Shuman explains as strategic romanticism.' I ac
knowledge my connections at these points quite sinlply because it seems 
it would be disingenuous and inappropriate for me to do otherwise. I re
alized fairly early in the project that I had nO desire to be totally dispas
sionate, nor to assume a npseudo-objective» stance. To the contrary, I have 
come to see advantages in acknowledging connections, in considering the 
ethical inlplications of these connections, and in admitting the biases that 
must inevitably inform any scholarship that might be produced as a re
sult of an acknowledgment of ethical space. 

As a result, what I do claim is that, in terms of the intellectual enter
prise, I have used methodologies and composing strategies that are well 
rooted in current literacy scholarship. At the same time, I make the case 
that being well rooted in the discipline does not automatically dictate that 
I must set aside the passion this work generates in me. I have come to be
lieve that a scholar can be scholarly and still be ethically and pathetically 
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connected to the subject. What, then, needs to be acknowledged (as op
posed to being apologized for) is scholarly viewpoint and vested interests. 
Consequently, I openly and proudly acknowledge my identity with this 
story. My view is that my personal passion, in its openness, does not 
change one iota the realities of these women's lives. Despite the places 
where passion might seep through this text, the story does indeed speak 
for itself, which makes my alliance with its central characters virtually a 
by-product of its power to hold and to absorb the attention. Moreover, in 
suggesting that scholarly viewpoint and interests be treated as normal 
rather than abnormal, I remain confident of the critical abilities of read
ers. I believe that the readers of this volume will be astute enough to make 
their own sense of the details I present and the process whereby I present 
them, and I have faith that the sense they will seek to make, whatever vi
sions of reality they hold, will be positively and productively affected by 

my rendering of these lives. 
Ultimately, my goal in this work is to establish a suitable place in the 

world of words and action for the contributions and achievements of 
African American women writers. In the context of a nation where race, 

class, gender, and culture matter, these women have been not only inno

vative but also bold and courageous. Their contributions and achieve
ments stand; I am pleased to pay tribute, with all that scholarship will al
low, to the hands and minds that made it so. 
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Womanist Writers and the Essay 

Only ~he Black Woman can say "when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed 

dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patron
age, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me." 

Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South 

And when Celie comes through those doors, buffalo soldiers on one side, Shug and 
Natty Dread and a clutch of dreadlocked Rastas perhaps on the other, and only 

when Celie comes through those doors; when Celie comes in from the cold of repres

sion, self-hatred, and denia, and only when Celie comes in from the cold-do I 
come in. And many of you as well. 

Alice Walker, Living by the Word 

I've known rivers; 

Ancient, dusky rivers. 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

Langston Hughes, "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" 

Ati.a walker a.I1.d tV TraditiofV of Essayiltj 
IfV 1983, I discovered that African American women write essays, and it 
was then I began to notice features of this type of writing that served ulti
mately to shape and direct the writing of this book. What prompted these 
insights was my reading of Alice Walker's collection of previously pub
lished and unpublished essays, entitled, after the best-known essay in the 
group, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist Prose. First among 
the distinctions of this volume is that it was published during a time 

17 
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when works by African American women were being celebrated as a liter

ary "renaissance;' By the 1980s the world of publishing, in fact, had 

opened its doors to many African American women writers, including 

Gwendolyn Brooks (1949), Paule Marshall (1959), Kristin Hunter (1964), 

Adrienne Kennedy (1968), Audre Lorde (1968), Maya Angelou (1969), So

nia Sanchez (1969), Toni Cade Bambara (1970), Mari Evans (1970), Nikki 
Giovanni (1970), Louise Meriwether (1970), Toni Morrison (1970), Alexis 

DeVeaux (1973), Ntozake Shange (1977), and many others. I Walker herself 

had published also several volumes of poetry and three novels, including 

The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), Meridian (1976), and The Color 
Purple (1983), which was already infamous and drawing both acclaim and 
derision. These women were creating a steady stream of novels, short sto

ries, poems, plays, all of which were receiving attention in a serious man

ner from both popular and academic audiences. 

This "renaissance" marked a time when the world seemed inclined as 
never before to make room for the voices and talents of African American 

women. Literary critics-especially African American women scholars 

such as Barbara Christian, Nellie McKay, Deborall McDowell, Barbara 

Smith, and Mary Helen Washington, to name a few-were examining 

these new works and linking them to the past, as they began to recover a 

provocative history of ongoing literary contributions and achievements. 
Their work-along with other scholarship in women's studies, African 

diasporic studies, and other areas within cultural studies-began to shed 

light on lives, conditions, and achievements in ways that pushed the 

boundaries of knowledge and questioned former interpretations of what 
is valuable in human endeavor. Thereby, the base of cultural production 

to which Walker contributed as a creative writer, with Search being one ti

tle among several, was rich and rewarding. 

In addition, however, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens holds a second 

distinction. This volume, especially the title essay, received considerable 

attention as a signal publication in what was then the budding field of 

Black feminist studies. Not only was Walker perceived to be a writer who 
became an object of study, she was also recognized as an important con

tributor to Black feminist thought by the way in which this essay helped 

to shape the theoretical and political frameworks through which interpre

tations of writers like herself could be drawn. In particular Walker added 
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the term, womanist, to feminist analysis, to characterize the proactivism 
of African American women. She offered the now much quoted state
ment, "Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender" (In Search of Our 
Mothers' Gardens, xii). Before the popularization of this term in feminist 
studies, many African American women in academic and nonacademic 
worlds had been resistant to an alliance with the mainstream feminist 
movement, a movement racked both historically and in the modern era 
with ideological differences and political tensions between white women 
and women of color.2 However, womanist, especially as presented 
throughout the essays in Search, participated in forging new pathways to 
ongoing dialogue about issues of gender, race, class, and culture. 

In contrast to these two distinctions for Walker's volume, a third 
passed relatively unnoticed and unmarked. This book was not a collec
tion of short fiction or poetry. It was a collection of essays. In 1983, as 
nonfiction rather than fiction, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens stood 
apart from other praiseworthy publications by African American women, 
but it did not stand alone. It was very mum in the company of others. In 
1981, for example, poet June Jordan published On Civil Wars and political 
activist Angela Davis published Women, Race, and Class; in 1984 poet Au
dre Lorde published Sister Outsider and cultural critic bell hooks pub
lished Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. These collections show 
that, as in the case of the other genres of poetry, drama, and fiction, the 
momentum for the publishing of essays by African American women was 
also increasing. Since the 1980s this group has been joined by others, 
among them Nikki Giovanni, Patricia Williams, Toni Morrison, Maya 
Angelou, and Pearl Cleage, to name ouly a few. 

Walker and her fellow essay writers are consistent in demonstrating 
their keen abilities in this genre. Their tendency is not to switch from 
more dominant creative forms to essays, however, but to use more than 
one form, with the second or third choice being the essay. Their patterns 
of productivity indicate that, in each case, these women are engaging in 
other professional writing activities and also writing essays. They are po
ets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and scholars. They are also 
writers of essays in the public domain. On one hand, we might say then 
that these women are writing across genres, which suggests an inclination 
as writers to be multidiroensional, to demonstrate a general commitment 
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to productivity, and to evidence a specific desire not to limit their visions 
or their voices in any way by the form of expression. Another way ofstat
ing it is that the writers have an irresistible desire to write=in;ft;;-do so 
by w.hatevea;;~~~~~ppIQPriaJUtiliejiiDi: 'ThisffeJiioilirysuggests 

tha!!!les_e .. writers. ar.e . .pperatiJ!gllot.illst aesthetica.ilY.Rl!!aJ§QXhetorically. 

In usiJ:tg}aIlgu<.ge.andliteracy.acrossa ... Il1."tr!J<: .. oL~()I!lI!lill!icative.J>_ffiC
ticesL!.l!~.Lil!Il~tJ:ate_how highly .tlJel'.y.,uueJ:heplaceand.function. of lan
guaae in th~es. 

If we accept this latter interpretation of African American women's 

productivity, then we can see a ,E."ttern emerging, regardless of the form 
of expression. These writers hahitu_<illxioj;lIS.ordssues-with-soGiopolitic,u 
import. TheYJYtit~outtlre-world-aronnd-them;-raising-forsctutiny the 
~ 

experience of living as people of African desc:.~,. They chronicle relation-
ships of people in culturally definable places and under conditions that 
make visible the person,u, social, economic, and political dimensions of 
these relationships. As poets, novelists, and playwrights, they amplify ex
perience, focusing readers' attention instructively on dimensions of this 
experience that establish the unique viewpoints of African American 
women as a gendered, racialized, and economically defined group. They 
draw readers into their imaginatively rendered worlds, demonstrating 
their abilities variously, and in the 1980s with increased frequency they 
began to receive critical attention and praise.' 

Typically, the viewpoints of these writers counter, question, or open 
new doors in the interpretation of experience---and engage readers 
provocatively in a consideration of other ways of seeing and understand
ing. As Mae Gwendolyn Henderson (1992) has suggested, in expressing 
their own perspectives and interpretations African American women 
writers engage in complex discursive practices that mirror the complex 
social, historical, and cultural positions from which they speak. Theyen
gage in a "simultaneity of discourse;" speaking in the creation of a single 
text both in a plurality of voices and in a multiplicity of discourses. 
Through their characters and narrative personae, they "speak in tongues;' 
a metaphor Henderson (1992) uses to explain not just multivocality but 
the gifts of prophecy and interpretation. 

In a contrast between this sense of African American women's use of 
creative forms and their use of the essay as a nonfiction form, the first 
point to emerge is that these women are writers with specific motives, 
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and if we take into account the purposefulness of their actions as writers, 
three features emerge. First of all, viewing African American women writ
ers across genres reveals more clearly the extent to which they are deliber
ately engaging in the social and political conversations around them, with 
the essay revealing more clearly perhaps than other forms how their in
terests are not just in expressing themselves in writing but in using lan
guage in such a way as to affect the reader's heart, mind, and soul. Cer
tainly, they seek to render an experience well, but when we raise questions 
about audience, purpose, form, agency, and voice, for example, what be
comes dearer is that they also evidence a desire, although perhaps a sec
ondary one, to "move)) the audience, that is, to inspire change-in think
ing, feeling, and behavior. Moreover, in the resonances between their 
essay writing and their writing in other genres, African American women 
writers exhibit the same multivocal abilities as they do in their other liter
ate forms. In essays, theyspeak in a plurality ofvoices andaI!!llltipJicity 

of ~}!rses:-Witl).th"e~say,]lQw"y~~;tJM,JL~p!l~t.speakthrollgh the 
mirroring effects of fiction, poetry, and drarnJlJheppeak.as.themsel"es 
(whomever theyj1l:\ilgme.those..se!vesto.be),.as.speakingsubjectsdace-to-

-----,~ .. ~-.' -
:~:;.;<~;,-=r~ .. withtl1~ir rea.<ler§,."!l<ld!WYSQ!)S![y~t!hemse.lves .vari-

~ 

I am .. nOLasserting.!!ll. e.ssffi&alJ,sm about African, American women 
writers ~~sayists. Quite the contratY. E~e~ ~-;;';;:~~ry exa;;;;;;ation of 
their works demonstrates a full range of variation in terms of both sub

stance and style. Rather, T am saying_that,.despjt.!' .. !hl~--"'!Ii.~tr,.Jhe!~.re
maitl. re.s().n",!l<;.es,.l'![1ish.1;>~come .visible ... through., the· analytical lens , of 
rhetorical<l~~.i.siJ).Il;ll1aking. I am suggesting that the publication of In 
Search of Our Mothers' Gardens constitutes an occasion to consider the es
say a distinctive form, which makes visible the connections within 
African American women's writing between literacy (in this case the use 
of written language) and sociopolitical intent. The essay as a generic form 
offers a unique opportunity to analyze how a writer foregrounds experi
ences, establishes a speaking self, and showcases a mind at work. 

In the case of African American women, this generic focus makes visi
ble the importance of literate flexibility. With the very act of choosing 
flexibility as a value-that is, in their writing in multiple genres-this 
group of women writers permits us to see the complementarity of their 
messages, audiences, and purposes. We can notice their tendencies to 
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have not just more than one richly endowed voicing of an experience or 
point of view, but more than one means of rendering such a voice. They 
convey an intent to satisfy (more comprehensively than just one mode 
can do) two imperatives: to enact their own complex expressive purposes 
and to meet a range of audience needs. One might say that these writers 
embrace the notion that what they feel compelled to say is not only worth 
saying more than once but also worth hearing in more than one way. In 
using rhetorical analysis, therefore, we bring into bolder relief the many 
ways African American women exhibit, throughout their literate prac
tices, an understanding-(whether conscious or tacit) not just of "voice" 
but of "register." 

Further, as a distinctive expressive form, the essay permits African 
American women to claim a personal speaking/thinking presence. The 
writers can assume positions in their texts as interpreters and theorizers 
of experience, not solely as people who render experience for aesthetic 
purposes in multivocal ways.5 In other words, as creative writers African 
American women are typically characterized as storytellers and artists. As 
essayists, however, they can be viewed as intellectuals, as theorists, as 
women who think critically and creatively about the worlds around 
them. Through essays, they seize the opportunity to speak directly with 
their readers rather than indirectly through the mediating effects of char
acters. This feature of essay writing has been established by scholars in 

genre studies (see Butrym 1989; Freedman and Medway '994; De Obaldia 
1995; Heilker 1996) as a distinctive one. 

Prominent among other features that consistently recur with the essay 
is that it is marked by indeterminacy. It is fluid and flexible. ResearclIers 
have argued, however, that there are enough other features to suggest a 
need to add a fourth genre category to the typical ones of poetry, drama, 
and fiction.6 By this reckoning, the essay can be categorized as anonfic
tion form, along with others such as biography, autobiography, personal 
parrative, creative nonfiction, and so on, all of whiclI African American 
women have chosen to use. If we concentrate on just their use of the es
say, however, rather than all nonfiction forms, the essay consistently 
shows the following features: 

1. The writer is self-authorized. 
2. The "I" perspective is foregrounded. 
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3. Knowledge and understanding are grounded in experience. 
4. There is a sense of a mind at work. 
5. The thinking is explotatory, unfinished, open-ended. 
6. The writer recogni2es a listening audience and expects response. 
7. The writer invites skepticism and thereby situates the text as going 

quite appropriately against the grain of current practice. 
S. The text is situated in time and place and.is thereby responsive to 

its context-the material realities of time, place, and the person/writer. 
9. The writer's knowledge, experience, and insight can intersect in 

.variable ways. 
10. The form itself is protean and lends itself easily to an incorpora

tion of a full range of expressive and organizational devices. 

Because of such features, the essay has tremendous flexibility across a 
range of rhetorical, ideological, experiential, and aesthetic choices. It is 
capable of serving multiple purposes, including informative and persua
sive purposes, which can also include using the essay as an instrument of 
healing, that is, for purposes that are cathartic, purgative, and affirmative; 
that release and direct energy; that cleanse the heart, spirit, and physical 
body in order to harmonize the self; that speak "truth:' in saying to one
self and to others what needs to be said in the interests of sanity, har
mony, and balance. All of these features are evident in the collective body 
of .A!ricanAmerican women's essays.? 

Many scholars in genre studies see the advantage of conceptualizing 
rhetorical analysis and literary analysis as being interrelated rather than 
as ;"epresenting separate domams of aniilysis. So do 1. Inls book central
izes, however, basic rhetorical questIons concerning voice, vision, agency, 
audience, form, and so on. Even so, I do not wish to polarize this analyti
cal frame in either binary or exclusive terms. Instead I am suggesting that, 
in the case of African American women's essay writing, rhetorical analysis 
is one mechanism for paying attention to both generic form and the "per
formance" of it. My focus is on the essay as one type ofliterate action. My 
intentis to pay particular attention to this form as a conscIous act of lan
guage use that occurs in a specific time and space and that results from 
specific processes, including sociopolitical processes. Through this ex
pressive choice, African American women present to the world their vi
sions, values, and desires-with one of those desires, as illustrated by the 
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actual essays over time, being a desire to inspire advocacy and activism in 

the interests of humanity and particularly of the African American com

munity. 

These writers often assert forthrightly a desire to change perceptions, 

attitudes, and behaviors in themselves, their readers, and the world. They 

often foreground by topic and purpose that they are writing with a spe

cific interest in issues, impacts, and consequences. Their choices suggest 

that, instead oflooking at African American women's essays in an isolated 

way as a nonfiction expression of viewpoint or at their use of literary gen

res in an isolated way as enactments of aesthetic sensibilities, this analysis 

can make room for the merging of these two sets of interests (aesthetic 

sensibilities and a social agenda) as we gain a broader sense of what con

stitutes their literate experience. With a view of literacy as landscape, 

then, in this book I focus on ways to view kaleidoscopically the complex 

relationships between the use of written language and a desire for social 

action. 

Social advocacy and activism constitute, therefore, an important ana

lytical value (see chapter 3 for a discussion of the two terms advocacy and 

activism). Through this measure, we note that in the 1980s there was a 

convergence of two critical factors. The first one was not new. Walker and 

others stepped from behind the veil of story and character or narrative 

persona to say-as themselves-what was on their minds, and many of 

their messages showed their social and political concerns. The second was 

new and thereby the ingredient in the process that truly set the moment 

apart. With the perception of a literary renaissance, ·these writers were 

finding audiences as never before for all their writing, regardless of genre. 

There was a convergence of productivity and opportunity for publica

tion. The mass availability of African American women's writing opened 

a space as never before, for anyone who is willing to look, to notice the 

critical connections between their writing and their interests in social ac

tion. These women were publicly asserting themselves not only as writers 

with skills and abilities but also as writers with intellectual, social, and 

political intent. Their essays offer us prime examples of the will and ca

pacity to use literate resources in order to participate in public arenas, 

and also of the desire to generate, and not just participate in, sociopoliti

cal action. With a clearer sense of the complexity of their expressive pur-
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poses, we see a connection for the Langston Hughes metaphor cited at 
the beginning of the chapter. Among African American women there is 
the possibility of an ancient and dusky wisdom and the evidence of an 
ancient and dusky commitment to language and action. 

If we consider the 1980s as a dynamic rather than a singular moment, 
the potential for understanding increases. First, we can assume that just as 

the writing of poetry, fiction, and dram.~},jrtkfQI)l~!!!RQm.!J': wo.!!'~n with 
others whoh;\.e gone befor;;;-;;·t,;~-·;re there historical connectio~s for 

nonfiaioriWfitifig.TIie recoveryof tli~~~say~;;ifug'p;~cti~~~r;:~~lier 
-~-'~ .. ~".'--. 

women documents that over tinle the written word has been a well-used 
tool for sociopolitical activism, and that the essay, as a flexibly defined 
form, has constituted traces of a fully flowing stream of productivity and 
intellectual engagement. For this point to be established in a straightfor
ward rather than an incidental manner, however, more substantive ques

tions arise than those of sinlple recognition: 

1. When we examine material conditions surrounding the acquisition 
of literacy by African American women, what do we notice about the inl
pact of these factors on the choices they have made in using literacy? 

2. How have these practices developed over tinle? 
3. What is particular about this connection between writing and ac

tivism? 
4. What differences have our analyses of African American women's 

writing, especially their essay writing, made in our understanding oflan
guage and literacy more generally or in our understanding of the prac
tices and achievements of this particular group? 

In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens, as a collection that was published at 
this critical juncture of productivity and broad publication and as a col
lection recognized also for expressive excellence, offers a useful place to 
begin in developing a theoretical view.8 On a basic level, the collection 
provides an example from which to think about connections between 
language and action in a specific set of hands. On another level-in con
cert with Walker's second collection, Living by the Word-it serves also as 
a gateway for formulating an inquiry process and developing from it an 
analytical framework. With a framework designed to take into account 
connections between language and action, we can look beyond Walker's 
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individual habits toward the patterns that connect her in meaningful 

! ways to a whole spectrum of women acro~s time, who, like her, have 

" found their own ways to use literate resources in the interests of a so-
N"ciopolitical agenda. 

; ~ As well known as Walker is for her participation in the ongoing cre'¥ ative trust of African American women, as a writer of essays she remains 

r recognized and to some extent described but still inadequately analY2ed.' 
f "kl This situation mirrors the tradition of essay writing itself. Only in the last 

~ decade or so has the essay experienced a resurgence in scholarly attention 

\J' as a respected subject of analysis worthy of study in its own right." With 

'\-- the research that is ongoing, however, the yield to scholarship in terms of 

~ '1 the nature, means, and measure of this form has the potential to be con
~ § siderable. Using Walker as a case in point, two basic questions help to fo

\; cus this generic approach more sharply and situate it within a frame of 

-l} ~ discovery: (1) By what values does Walker define her task as an essay 

J 1 ~ writer? and (2) What are the distinguishing characteristics of her way of 

., I seeing and expressing in this form that would suggest a pattern of action 

'- that might be instructive for the examination of other African American 

f!-$ women writers? The fundamental objective of such an inquiry is to read 

)\,>;~. Walker's text with two assumptions: (1) that African American women 
~ , write essays with specific and deliberate intentions; and (2) that even 

t ) though their practices may vary in style and content, the material condi

~ ~ tions of life and work for African American women significantly shape 

~ '\'lIIld inform the manner and means of their rhetorical behavior. 

TM WyUut Tad" 
In ''An Essay on Alice Walker" (1979), Mary Helen Washington con

cluded: 

From whatever vantage point one investigates the work of Alice Walker-poet, 
novelist, short story writer, critic, essayist, and apologist for black women-it is 

• clear that the special identifying mark of her writing is her concern for the lives 
of black women ... her main preoccupation has been the soul of black women. 
Walker herself, writing about herself as writer, has declared herself committed to 
"exploring the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of 
black women:' (132) 

In an interview with Claudia Tate (1983), Walker stated: "Twentieth

century Black women writers all seem to be much more interested in the 
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Black community, in intimate relationships, with the white world as 

backdrop, which is certainly the appropriate perspective in my view" 

(181). In other words, Walker defined her general task as a writer to be the 

illumination and interpretation of the lives and conditions of African 
American people, especially African American women, with an awareness 

of the broader social context in which race, class, gender, and cultnre con

verge. 
Since then, Walker has gone on to articulate her philosophical perspec

tive more directly in her second collection of essays, Living by the Word 
(1988). In this volume, using the essay as amplifier, she makes four types 

of statements that collectively draw out in broad terms a rhetorical frame 

for language and action. In one essay, "The Old Artist: Notes on Mr. 

Sweet:' Walker says: 

He was an artist. He went deep into his own pain and brought out words and 
music that made us happy, made us feel empathy for anyone in trouble, made us 
think. We were taught to be thankful that anyone would assume this risk .... 
This was obviously my legacy, as someone who also wanted to be an artist and 
who was not only black and poor, but a woman besides, if only I had the guts to 
accept it. (38-39) 

With this statement Walker inscribes the notion that one role for a 

writer is to be courageous enough to go deeply into one's own mind, 

heart, soul, and experience and to bring forth language with social and 

persuasive intent in the interest of touching, teaching, and deeplyaffect

ing others. 
In another essay, "Trying to See my Sister:' Walker chronicles her failed 

attempt to see Dessie Woods, who by a questionable application of the 

law had been convicted for theft and murder and incarcerated in rural 
Georgia. Walker says: "Because it is obvious that black women do not 

have the right to self-defense against racist and sexist attacks by white 

men, I rewe I am in prison as well. In the prison visitors' book, under 

the date November 10, 1980, I sign my name as witness to our common 

oppression, and add 'Tried to see Dessie Woods: as a witness for myself" 

(23-24). Walker recogni2es the need for writers like herself to witness op

pression, to see one's own connectedness to it, and to record it for others 
to see, to know, and by extension, to be spurred toward action. This view 

enriches a lesson she reports learning in the essay that precedes this one, 

"Father:' In this essay, she discusses her relationship with and her under-
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standing of her father. She explains: "he taught me not to bother telling 
lies, because the listener might be delighted with the truth" (15). Walker 
encodes here a concern and respect for the power of "truth;' a term that 
deserves careful consideration in her work, as in African American 

women's writing generally, especially given the contemEary question
ing of "truth" as an absolute or as a universal concept. alker's view of 
truth, in contrast to a questioning of the viability of abs s, appears to 
be connected more directly to experience; to nanling the experience from 
a well-articulated and self-defined standpoint; to accurately representing 
it from that view; to using this viewpoint respectfully as a touchstone for 

ongoing interpretive needs; and to being willing to bear witness an~ive 
testimony based on the understanding that grows organically from it. 

Walker presents, perhaps, her most compelling vision oflangu' and 
action when we juxtapose two statements, one from each volume of es
says. First, in Search she says: "It is, in the end, the saving of lives that we 
writers are about .... We do it because we care .... We care because we 
know this: the life we save is our own" (1983:14). Second, in Living by the 
Word, .she says: "I learn that the writer's pen is a microphone held up to 
the mouths of ancestors and even stones of long ago .... The magic of 
this is not so much in the power of the microphone as in the ability of the 
nonhuman object or aninlal to be and the human aninlal to perceive its 
being" (1988:170). Walker embraces in these statements the power of a 
perception that is well rooted in knowledge and understanding of the 
past, and she embraces compassion. With this combination she places 
herself in context and makes a space for action, especially her own indi
vidual action, in the saving of lives. 

As an individual, Walker presents herself as a person who has grown 
up a poor African American female in the rural South. Her circumstances 
set her apart, make her unique, as do the contours of her life and history 
as a writer. As writer, she accepts the risk of seeing and perceiving deeply, 

. with the consequent obligation to speak eloquendy her own perceptions 
of truth. Walker clearly acknowledges that she speaks for herself, often in 
meditative and intimate terms. In speaking, however, she demonstrates 
ultimately a commilnlent to do more than sinlply speak. She displays also 
an interest in touching others profoundly in whatever sense of humanity 
they hold, such that at the end of Living by the Word, she commands in a 
gende, but nevertheless insistent voice, "We are indeed the world. Ouly if 
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we have reason to fear what is in our own hearts need we fear for the 

planet. Teach yourself peace. Pass it on" (193; original emphasis). 
By the tinle of the publication of Living by the Word, we see that 

Walker extends her concern for the issues and problems of the African 

American community in broad context to a concern for human and non

human beings in the broadest of contexts, the universe. She pays atten
tion to the quality of perception, the need for compassion, the multiple 

ways in which everything in the world stands in relation to everything 

else. In this work, she merges basic concerns for perception, compassion, 

and broad context; she views herself as a person of the world and views 
her task as saving both the world and those of us in it in all of our variety. 

The, Wyitur choice, 
Establishing Walker as an example of African American women essay

ists carries with it the need to look at how she defines the scope and pos

sibilities of her task as writer. Important also is the need to examine the 

distinguishing characteristics of her way of seeing and expressing in this 
form. First, the content of her essays shows a broad range of sociopolitical 

concerns, a matrix of issues related to personal growth and achievement, 

and her awareness of the many challenges of living and breathing in the 

presence of others-interests she obviously shares with other African 
American women writers. Second, equally instructive are her structure 

and style in helping us think beyond her participation in a lively collec

tive conversation to the identification of patterns of engagement that 

might suggest a larger picture for language use. 
Walker's practices as an essayist vary. What is striking across the range 

of practices is general characteristics that seem to offer a useful analytical 

lens. We can begin the analysis with Walker's own meta-discourse about 

what she is doing. In "The Dummy in the Window:' Walker says: 

folklore [storytelling, wise sayings, community rituals] is at the heart of self-ex
pression and therefore at the heart of self-acceptance . .. in accepting one's own 
folklore, one risks learning almost too much about one's self . .. . My view is that 
we needn't pull away from them because of the pain. We need simply to try to 
change our own feelings and our own behavior so that we don't have to burden 
future generations with these same afflictions:' (Living by the Word 32) 

Walker confirms that she defines her task in terms of deep perception 

and compassion, and in terms of thoughtful action. She recognizes the 
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power of specific experience, of being willing to know the self deeply, and 
of using this knowledge to function as an individual, who in her. case hap
pens to write for a living. She unburdens future generations by taking 
onto her own shoulders the challenge of envisioning how she can learn to 
live a better life so that others to come do not have to solve this problem 
from step one. By extension, her unburdening also includes the unarticu
lated agreement to be a model-as she explains in "Saving the Life That Is 
Your Own" (Search 3-14)-for someone yet unborn who may in the dis
tant unknown future need one. 

In following through with her task, Walker claims storytelling and also 
other creative forms such as poetry as available techniques. She sees them 
as critical to the whole sense-making process. It is inadequate to say in a 
sinIplistic way that Walker tells stories or writes poetry even though un
questionably she is a fiction writer and a poet. For this analysis what is 
more striking is the consistency with which she affords these strategies a 
place of honor and preference, even when she writes in a more expository 
form. In addition, Walker consistently uses classical arrangements that 
historically are more attributable in the African American community to 
oral practices than to literate ones. As noted by scholars s)lch as Eric 
Havelock (1988), classical rhetoric is rooted in orality. Coincidentally or 
not, in African American communities, classical rhetoric has been most 
vibrantly internalized in community practices through oratory, such as 
preaching. In her essays, Walker demonstrates that classical arrangement 
is indeed a well-internalized organizational building block. 

In order to clarify the inIport of both storytelliog (narrative tech
niques) and classical arrangements and to connect them to similar pat
terns among other writers, we can turn to scholars, including Havelock, 
who study the convergence of oral and literate practices in cross-cultural 
communication. In "The OralJLiterate Continuum in Discourse" (1982), 
for example, DeboralI Tannen underscores fluidity between practices. II 
She posits an oralJliterate continuum that reflects the degree to which a 
communicator focuses either on the audience (a responsibility associated 
with oral traditions) or on the content (a responsibility associated with 
literate traditions). The inIplication here is that a communi~ator who has 
internalized values from a cultural system that holds oral practices in 
high esteem is likely to carry those values into her literate practices as 
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well, such that sense-making strategies are perceived flexibly and the lines 
between orality and literacy blur, sometimes to such an extent that inter
pretive power comes not from separating the practices but from acknowl
edging the blurring. 

Tannen also cites the work of Paul Kay (1977) who uses the terms aU-) 
tonomous and non-autonomous to explain the location of meaning in the 
process of communication and the mechanisms by which it is conveyed 
or signaled by a communicator. According to Tannen, the encoding of in- . 
formation autonomously (that is, in the language itself) is typicallyasso
ciated with literate practices, and the simultaneous encoding of informa
tion in channels other than linguistic ones (through paralinguistic or 
semiotic features, for example) is typically associated with oral practices. 
From this perspective, the merging of spoken and written discourse prac
tices encourages a consideration, not of whether a practice is of one type 
or the other, but of how the relationships between communicator, audi
ence, and message are negotiated by a communicator within a particular 
community. 

In the case of essay writing, such negotiations contribute to the inde
terminate qualities of the genre itself. In the essay, the triadic relation
ships between communicator, audience, and message function in a fun
damentally non-autonomous way. Knowledge is grounded in experience; 
conventions and traditions can be treated with great skepticism; notions 
of truth and insight are rooted in the particularities of time and place and 
are thereby subject to revision. With such a protean genre, inevitably, 
there is the possibility~ven the probability--Qf fluidity and flexibility 
in the meaning-making process. In other words, there is an opportunity 
for oral and literate practices to merge variously. Two of the values that 
seem most tested are (1) the extent to which the audience is allowed an 
active or interactive role, rather than a passive one, and (2) the extent to 
which pathetic and ethical arguments, as compared with mainly rational 
arguments, assume value in the sense-making process. By these means, 
rhetorical choices multiply and the triadic relationships themselves trans
form. 

Given this set of features African American women essayists have ac
cess to a well-endowed range of options for language and action. The ex
istence of this flexibility underscores the need for researchers to examine 
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['£Oth context and ethos, while at the same time retaining a concern for the 
, initially identified set of triadic concerns (communicator, audience, and 
message). In the case of the original triad, however, we need a new cate
gory-rhetorical action,12 so the focus shifts from concerns about com
municator, audience, and message to concernS about context, ethos, and 
rhetorical action, all with the analytical intent of examining both au

tonomous and non-autonomous locations of meaning.' 
Adding to the dynamism ofthis view is the work of Wallace L. Chafe. 

In "Integration and Involvement in Speaking, Writing, and Oral litera
ture" (1982), Chafe distinguishes between "detachment" (qualities associ
ated with written language that serve to distance it from specific concrete 
realities) and "involvement" (qualities associated with spoken language 
that indicate relationships to and identification with the audience). Chafe 
isolates several features of spoken discourse that become useful in identi
fying features in written discourse that might signal a blurring of oral and 
literate practices. Among these are references to the speaker (or the use of 
"1"); references to the speaker's own mental processes (the unpacking of a 
mind at work, which would suggest that the essay is a particularly appro
priate form); the use of devices that monitor the communication charmel 
(that question, for example, whether an audience is listening and under
standing); the use of emphatic particles (vocabulary that signals levels of 
enthusiasm and commitment); fuzziness (the use of hedges by which 
communicator and audience can engage in conditional involvement); the 
use of direct quotations (which, in effect, evoke a specific concrete real
ity); the use of memorable images (to help carry critical ideas and con
nect them meaningfully with experience). 

Further, Chafe identifies parallel connections between ritualized spo
ken language such as storytelling and written language. He recognizes 
that both means of expression have the quality of permanence: the text is 
reread; the story is retold, albeit perhaps not always exactly so but with a 
degree of constancy that, as with written text, indicates high regard. The 
implications for Walker and other African American women essay writers 
is provocative. The question is not whether orality and literacy can be dis
tinguished and isolated, but the extent to which these writers offer evi
dence of involvement, rather than detamment, and the ways in which 
they may have capitalized on composing strategies across genres-for ex-
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ample, in Walker's case, the use of poetry, narrative techniques, and 
arrangements from both oratorical and written discourse practices. 

To summarize, in this analysis, the point of <!!'l1artwe for ,!_90se ,(l1laly
sis of Walker's essays'ls'the;;;' in ~hich she merges oral and literate 

pra~ Central~QP,i:t!l~~~g!a_teg",~Is her atteiinonto't!1e triadic di
mensions of sense-making-that is, to a kaleidoscopic view of context, 

ethos, and rhetorical action, totire1:en<lemyto connect:wn.ter,.audjence, 
and message in specffican(rconcretewa:ys:F~rth~~:-Waiker uses language 

~-_ _"-'::':2-c.c.=:.c.;::=-== 
non-autonomously, in that she signals involvement rather than detach-
ment, ana she uses narrative tedlliiques;-and o~c::asi§ti!!fiP.QJ:1qr;Jii]he. 

making o~d !h-,ufrucfurin.i.?:(~gliJ:ne~t.s._tjlat actually bring 
qualities_of orality r~the!._ili.anJit~@0'_tQ..the_J~l<1.,.:rhese characteristics 
serve to question provocatively "great divide" assumptions about literacy 
and orality and to support the notion that both oral conventions and lit
erate conventions are part and parcel of a collective of communicative re
sources, regardless of whether we choose to speak or to write.13 

Consider at this point "My Father's Country Is the Poor" (Search 
199-222). Walker begins this essay with a passage from Angela Davis's au
tobiography, in which Davis describes the Cuban delegation at the 1962 

World Youth Peace Festival in Helsinki. Walker proceeds to establish a 
contrast between Davis's political maturity and her own, beginning then 
to establish her own level of awareness and to chronicle her own move to

ward political enlightenment and fer understanding of the Cuban 
people. Right from the beginning, Walker chooses involvement rather 

than detachment and unfolds her 0 athw~to enlightenment as an ,~. 
invitation to readers to walk with her and listen. tk I(If<r ....,,-

Walker proceeds then to use two ~as:ical tro s, ~aphora (where one p;~ 
word or word group forms the begInnIng of succeSSIve clauses) and an- . 
tithesis (where contrasting ideas are juxtaposed, often in parallel struc-
ture): 

Many Americans who visit Cuba complain that life there is hard. And it is. But 
they do not seem adequately impressed by the fact that poverty has been elimi
nated, or that nearly all the people can read: that a 300,ooo-copy printing of a 
new book can be sold out in days. They do not seem awed by a country that pro
vides free medical care to all its citizens, and labors daily to provide decent hous
ing for everyone, They do not say-as I feel-that a hard life shared equally by 
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all is preferable to a life of ease and plenty enjoyed by a few. Standing in line for 
hours to receive one's daily bread cannot be so outrageous if it means every per
son will receive bread, and no one will go to bed hungry at night. (203) 

The effect is intense. By this parallelism ("They do not ... "), contrast 
("life there is hard ... life of ease"), and implied contrast (outrageous 
versus not outrageous), she stacks the deck to the extent that the reader 
might ask, "Can this be true?" Walker then says, "I went to Cuba" (203), 

which provides an introduction for a narrative digression, or for what 
couId be called narrative support for her move toward enlightenment. In 
the next few pages the reader experiences Cuba as Walker reflects on her 
experience of it. There are descriptive passages, dialogue, excerpts from 
other writers, even a poem. She creates a literary quilt of the Cuba she 
eame to know. Then she signals the end of the narrative by stating, "What 
Cuba teaches is that revolution is not a flash in the pan of injustice" (209). 

At this point, Walker pushes forward but just a few pages later she halts 
once more. This time her digression is to tell a dream, which she artfully 
connects to her experiences in Cuba-not with an expository interpreta
tion of the dream but by establishing descriptively that her father who 
appears in the dream looks very much like a man she met in Cuba. As it 
turns out in her essay, the man, who has other parallels to her father, is in
strumental-through her observations of hiJn.-in clarifying her under
standing of Cuba, and in establishing a personalized connection for her 
to the Cuban people. 

At the end of the essay, Walker says: "In spite of everything that threat
ens to make them less than free to be themselves, I believe, with them, 
that they will continue to win" (222). With this statement she connects 
with a community, identifying in a meaningful way with the Cuban peo

ple. She does not say, "I agree."v\'llat sll,,~ays is,:I belie"e with them,: and 
somehgw, ha¥ing been taken through the...es.SJIY_'!S we have, we can accept 
this statemen!-not as universal truth but a~s..g.enuine Alic.l'_}Valker. She 

reflects inwardly and outwardlJldlll(L~eJJ;llsJ:h~Jrtlth, her ~th. From 
onepoint-ofview,we cangy:thatWalkerJ;~~iiVitli.a_§!QI}'1<ill.~!'S eyes and __ _ 
th~Lshe presents her vision with the assistance of as!()D'teller's tools. 

--~'--"---'-"~"--'"-----'--'-- , - - ,---,- - - , "_---... 
Further evidence of her use of this organizational and conceptual 

strategy appears in "Zora Neale Hurston: A Cautionary Tale and a Parti
san View" (Search 83-92). Walker starts with a narrative of how she dis-
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covered Hurston. She establishes the point of the narration, pushes on, 

and then establishes her own point, her personal connection and the 

identification of how a deeper perception obligated her to act: 

Eventually, however, I discovered that I repudiate and despise the kind of criti
cism that intimidates rather than instructs the young; and I dislike fear, espe
cially in myself. I did then what fear rarely fails to force me to do; I fought back. I 
began to fight for Zora and her work; for what I knew was good and must not be 
lostto us. (87) 

In the next few pages Walker expounds beautifully on Hurston and 

why she values her so. In a very moving passage, she identifies why this 

essay is a "cautionary" tale, using again the classical anaphora: 

Without money of one's own in a capitalist society, there is no such thing as in
dependence. This is, one of the clearest lessons of Zora's life, and why I consider 
the telling of her life "a cautionary tale:' We must learn from it what we can. 

Without money, an illness, even a simple one, can undermine the will. With
out money, gettiug into a hospital is problematic and gettiug out without money 
to pay for the treatment is nearly impossible. Without money, one becomes de
pendent on other people, who are likely to be-even in their kindness-erratic ' 
in their support and despotic in their expectations of return. Zora, was forced to 
rely, like Tennessee Williams's Blanche, "on the kindness of strangers:' Can any
thing be more dangerous, if the strangers are forever in control? Zora, who 
worked so hard, was never able to make a living from her work. (90) 

The anaphora (,Without money ... "), the question ("Can anything be 

more dangerous?"), and the contrast of effort and reward build a power

ful image. The reader is led to see helplessness, meaningless waste, and 

perhaps even tragedy. Walker ends this essay with: 'We are a people. A 

people do not throw their geniuses away. And if they are thrown away, it 

is our duty as artists and as witnesses for the future to collect them again 
for the sake of our children, and, if necessary, bone by bone" (92). She ac

knowledges a community and her own obligations as a member of this 

community, and she ends with an abstraction, a generalization about 

people and artists. She reflects inwardly and outwardly and tells a truth

once again, her own deeply perceived truth. 

These two essays are representative of Walker's tendencies to insorpo

r,¥-;;;"'Iatil1e..i~es both_ conZeptua}!r~d structurally into her es
.§mIs. In these examples the lines are very fine indeed between storyteller 

and essayist, and the lines between oral discourse and written discourse 
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are equally fine. The reader is easily struck by Walker's nonconformity to 
traditional literate practices, which value detachment. Walker uses her/ 
own experiences to forge direct connections with the reader. She takes 
advantage of oratorical qualities to connect both emotionally and ethi
cally to values and beliefs, and she freely and easily uses descriptive detail 

and dialogue to weave her expository tale. This combination of rhetorical 
choices, however, is not always present in Walker's essays. 

In "Nuclear Madness: What You Can Do;' (Search 343-46) Walker' evi
dently sees her task to be moderately different. This essay is a book re
view, and Walker gets right to the point without the benefit of descriptive 
or narrative elaboration: "Nuclear Madness is a book you should read im
mediately. Before brushing your teeth. Before making love. Before lunch" 
(343). This anaphora ("Before .. :'), a technique that may be a stylistic fa
vorite for her, quickly establishes with some apparent humor that she has 
serious points to make about this book. After considering the subject 
(nuclear madness), though, the snappy fragments also evoke a sense of 
urgency and a need (indicated by the way she begins the essay) to get on 
with it. And moving on with it she does-while maintaining both the hu
mor and the urgency, while making pathetic, ethical, and logical appeals, 
and also while using each of these techniques to forge, again, a direct and 
personal relationship with the reader. 

After indicating the author of the book (Helen Caldicott), Walker asks 
a variation on the question in her title: "What can we do?" Her use of the 
first person pronouns ("I" and "we") creates a communal space for her
self and for the reader as she makes a passionate case for responsible ac
tion. She then answers the question: "I do not believe we should waste 
any time looking for help from our legal system. Nor do I have faith in 
politicians, scientists, or 'experts: I have great faith, however, in individual 
people .... All individuals we must join others" (345). Walker goes on to 
offer several solutions for individual and collective action: "Write letters 
to those senators and congressmen who are making it easy for the nu
clear-power industry to kill us; tell them if they don't change, 'cullud' are 
going to invade their fallout shelters" (345). The reader can see her humor 
and her values, made even clearer by her final sentence: "But first, read 
Caldicott's book, and remember: the good news may be that Nature is 
phasing out the white man, but the bad news is that's who She thinks we 
are" (346). This short essay tells us about Walker as an African American, 
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as a female, and as a person with a sense of humor, who cares about envi
ronmental issues-and about the obligation of human beings to hold 
themselves accountable. 

One final example of Walker as essayist is "The Divided Life of Jean 
Toomer" (Search 60-5). In this essay she again demonstrates an interest in 
African American artists, in African American women, and in commu
nity. Her effort is to talk about the "Jean Toomer mystery:' in light of two 
of his works, the novel Cane and a multigenre collection edited by Dar
win T. Turner entitled The Wayward and the Seeking. Walker uses these 
two works to clarify the type of person she thinks the author is. She dis
cusses Toomer's struggle with his own racial identity and his attitude to
ward African American men and women in Cane. Her manner in pre
senting these views reveals her concern with how African American 
artists respond to the experience of blackness and to the African Ameri
can community: 

It will no doubt be hard, if not impossible, for lovers of Cane to read The Way
ward and the Seeking (the title is from one of Toomer's poems) without feelings 
of disappointment and loss. Disappointment because the man who wrote so 
piercingly of "Negro" life in Cane chose to live his own life as a white man, while 
Hughes, Hurston, DuBois, and other Black writers were celebrating the black
ness in themselves as well as in their work. (62) 

Walker sets up an ethical dilemma, a situation where values contrast, 
but she speaks not as a person who seeks ouly to analyze but as one who 
also seeks compassionately to understand. By the process of her inqniry 
into the "mystery:' Walker does indeed come to an understanding. The 
strategies she employs in this inquiry process and in stating her conclu
sion are probably the most striking aspects of the essay. In the second 
paragraph, she states: Cane "was an inunediate hit among those writers 
who would eventually make the Harlem Renaissance ... though Toomer 
himself had considered Cane the 'swan song' of that culture" (61). With 
'''swan song' of that culture;' Walker plants an mage in the mind of the 
reader. The culture that Toomer chronicled in Cane was, in his view, 
dying. 

Walker spends the next four pages exploring the manner of man 
Toomer was. In a very moving paragraph (note again the anaphora, 
"They will ... "), Walker states: 
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To many who read this collection Toomer will appear to be, as he saw himself, a 
visionary in his assumption that he was "naturally and inevitably" an Ameri
can-a ({prototype" of the new race now evolving on the American continent, 
"neither white nor Black:' They will note that it was not Toomer who ordained 
that a single drop of Black blood makes one Black. Toomer, looking more white 
than Black, could as easily argue the opposite point: that several obvious drops 
of white blood make one white. They will think it heroic of Toomer to fling off 
racial labels and to insist on being simply "of the American race:' They will not 
be bothered by the thought that, during Toomer's lifetime, only white people 
were treated simply as Americans. (63) 

Walker raises positives and negatives, densely encoding a balance in 

her analysis in the face of an apparent conflict she feels with Toomer's 

values. She explores the possibility of the "death"-but she gives, and 

then she takes away. She acknowledges the position "they" may hold with 

regard to Toomer; then by implication she states what "bothers" her 

about holding this position. Through this type of structuring Walker en
courages the reader to see that beneath the surface there is discontinuity, 

something somewhat-maybe even seriously-out of order, something 

illogical. 
In the final paragraph, Walker acknowledges Cane as Toomer's finest 

work; but she also proclaims that he owes a debt to his grandmother, "she 

of the 'dark blood' to whom the book is dedicated" (65) and to his 

mother. Then Walker reminds us of her image and puts in two clever 

twists: "Cane was for Toomer a double 'swan song: He meant it to memo
rialize a culture he thought was dying, whose folk spirit he considered 

beautiful, but he was also saying good-bye to the 'Negro' he felt dying in 
himself" (65). With the first twist, Walker presents the "reported death" 
and then she explains the other, which to her seems from the historical 

data more likely to be the "real" death. The second twist comes in the last 

two sentences: "Cane then is a parting gift, and no less precious because 

of that. I think Jean Toomer would want us to keep its beauty, but let him 

go" (65). Walker further extends the "death" image by presenting Cane as 

"a parting gift." Then she demonstrates her compassion, her generosity 

and goodwill. She includes Toomer as a writer who can exist, at least sym
bolically through the existence of Cane, within her community by allow

ing him the privilege of being different, by allowing him to operate by a 

different set of values. Although she might prefer him to be otherwise, 
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Walker does not demand that Toomer conform. She accepts the gift he 
offers and allows him to move on. 

FofUVllItd PelJ'Ol'HUUtCe- tit, A"u'iIf:f l<itebJricat £1d:eItf 

In her essays Walker demonstrates she is a writer of note. She engages 
in her nonfiction-writing tasks with the same insight and caring for 
which she is noted in her creative works. She produces essays that can 
be appreciated for both substance and style and that offer evidence of 
both eloquence and elegance. Beyond these aesthetic qualities, however, 
Walker's essays also constitute a springboard from which to consider the 
ways and means of rhetorical performance-that is, the process of deci
sion-making that results in the performance itself. Paying attention to 
how the rhetorical features suggest the formation of ethos and identity, 
the formulations of task and purpose, and the use of various sense-mak
ing and organizational strategies makes us aware that Walker's writing is a 
complex literate event, deeply encoded with values and desires. In the es
says discussed here, for example, Walker establishes a frame of reference 
in which a sense of community is deemed valuable. She consistently 
forges connections between herself and her message, audience, and con
text. She uses these devices flexibly, with eloquence and with grace. 

In terms of generic form, Walker frequently begins an essay descrip
tively, establishes a point smoothly and gracefully with an elaboration, 
but then she stops this forward press to interject a descriptive or narra
tive digression. She uses narrative techniques so often to support her as
sertions that they seem actually to constitute the evidence itself. The out
come, however, is that she succeeds in making both pathetic and ethical 
links between herself and the reader. At this point, Walker might fall gin
gerly back into her original cadence, to continue a carefully reasoned ex
position, and then end this type of essay by moving to a larger view and 
articulating an abstraction, a generality. In essence, such strategies serve 
to isolate a territory, to frame it, so that a focal point can be drawn for 

sense-making. The1]ltilIlat.e,e.ffect is to pers().llcafu:e_m~id~.a,.to_shoF_the 
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the reader to see the point of view as gennine, as true to Alice Walker. Her 
ideas seem unassuming and profound; sometimes even prophetic. 

Moreover, Walker operates as a social critic, in the sense that she en
gages in critical commentary on the fabric of our daily lives. She con
structs a viewpoint that takes into account the simultaneous discourses of 
race, ciass, gender, and culture, a viewpoint easily available to women of 
color. With this womani,t viewpoint, as Walker names it, she inevitably 
operates both outside and inside the discourses of white male, African 
American male, white female, and Euro-American cultural traditions. 
Such practices we now recognize as core to what critics in the 1980s were 
naming the "renaissance" for African American women writers. In 
Walker's case, her fiction expresses this multivocality implicitly by the 
depth, quality, and growth of her characters within the circumstances she 
creates for them. In her essays, on the other hand, Walker speaks explicitly 
through her awareness of being African American, female, and artist in a 
racialized, gendered, capitalistic society. 

In terms of style, Walker does not always remain within conventional 
boundaries of exposition and argumentation. She weaves in and out of 
these modes-at will, as a master storyteller might well do-and operates 
as if there were indeed a fluid space in which both autonomous and non
autonomous rhetorical choices can be selected. Sometimes she uses nar
ration, description, dialogue, poetry, and powerful images, not just as in
terest -generating opening devices but as elaboration, as evidence for 
assertions that appeal to readers in terms oflogos, pathos, and ethos. Fur
ther, she consistently pays attention to the triadic relationships between 
herself, her audience, and the subject matter, referencing her personal vi
sion and experiences and the context in which she exists. She engages in a 
process of critical questioning (in the case of the examples here), by con
trast and implication, and she uses the voices of others to remind us to 
listen and to be compassionate. 

, In the same way that Walker sometimes quilts her stories, she also 
tends to quilt her essays, taking a piece here and a piece there, revealing a 
mind at work, unpacking ideas that are complex in what is typically a 
nonlinear fashion. She demonstrates a concern for content, for context, 
and especially for the beauty and power oflanguage, in keeping with both 
literate and oral practices. Often, her words are not simply well reasoned 
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and insightful but also well placed and well rooted in experience-bound 
inlages that evoke bodily response-in the head, the heart, the backbone, 
sometinles the stomach. The question lingers, then: How, after such treat
ment by a writer, does a reader actually resist a call for action? 

In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens, as an example of nonfiction writing 
by an African American woman, opens a window through which to per
ceive such writing in the context of lived experience. Walker writes from 
her own life and vision. Through her essays she inscribes a concern for 
others and for the malting of a better world for us all. When she writes 
with this agenda, she is not alone. She writes in the company of others. 
She lets us know, through the saliency of her work, that these others exist, 
if only we can notice they are there now and have been there all along
for as long as there have been women of African descent in North Amer
ica, if not beyond. In moving toward an appropriate theoretical frame to 
connect literacy and social action, therefore, we must take into account 
who these others are, where they come from, and how they might have 
helped to craft the space from which contemporary writers such as 

Walker might be privileged to speak. 
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If to speak in tongues is to utter mysteries in and through the Spirit, to prophesy 
is to speak to others in a (diversity of) language(s) which the congregation can 

understand. The Scriptures would suggest that the disciples were able to perform 

both. I propose, at this juncture, an enabling critical fiction-that it is black 
women writers who are the modern day apostles. empowered by experience to 

speak as poets and prophets in many tongues. 

Mae Gwendolyn Henderson. «Speaking in Tongues" 

My imper~ in theorizing literacy in the lives of African American 
women is to account for how, within this group, literacy has been prac
ticed and made usable, with emphasis on the essay as a particularly in
structive literate form. I acknowledge that there are many variables in 
African American women's lives and work, which make their stories of 
literacy far from monothematic. Vibrant among these practices, however, 
is the use of literacy as an instrument for producing spiraling effects in" 
both sociopolitical thought and sociopolitical action. Literacy has en
abled African American women to create whirlpools in the pond of pub
J.i,c discourse, such that educational opportunity became for them the epi
center by which change could occur. This image suggests that, with the 
acquisition of literacy, African American women were able to amass en
ergy and concentrate it-deliberately and with persuasive intent-in 
support of sociopolitical action. The significance of literate practices 
grows richer and richer, not just at the critical juncture of acquisition, as 
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literacy became more systematically available to African American 
women, but in terms of the momentum created by the circles of activity 

made possible by those moments of opportunity. 

The challenge in fashioning a theoretical frame for this group is to ac

count for literacy in such a way as to consider it not just an autonomous, 

objectified artifact of education and refinement but also a fundamentally 
subjective tool, made meaningful within systems of belief. This type of 

subjectivity indicates that my task as researcher is multiple: (1) to analyze 

and interpret the ways in which written language and action systemati

cally converge; (2) to document the rhetorical habits and choices of indi\. 

vidual writers, an effort that requires attention to ethos and context, ~~ IJ 
well as to message and medium; (3) to examine patterns emerging over 
time, not sinlply to suggest, for example, that African American women 

seem to have an affinity for essay writing but to theorize about what such 

rhetorical preferences indicate about connections between this group, a 

worJdview, and their deliberate uses of written language to meet sociopo

litical purposes. In this regard, acts ofliteracy are identifiable as subjective 

in a twofold way. First, they embody the rhetorical prowess of an individ
ual vision and voice in a way that can be articulated in terms of eloquence 

or aestheticism. Second, they signal that language use even in a singular 

set of hands is still a cultural production, subject to the constraints of the 

sociopolitical arenas in which such use acquires meaning and purpose. 

A (jeJ1Nat Reviet-trof AlUliyticat Para.dijm£ 
® Lima£}' st:udiM 

In making a reasonable case for literacy as a subjective tool in generat

ing action, we benefit greatly from shifting paradigms in literacy research. 
These shifts have permitted us to value in more sophisticated ways the 

blurring of literacy and orality.' This advantage is critical in examining 

the literate forms of African American women since their practices show 

evidence of such blurring. In her edited collection Literacy Across Com
munities (1994), Beverly Moss presents a basic trajectory for these 

changes. She explains that an initiative in early literacy scholarship was to 

place literacy and orality in opposition to one another, as distinctive and 

distinguishable concepts (Goody and Watt 1963; Olson 1977; Ong 1982), 
thus creating an apparently dichotomous relationship between literate 
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and oral cultures or cultural groups and positing an equally dichotomous 
view of cognitive abilities that, in effect, placed literacy in a privileged po
sition and orality in a deficit position. 

Through the work of Scollon and Scollon (1981), Scribner and Cole 
(1988), and Heath (1983), however, these dichotomies were questioned, 
and focus was directed first toward positing an orallliterate continuum 
(Tannen 1982), and more recently toward linking literacy to social prac
tices in more dynamic ways. Such studies have moved us away from the 
sense of clear distinctions between orality and literacy as discrete prac
tices toward literacy as part of the whole cloth of communicative prac
tices, in which orality, literacy, and other symbolic systems are all intri
cately entwined. For example, Brian Street explains, in Social Literacies: 
Critical Approaches to Literacy in Development, Ethnography and Educa
tion (1995), that technical skills as well as cognitive aspects of reading and 
writing are "encapsulated witbin cultural wholes and witbin structures of 
power" (161). With this view, we accept the notion that, amid a complex 
system of communicative practices in the general culture, there are multi
ple literacies across sites and language boundaries, as well as across per
ceived needs, purposes, and communicative norms (see Kintgen, Kroll, 

and Rose 1988; Scott 1990). 
Recent studies, such as those presented in the Moss collection, demon

strate that when literate practices are examined as behavior or events 
witbin social and cultural context, dichotomies between literacy and oral
ity blur, and so do hierarchies (see, for example, Farr, McLaughlin, in 
Moss 1994). The deepest insights concerning communicative practices, 
however, are sometimes the most obvious, those that we understand tac
itly but do not always feel compelled to articulate. Concerning literacy, 
what often goes unstated is that engaging in literate practices is a pecu
liarly human tbing to do. This statement somehow seems redundant, 
even in the saying of it, but it is especially useful when stated as a touch-

• stone: Literacy is a human experience. This notion comes alive in literacy 
research tbrough etlmographic studies, studies that tend methodologi
cally to accept human complexity as a defining principle. The research 
projects vary tremendously across target groups and sites (Kirsch and 
Sullivan 1992; Street 1995; Mahiri 1994; Weinstein-Shr 1994), as well as in 
terms of the foci of exploration, but each problemalizes literacy in such a 
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way as to insist that our definitions include qualitative measures of pro
ductivity and performance and that they make room for what Clifford 
Geertz (1973) has called "thick description:' 

Much like viewing a painting by Salvador Dali, we have come to appre
ciate the creative and interpretive power of the landscape view of literacy 
only as we have become aware of the striking and seemingly magical dis
tinctions of the detalling within. This metaphor suggests that a funda
mental task for contemporary literacy researchers is to find useful ways to 
envision literacy in its particulars, in this case within the lived experiences 
of African American women. In an exanlination of literacy within this 
group, I underscore the idea that literacy connects profoundly, variously, 
and inextricably with their lives in specific contexts as they have acquired 
literacy, used it, and become entwined in it by its benefits and conse

quences-historical, social, economic, political, cultural (Graff 1991:3). 

Lihracy M SbMfbtiticP.t ActWf// 
Sojourner Truth, an African American woman categorized most often 

as illiterate, offers a place to begin in understanding literacy as emanating 
from lived experience. In 1867, in an informal response to a literacy re
quirement for the right to vote, Truth said: "You know, children, I don't 
read such small stuff as letters, I read men and nations" (Loewenberg and 
Bogin 1976:239). This comment suggests that literacy is a sociocultural 
phenomenon, a use of language, a component of a complex system of 
understandings and intents from which decoding and encoding texts 
must inevitably get their shape, direction, and momentum. Truth's com
ment acknowledges that making meaning with language is at essence a 
social act and suggests that it is also a political act, in keeping with the 
analysis of Paulo Freire and Donald Macedo (1987) when they talk about 

reading the word and the world. 
Given this perspective, a useful definition of literacy is that it is a so

ciocognitive ability. It is the ability to gain access to information and to 
use this information variously to articulate lives and experiences and also 
to identify, think through, refine, and solve problems, sometimes com
plex problems, over time.2 My intent in using the term soda-cognitive 
here is to push beyond an examination of levels of social awareness and 
ways of making judgments in order for this concept to encompass also 
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ways of knowing and believing <as crystalJized, for example, in the work 
of Belenky et al. [1986J and Cook-Gumperz [1986J) and also ways of do
ing <as addressed, for example, by the work of Gardner [1993]). This more 
comprehensive view permits boundaries betWeen orality and literacy to 
be questioned from an even broader range oflanguage practices <which 
will not be addressed in this book), for example, singing, as a multilay
ered event; storytelling, as a tool of cultural indoctrination and instruc
tion; and signifying, as a rhetorically complex ganIing practice. 

In moving from the flexibility of this definition toward a theory of lit
eracy as sociopolitical action, language theorists from several disciplinary 
perspectives provide collectively a useful place from which to clarify how 
the complex of understandings that undergird African American women's 
literate practices might be revealed and interpreted.' Dell Hymes, for ex
ample, uses the term communicative competence.' In pointing out the so
cial dimensions of communication, Hymes recognizes that, in order for 
people to use language as an act or tool of communication <in this case, to 
engage in an act of literacy), they need knowledge and understanding of 
how this language is used in the midst of a particular set of sociocultural 
norms, norms that also include political dimensions. The communicator 
must have internaJized sociolinguistic knowledge and be able to use this 
knowledge to "read" a situation and to create meaning that can be con
veyed to others. 

Clearly Sojourner Truth, unlettered though she was, had the ability to 
understand sociocultural information and to operate with power and au
thority within the context of the communities in which she spoke. She 
was able to see what was there and what was not there, to grapple with 
complex situations, and to emerge as a rational and capable thinker who 
could articulate her visions and understanding of reality, albeit orally. 
Truth had internaJized sociolinguistic knowledge. What she had not ac
quired were the tools of decoding and encoding text. She was able to 
make an awful lot of meaning. She was not able to read and write.5 

., Further, Hymes points also toward the dialectical and reflexive nature 
of the process of communication, in other words, toward communica
tion as a cognitive process. My use of the term cognitive in this discussion 
is intended in its broadest sense--with a "small cee," that is, without 
specifying any particular cognitive theory. My intent is to focus uncere-
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moniouslyon there being mental processes involved in languaging abil
ity. The assumption is that whatever the mental processes are exactly, 
they happen, and what we have, in fact, is a human mind at work. With
out specifying, then, the details of the processing, my point is that Hymes 
indicates that communicators (in this case readers and writers) use their 
abilities to process a reservoir of sociolinguistic information, gauging ef
fectiveness and ineffectiveness continuously in order to construct mean
ing. He focuses on the ways in which communication is an exchange, a 
give-and-take process, with the opportunity for feedback, rethinking, 
and modification. This explanation underscores language use as a learn
ing experience. 

In Hymes's view, we learn by communicative experience and by incor
porating both past and ongoing experience into current practice, even 
when the communicative event is actually an event in progress. The de
velopment of communication skills can be viewed, therefore, as a lifelong 
process, which allows us to incorporate sociolinguistic information and 
to adjust and readjust operational strategies continuously in the interest 
of meeting communicative needs and purposes. By this means, we oper
ate within socially established norms, and we can be perceived as com
municating appropriately with others. 

Communicative competence, then, is at once the process and the per
formance of communication, whether spoken or written. This compe
tence is what communicators use to negotiate the meaning space in 
progress. It is embodied in the actual shaping of the event and in the ca
pacity of that shaping to accomplish goals as communicators designate 
'and re-create these goals during the event itself. Comnlunicative compe

tence is tied, therefore, to a base oflanguage experience. It is tied to the 
knowledge and understanding that an individual brings to the language 
event and also to her actual abilities to perform during the language act 
itself. Sojourner Truth demonstrated that she had acquired knowledge 
and experience, and that she understood what it meant to make meaning 
in the contexts in which she operated. 

In this regard communicative competence clarifies the generative and 
reflexive nature oflanguage use in social context and sets us up well to ex
amine a particular language practice. The concern of this chapter is to re
fine communicative competence as a general process, and to focus more 

'--~~~----------.. -----------------.~------~---.----~-----_._--_._- •..... -_. --_._._-._---
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on the use of written language for persuasive purposes, that is, with the 
deliberate desire to change thinking, perception, attitudes, or behavior. To 
mark this transition, I have chosen the term rhetorical competence. In res
onance with Hymes's view, this term suggests that writers have a base of 
sociocultural knowledge and language experience (as communicators 
generally do), which they use in the process of making meaning and con
veying that meaning to others in the satisfaction of specific purposes. The 
task of the writer is to understand the world around her; to determine 
how she should face and negotiate literacy challenges, given her knowl
edge and experience; and to determine what she should actually do to 
perform in a way that produces desired effects, in this case the appropri
ate change in thinking, perception, attitudes, and behavior. 

Scholars such as Brenda Dervin and Kathleen D. Clark (1993) have dis
cussed similar concerns from both a macro-level and a micro-level analy
sis, with attention to how these two streams of analysis need to connect. 
They take into account at the macro level how power and resources are 
distributed, who controls what, and what messages are communicated. At 
the micro level, they take into account more ideologically bound prac
tices and procedures, such as the means and mechanisms by which indi
viduals connect to and make sense of self, other, society, culture, and in
stitutions; they consider with equal concern how societies, cultures, and 
institutions connect with individuals and with each other. Their view en
courages researchers to focus on the communicative mandates of partic
ular language users and on how these mandates become the springboard 
from which communicators invent strategies, engage in sense-making 
processes, and thereby produce rhetorical effects. From this perspective, 
the essay as a literate form becomes one manifestation of how African 
American women respond to sociocultural conditions, as these condi
tions are defined by social, cultural, and institutional power systems and 
structures. Given this framework, the essay functions as a communicative 
invention. As an expressive form, it is employed by writers to serve spe
cific needs at a particular time and place, in response to the construction 
of mandates for action. 

In keeping with Dervin and Clark's analysis, if we focus on the essay
ing practices of African American women, we can see that one goal of 
communicative mandates has been to make obvious, visible, and flexible 
what has been hidden and assumed, in the interest of appropriate rhetor-
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ical effects. The essays of African American women demonstrate that the 

writers seek to make sense of lives and conditions that to them do not 

make sense. They reveal continuities and discontinuities and set up con

trasts between what is there and not there and what should or could be 

there instead. Further, the desired effects of their sense-making cluster 

around their interests in making the world a better place for those who 

are not permitted to operate with power and authority in American soci

ety and who are systematically iropacted upon so negatively by social, po

litical, and economic forces. 

Consider the following examples. In 1831, in an essay entitled "Religion 

and the Pure Principles of Morality: The Sure Foundation on Which We 

Must Build;' Maria W. Stewart states: 

This is the land of freedom. The press is at liberty. Every man has a right to ex
press his opinion. Many think, because your skins are tinged with a sable hue, 
that you are an inferior race of beings; but God does not consider you as such. 
He hath formed and fashioned you in his own glorious inlage, and hath be
stowed upon you reason and strong powers of intellect. He hath made you to 
have dominion over the beasts of the field, the fowls of the air, and the fish of the 
sea (Genesis 1:26). He hath crowned you with glory and honor; hath made you 
but a little lower than the angels (Psalms 8:5); and according to the Constitution 
of these United States, he hath made all men free and equal. Then why should 
one worm say to another, "Keep you down there, while I sit up yonder; for I am 
better than thou?" It is not the color of the skin that makes the man, but it is the 
principles formed within the soul. (29) 

Stewart questions the oppression and enslavement of African Ameri

cans, expressing her views of the nonsensical ways by which white people 

during this era systematically dominated African Americans because of 

the color of their skins. In the remainder of the essay, she continues to 

cast light on the discontinuities of these actions (that is, the disconnec

tions between principles of morality and the actions that were predomi

nant in American society) and to offer educational, economic, and politi

cal solutions that support justice and empowerment.' 

In similar fashion, over a hundred years later in an essay collection en

titled Technical Difficulties: African American Notes on the State of the 

Union (1992), June Jordan states: 

American delusions of individuality now disfigure our national landscape with 
multitudes of disconnected pained human beings who pull down the shades on 



50 A Rhetorical View 

prolonged and needless agony. But if we would speak the unspeakable, if we 
would name and say the source of our sorrow and scars, we would find a tender 
and a powerful company of others struggling as we do, and we would know we 
should show to the world, at last, that shame belongs with blame, not on the vic
tim. 

We would undertake collective political action founded on admitted similari
ties and grateful connections among us, otherwise needful citizens who now re
gard each other as burdensome or frightening or irrelevant. This would mean a 
great national coming out-a coming out of our cars, a coming out of our dead
pan passage through the streets of America, a coming out of the suburbs, a com
ing out of our perverted enthusiasm for whatever keeps us apart. ... But each 
American one of us feels so special and so different that none of us assumes the 
validity of his or her outrage or longing inside the mythical context of "the 
American Mainstream:' ("Waking Up in the Middle of Some American 
Dreams:' Jordan 1992:19) 

Like Stewart, Jordan sees discontinuities, that is, concepts that we need 
to question more critically: "individuality," "mainstream." She reveals in
consistencies between what we uphold and what by contrast our uphold

ing disables rather than enables. She posits that we live unnecessarily with 

delusions and myths; she proceeds to illustrate her viewpoint and to pro

pose alternative ways of thinking and acting. Stewart and Jordan illustrate 

a continuity of rhetorical actions among African American women. 
Through their essays they demonstrate that their knowledge and experi

ences permit them to understand the world around them and to perceive 

a need for action. They also go farther. Using the essay as a mechanism 

for expression, these writers demonstrate that they see languagelliter
acylrhetoric as action, as a means of engaging actively with problems, as a 
strategy for presenting solutions persuasively to their audiences-who 

can in their own turn act accordingly. 

Resonating significantly with this illustration of rhetorical compe

tence and sense-making strategies is Lev Vygotsky's theory in Mind in So
ciety (1978), which examines the convergence of speech and action in the 
course of intellectual development. Vygotsky's basic point is that the dy

namic relationships between speech and action reveal the critical role 

played by socialization. In his analysis of the development of cognitive 

abilities, Vygotsky posits that we internalize social speech, which results 

in a dialogic dimension in monologic uses of language. In other words, 
even when we write alone (a monologic use of language), we do so--as 
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Mikhail Bakhtin (Holquist 1981) articulated it-with a sense of how lan
guage works in a discourse community. We engage in "conversations of 
the mind" (Bruffee 1984), a dialectical experience that allows us to func
tion more effectively as language users who expect to be heard or read 
and responded to. 

In Bakhtinian fashion, we think and write in conversation with our 
selves (as "constructed" members of communities) around the text, be
neath it, between its lines, and we make meaning through conventional
ized, socially and culturally determined uses of language. Even when we 
are writing alone, we are still in community with others. My view is that 
we make meaning as sentient beings, but we do so within boundaries of 
tolerance created by our communities, or at the very least either proac
tively or reactively in relation to those boundaries. The task is complex. 
We envision a use of literacy and operate from our perceptions and expe
riences. We make meaning with whatever creativity we can muster and to 
the extent that contextual constraints will allow, and we demonstrate our 
abilities to operate not just as speaking subjects within community but as 
intellectual beings, capable of learning and capable of exercising the 
knowledge that we have acqnired. 

1.$ Mae Gwendolyn Henderson suggests, what typically happens with 
African American women writers as they acqnire knowledge and experi
ence and engage in communities of discourse is that the texts they pro
duce become multivocal.' Typically, the writers respond to communica
tive mandates that require them to engage with multiple discourses. Their 
strategies for responding include the use of plural voices-and frequently 
(I add) the use of multiple genres as well. African American women es
sayists are often also novelists, poets, playwrights, academics, or users of 
some combination of literate forms, indicating their desires to address 
concerns through more than one form (see chapter 1). 

One example of how African American women display this type of 
complexity is the anti-Iynming campaign of Ida B. Wells.' 1.$ an inves
tigative journalist from the 1880s through the 1930S, Wells's purpose with 
this campaign was to uncover the truths of mob violence and to identify 
more accurately the nature of the problem so that more appropriate solu
tions could be identified and implemented. The editorial that started her 
down this pathway states: 

---------.-----
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Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech, one at Little Rock, Ark., 
last Saturday morning where the citizens broke (1) into the penitentiary and got 
their man; three near Anniston, Ala., one near New Orleans; and three at 
Clarksville, Ga., the last three for killing a white man, and five on the same old 
racket-the new alarm about raping white women. The same programme of 
hanging, then shooting bullets into the lifeless bodies was carried out to the let
ter. Nobody in this section believes the old threadbare lie that Negro men assault 
white women. If Southern white men are not careful, they will over-reach them
selves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion will then be 
reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their women. 
(Royster 1997:79) 

In this short paragraph, Wells invokes multiple discourses. She refer

ences racist stereotypes and subverts images of barbarity that were evi

dent in discourses on race; she references sexist stereotypes and questions 

images of danger and desire that were intricately imbedded in discourses 

on gender; she questions stereotypes of lawlessness for African American 

men and stereotypes of moral superiority for white men as these stereo

types often reigned in discourses on democracy; and so on. And she does 

all at once. Moreover, throughout her campaign, Wells held central in her 

sense-making strategies the need for multivocality, that is, the need to 

keep all participants in lynching scenarios in clearer relationship to each 

other and t? the problem with particular regard for their actions and re
sponsibilities: white men, white women, African American men, and 

African American women. Ultimately, in order to respond to her man

date to advocate for justice, law, and order by analY2ing the complex 

problem of lynching, Wells complicated her rhetorical viewpoint with 

these types of simultaneous concerns. And she demonstrated, in keeping 
with Vygotsky and Bakhtin (whose theories address the socio-political 

negotiations required by language use), that she was keenly aware of liv

ing within a web of social and political forces that affected her capacity to 

use words with the consequence she desired. 

< Along these same lines, Vygotsky theorizes that, in continuing cogni

tive development, language becomes a valuable tool in thinking through, 

refining, and solving problems, and also in consciously planning (as in 

the act of writing), in order to engage in complex operations over time 

(1978:27-28). This view is similar to Hymes's view, insofar as Vygotsky ac

knowledges that literacy, as a planned use of written language, has social 
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and cognitive dimensions. By this reckoning, rhetorical competence is 
enhanced by the ways language use over time becomes a continually gen
erative learning experience. To put it more simply, through a process of 
ongoing learning and development, using written language-especially 
with the opportunity for feedback and reflection-begets better uses of 
this medium. As writers learn from their literate practices and continue 
to use writing, they release greater potential to engage with increasing ex
pertise in the use of literate tools in actions and interactions. 

The message is actually basic, in terms of trends and practices in com
position studies. Teachers and scholars in this field generally accept the 
idea that experience counts. Writers gain comfort and confidence as they 
develop the habit of writing, not just with writing more but with the op
portunity for response and reflection. As writers develop experience and 
expertise, they have the potential to affect their worlds through literacy, as 
they are continually affected by and have to account for the worlds 
around them. Without a doubt, African American women have devel
oped the habit of writing; and with essay writing, as a nonfiction form, 
they have also found reading and listening audiences in public arenas (see 
chapter 5), a circumstance that has enhanced their success. 

This view of the social context of learning suggests, as Hans-Georg 
Gadamer does, that understanding is the result of mediation-in effect, a 
trans-mediation--of past knowledge and experience into present situa
tions, such that there is a "fusion of horizons" (1977:39), past into present. 
Gadamer recognizes the language-bound nature of this process, with lan
guage functioning as the medium by which the fusion proceeds. Lan
guage helps to make our knowledge conscious, visible, and knowable. It 
embodies and makes transformable the socially determined spaces in 
which we as linguistic beings create ourselves and a working sense of the 
world and its possibilities. 

Moreover, Gadamer also uses the term hermeneutical consciousness to 
identify our ability to see what is questionable. This dimension gains sig
nificance when a bridge needs to be constructed (or in the view of Dervin 
and Clark [1993], when a communicative gap needs to be negotiated) be
tween the familiar, or that which is close and understood (the past), and 
the strange, or that which is distant and unoamed or unfocused (the new 
and different). In this regard, Gadamer seeks to examine the material con-
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I ditions that make understanding, and thereby interpretation, possible. In 

applying this notion of hermeneutic consciousness to acts of literacy, 

when a person seeks to engage in an act of literacy, to convey to others 

(who may understand the world differently) her knowledge, experience, 

and interpretations, the conditions for a hermeneutic problem exist. The 

writer is called upon to negotiate meaning, facing the challenge of how to 
build bridges, fuse horizons, and accomplish the goals of the task. 

This hermeneutic problem is easily identifiable in the use ofliteracy by 

African American women for social change. As people who have been 

systematically constrained by issues of race, class, gender, culture, and so 

on, they have nevertheless been successful in questioning the world and 

constructing spaces from which to assert their viewpoints. Consider the 
passage below from "Duty to Dependent Races;' a speech delivered in 

1891 by Frances Ellen Watkins Harper:' 

While Miss Fletcher has advocated the cause of the indian and negro under the 
caption of Dependent races, I deem it a privilege to present the negro, not as a 
mere dependent asking for Northern sympathy or Southern compassion, but as 
a member of the body politic who has a claim upon the nation for justice, sinlple 
justice, which is the right of every race, upon the government for protection, 
which is the rightful claim of every citizen, and upon our common Christianity 
for the best influences which can be exerted for peace on earth and good-will to 
man. (Logan 1995:36) 

With her knowledge and experiences as an African American woman, 

Harper saw the world in a different way than did Miss Fletcher, the per

son who had spoken before her. With this vision she was able to question 
conditions differently, asserting that the claims of African Americans and 

others were the rights of citizenship and humanity rather than supplica
tions for kindness and generosity. In order to articulate such an alterna

tive viewpoint, Harper had to construct a space that bridged her view and 

Miss Fletcher's view (as representative of liberal expectations of the day) 

and that permitted a new horizon to emerge. From this new horizon, ., 
Harper could speak with agency and authority across chasms of systemic 

disbelief-if not always overt and direct hostility. Her imperative was to 

claim space and to use it well. 
Another scholar whose work becomes significant at this point (that is, 

when the hermeneutic problem of creating space for action also becomes 

rhetorical) is Kenneth Burke, who expands yet another boundary of our 
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thinking about language and action. In Language as Symbolic Action 

(1966), Burke distinguishes between "scientistic" and "dramatistie" ap

proaches to the nature of language and indicates that the "scientistic" in
volves definition and naming and that the "dramatistic" involves stressing 

language as a mode of action. In clarifying this distinction, he situates 

language in the world of action and recognizes the importance of two 

rhetorical principles: identification and consubstantiation (which he dis

cusses more thoroughly in A Rhetoric of Motives [1969]). Burke explains 
"identification" and "consubstantiation" by this example: 

A is not identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined, A 
is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their interests 
are not joined, if he assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe so. 

Here are ambiguities of substance. In being identified with B, A is "substan
tially one" with a person other than himself. Yet at the same time he remains 
unique, an individual locus of motives. Thus he is both joined and separate, at 
once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another. (1969:20-21) 

If we apply these terms to acts of literacy, perceived as essentially 

rhetorical events, we recognize that writers create a consubstantial space. 
Within this space they can interact with their audiences, and establish 

with those audiences mutual interests-from which the clarification of 

continuities and discontinuities of beliefs and viewpoints might begin, 

meaning might be created, and communication might take place. 

To add to this analytical approach, Burke establishes the significance of 
the concept of a "terministic screen" and explains it in this way: 

When I speak of"terministic screens," I have particularly in mind some photo
graphs I once saw. They were different photographs of the same objects, the dif
ference being that they were made with different color filters. Here something so 
"factual" as a photograph revealed notable distinctions in texture, and even in 
form, depending upon which color filter was used for the documentary descrip
tion of the event being recorded. (1966:45) 

With this concept Burke suggests that we all live with filters, which 

screen our experiences so that we envision the world in a particular way. 

Given the terministic screens through which we make sense of the world, 

some things are revealed but others may be cast in shadow. Thus Burke 

offers a provocative way to view language use. 

Speakers and writers, operating as human beings with a particuiar set 
of terministic screens, create consubstantial spaces, which, in Gadamer's 
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terms, might be referred to as a fused horizon or, in accordance with 

Dervin and Clark, might be referred to as engaging in sense-making 
strategies. These speakers and writers engage in communication with 

others, whicb Vygotsky might identify as a space not only for language 

performance but also for cognitive development, and which Gadamer 

might identify as a space for mediation. They also have the potential to 
form or re-form attitudes and influence action, all of which Hymes might 

name as part of the process by which communicative competence or 

rhetorical competence is formed and exercised. 

African American women essayists operate with their own terministic 

screens, certainly. They have demonstrated, though, an ability to help 
their audiences to notice and often to be instructed by their own termin

istic screens. Ida B. Wells offers an example in one of her essays, entitled 

"Lynch Law in All Its Phases:' an address delivered at Tremont Temple in 

Boston, Massachusetts, on February 13, 1893: 

I cannot believe that the apathy and indifference which so largely obtains regard
ing mob rule is other than the result of ignorance of the true situation. And yet, 
the observing and thoughtful must know that in one section, at least, of our 
conunon country, a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, 
means a government by the mob; where the land of the free and home of the 
brave means a land. of lawlessness. murder' and outrage; and where liberty of 
speech means the license of might to destroy the business and drive from home 
those who exercise this privilege contrary to the will of the mob. Repeated at
tacks on the life, liberty and happiness of any citizen or class of citizens are at
tacks on distinctive American institutions; such attacks imperiling as they do the 
foundation of government, law and order, merit the thoughtful consideration of 
far-sighted Americansj not from a standpoint of sentiment, not even so much 
from a standpoint of justice to a weak race, as from a desire to preserve our insti
tutions. (Thompson 1990:171) 

Wells proclaims as paramount the defining principles purportedly 
avowed by the individuals in her audience, and she sets up as a given that 

the audience should use these principles as interpretive lenses for seeing 

th~ problem of lynching and identifying appropriate solutions. People 

who are intelligent, observant, and thoughtful (that is, not ignorant of 

what is happening in the world); people who believe in the ideals of free
dom, justice, law, and order; people who are good citizens; people who 

are far-sighted Americans and who have the common sense to want to 
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preserve our national values; all should listen to what she has to say and 
to act in good conscience based on this analysis. In other words, Wells had 
a politically contentious viewpoint, but, like other African American 
women writers, she was, by necessity, a bridge builder. 

From a different area of intellectual activity, African American science 
fiction writer Octavia Butler addresses the consequences of bridge build
ing or the fusion of horizons. In her Dawn trilogy, which includes Dawn, 
Adulthood Rites, and Imago, Butler presents a world in which the future of 
Earth as a viable planet and humans as vital and viable beings depends on 
a fusion with alien beings. What Butler works out in complex fashion is 
that the process of fusion signals gains, deep losses, and the necessity of 
negotiation in the interests of growth and survival. She hurls her charac
ters into a new, radically different world, demonstrating the ultimate 
chaos and frustrations that inevitably accompany change, especially for 
people who, as she says, are both intelligent and hierarchical. She suggests 
that it is through fusion that we have the capacity to exist. Newness, she 
suggests, forms at the intersections, the places at which the building of 
bridges which once crossed cannot be re-crossed. In fact, she suggests to 
some degree that it is only through such processes of fusion that we do 
exist. The implication of the ideological position she creates is that, de
spite our fears and hesitations, chaos is normal and we can indeed survive 
amid it. We can enter unknown and uncharted spaces, and we can do so 
understanding the inevitability of forward motion within this space. We 
can appreciate what we bring with us, and we do not have to be intimi
dated by the fact that the negotiations permitting us a future inevitably 
include gains and losses. From this viewpoint, we recognize that, when 
fusion happens, the resulting fused horizon becomes a new horiwn and 
leaves open unanticipated possibilities that can emerge when multiple 
subjectivities are recognized, respected, and allowed to participate in the 
fullness of their glory in the malting of meaning. 

African American women writers keep a hopeful eye on the future, not 
a pessimistic one. They bring past knowledge and experience to bear on 
present problems, with a social obligation to make whatever adjustments 
are necessary to bring a better world into existence. They demonstrate 
persistently a commitment to the power of belief in possibility. They 
model in various ways that a basic strategy in sustaining such a commit-
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ment, even in the face of unknowns, is to constitute a vision and a set of 

values based on past knowledge and experience. Using this perspective (a 
sense of self, agency, and responsibility to society), these writers define 

and interpret problems and identify and implement solutions. With this 

habit of language and action, change can be perceived in both positive 

and productive terms. In her collection of essays entided A Voice from the 
South (1892) Anna Julia Cooper stated: 

It is these magic words, "I believe." That is power. That is the stamping attribute 
in every impressive personality, that is the fire to the engine and the moter [sic1 
force in every battery. That is the live coal from the altar which at once unseals 
the lips of the dumb-and that alone which makes a man a positive and not a 
negative quantity in the world's arithmetic. With this potent talisman man no 
longer "abideth alone," He cannot stand apart, a cold spectator of earth's pulsing 
struggles. The flame must burst forth .... Who cheats me of this robs me of 
both shield and spear. Without them I have no inspiration to better myself, no 
inclination to help another. ("The Gain from a Belief;' 1988:302) 

Connecting literacy and sociopolitical action in the lives of African 

American women encourages us to use a multidimensional analysis. To 

summarize the operational terms: 

1. Communicative competence offers an instructive example in fashion

ing a framework designed to examine rhetorical competence, the process 

and performance of rhetorical action. As an operative term rhetorical 
competence focuses on the use of sociolinguistic knowledge and sociocul

tural experience to set communicative mandates and to engage in a 
process ofrhetorical decision-making-in this case, in the use of literacy 

with sociopolitical intent. 
2. Using this basic framework, we can examine both macro-level is

sues, in terms of the context for rhetorical action and the systems and 

structures of power and control that operate in this context-in general 

and in various communities of discourse; and micro-level issues, with re

gard to the formation of a sense of self in society (or ethos formation), the 
construction of mandates for action, and the use of meaning-making 

strategies to carry out these mandates. 

3. In this configuration of context, ethos formation, and rhetorical ac
tion, essay writing functions as part of a meaning-making schema, as a 

resource that the writers find useful in the implementation of commu
nicative and expressive mandates. 
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4. As a useful literary form, essays operate as both invention (a tool in 
the process of making meaning) and intervention (a tool in achieving so
cial and political goals). 

5. In terms of a macro-level analytical perspective,1O over time the lives 
of African American women have been constrained by various hierar
chies of power, authority, and control, articulated often in terms of a 
convergence of oppressions-by race, gender, class, culture, and so on. 
The consistency of these oppressions in their lives has been paralleled by 
a consistency of responses, that is, by acts of resistance. Among these acts 
of resistance has been the use of literacy for social and political change. 

6. In terms of a micro-level analytical perspective, African American 
women have exhibited a continuity in the patterns whereby they, in re
sponse to sociopolitical conditions, have formed ethos, identified com
municative and expressive mandates, and chosen the essay habitually as 

an expressive form. 
7. Analyses of literacy as sociopolitical action benefit from the merg

ing of both macro- and micro-level factors. In the case of African Ameri
can women, we can take into account the extent to which the material 
conditions of their lives form the backdrop against which they, as indi
vidual women, create a working sense of their environment and how to 
function within it. Differently stated, within their particular sociocultu
ral contexts, these women form visions of reality and exercise their abili
ties to be perceptive. Through this process of learning to perceive reality 
within a materially definable context (that is, based on the existence of 
recognizable forces, conditions, and circumstances), they accumulate 
knowledge and experience. The combination of knowledge and experi
ence in fashioning ways of seeing and being constitutes the process 
whereby they develop terministic screens, the habitual lenses through 
which the women make whatever sense of the world they can and gain 
the ability to discern what is questionable or does not make sense. 

8. When hermeneutical problems arise, that is, when there are gaps be
tween sense and nonsense, the mandate is to make sense, to adjust what
ever needs adjusting in order to rebalance the sense of reality. The 
process of making new sense calls for a fusion of horizons and a bridging 
of communicative gaps. This hermeneutical space becomes a site for in
terrogation. We can question how the women bring past knowledge and 
experience to bear in articulating and solving present problems. At a 

.------.~~~~ 
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point of problem-posing and problem-solving (as in the use of essay 
writing for sociopolitical purposes), discontinuities become visible and 
so do strategies for addressing the resulting challenges. With language 
use as the primary instrument for instituting the adjustment or the 
change, the significance of a series of language acts becomes more evi
dent. 

9. The writers use language to name, filter, interpret, negotiate, medi
ate, amplifY, and so ou. They identify stakeholders or audiences for 
whom they construct a sense of sameness, that is, they engage in a 
process of identification. They draw for these stakeholders a consubstan

tial space and then use their rhetorical abilities within that space to con
struct new, more enabling points of view by which the world can make 
better sense. Toward this end, which they articulate often as "making the 
world a better place;' they engage in various languaging acts: making 
problems visible; clarifying and amplifying imperatives; establishing 
more useful terministic screens or interpretive lenses; maintaining a 
sense of mutual interests or a common ground; negotiating and mediat
ing differences. Communicative goals include the subversion of old ways 
of thinking, being, and doing; the conversion to new ways of thinking, 
being, and doing; the affirmation of fused horizons, newly negotiated 
and mediated spaces that bridge communicative gaps and direct us to
·ward the future. 

10. At the micro level, challenges to the African American community 
have been defined over the decades as issues of justice, equity, and em
powerment. These issues constitute focal points in the essay-writing 
practices of African American women. The historical lack of status and 
privilege permitted women of African descent in American society has 
dictated that the hermeneutic space described above has functioned fun
damentally as a rhetorical one. African American women have habitually 
recognized writing as their most available resource for sociopolitical en
gagement. Moreover, this lack of status and privilege has also dictated 
·'that their uses of language would not typically be within "mainstream" 
communities of discourse but within what Nancy Fraser (1997) refers to 
as "counter') discourses. 

11. Paying attention to these types of factors in analyzing the literate 
practices of African American women enables us to see in bolder relief 
the consistency with which they have used literacy (with essay writing 
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being an instructive example) as an act of resistance to disempowering 
conditions and in support of agenda for positive action. 

To return to Sojourner Truth's statement (quoted earlier), I assert that, 
in the hands of African American women, literacy has meant more than 
the mere deciphering and producing of little letters on a page. It has been 
the exercising of rhetorical competence--that is, the skill, the process, the 
practice of "reading" and being articulate about "men and nations:' For 
African American women, becoming literate has meant gaining the skills 
to read and to write; it has also meant taking the power and authority to 
know ourselves, others, and our circumstances in multisensible ways and 
to act with authority based on that knowing. This process of the making 
and shaping of literacy allows us (as Mary Helen Washington weaves the 
notion throughout much of her analysis of African American women 
writers) to see the significance of using writing "to write ourselves into 
being;' that is, to entitle our own selves. This process also allows African 
American women to take note of the greater significance, perhaps, of how 
accomplishing such a task has enabled possibilities for envisioning resist
ance, sociopolitical action, and sociopolitical change. What should be 
noted in particular is that, included in these actions, is the act of clainling 
creative and intellectual authority over information and experience and 
thereby, with a sense of vision and agency, using literacy both well and 
with persuasive intent. 

For the first generations of African American women especially, liter
acy became a tool with which to empower themselves. It became an en
abler that facilitated their abilities to operate with vision, insight, passion, 
and compassion in making sense of their lives and seeking to inlprove 
their conditions. Symbolically their lives became literacy in action, that is, 
an empowered use of literacy in the interests of action, social conscious
ness, and social responsibility. 

Ait/ IrMJyticat Mode£ 

This view of literacy as sociopolitical action takes into account three 
basic features of literate acts: the context for literacy production; the forma
tion of ethos; and rhetorical action-that is, the meaning-making strate
gies actually deployed by the writer. These features constitute points of 
inquiry in an analytical model designed to interrogate the manner and 
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means of African American women's participation within worlds of dis
course. One point made by this model is that, in keeping with contempo
rary conceptual frameworks for literacy, I do not distinguish between lit
erate sense-making strategies and oral sense-making strategies as being 
necessarily separate. These strategies merge in the literate production of 
African American women. I consider both oral and literate strategies to 
be part of the whole cloth of communicative knowledge and experience. 

A distinction I do make, however, is the contrast between the acquisi
tion of spoken language and the acquisition and development of literate 
expertise. On one hand, spoken language is considered a more naturally 
occurring process, in the sense that individuals learn and develop expert
ise in spoken language by living in a speaking environment. The acquisi
tion of written language, however, is generally considered a more unnatu
rally occurring process, which typically demands more formal attention. 
This project, therefore, exaruines historical patterns of literacy acquisi
tion, as well as opportunities for both formal and informal rhetorical 

training. 
In considering the impact of formal education as it functions in tan

dem with more informal learning processes, I seek to underscore the im
portance of coguitive dimensions oflanguage development in all learning 
opportuuities, whether formal or informal. My view is that all language 
experience factors siguificantly into an individual writer's sociocognitive 
resources for rhetorical performance. Whether the source of knowledge 
and expertise about language use results from predominantly oral prac
tices as speakers or predominately literate ones as writers, information 
from all sources constitutes an available resource-to the extent allowed 
by the talents and abilities of the particular language users. The sociolin
guistic knowledge and sociocultural experience of speakers and writers 
become rhetorical knowledge, which supports their capacity to develop 

rhetorical expertise. 
In an effort to exaruine how African American women writers have ex-, 

ercised their rhetorical competence, this model views rhetorical perform
ance (in this case the use of essay writing to engage in sociopolitical ac
tion) in the threefold way articulated above, through analysis of (1) the 
context for production, (2) the formation of ethos, and (3) the use of 
rhetorical expertise to engage in action. These three sites of analysis 
merge, configure, and reconfigure themselves variously throughout the 
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course of the rhetorical process. From an analytical perspective, therefore, 
each point of focus serves as a lens through which to examine and inter

pret competence and performance. Neither lens operates adequately in 

isolation to account for what is achieved by African American women. 

The interpretive power comes from the kaleidoscopic view, that is, from 

the merging of all three. 

The Context of Literacy Production 

Contextual analysis brings into focus the material conditions, forces, 
and circumstances that affect a writer's ability to perform and that influ

ence the sbape and direction of the choices made in carrying out the per

formance. In analyzing the context for African American women (see 

chapters 3, 4, and 5), I demonstrate this approach by showing how con

textual factors over time have contributed to the establishing of general 

trends and practices in essay text production of African American 

women, especially with regard to the essay as an expressive form. The goal 
of this type of analysis is to enrich the viewpoint; to bring detail and tex

ture to the sources from which writers draw in the formation of ethos 

and the identification of rhetorical strategies; and to clarify in light of this 

enriched view the manner and means of the rhetorical action itself. 

To illustrate, chapter 3 starts with an acknowledgment that, in the 

main, the worlds of discourse into which African American women have 
entered have been systemically hostile and chaotic spaces, not designed 

with their interests in mind. An examination of the systems and forces 

that operate in these arenas, then, makes clearer the extent to which there 
is indeed a misalignment. AB suggested by the analysis, for these women, 

we are primed to notice, for example, the absence of a predisposition to 
listen to this group of voices or to be accommodating to their needs and 

purposes. We notice the persistence, in fact, of a disregard of them. As 

people oflow status or of no status or privilege, given the habitual hierar

chies of power, in the discourse they are deemed unimportant and made 

invisible or non-entities. Generally, as speakers and writers in such con

texts of disregard, by necessity African American women must not simply 

operate with rhetorical eloquence (which they have certainly demon

strated they can do), they must also create a space in which their elo
quence can be heard. AB ben hooks says: 

Our speech, "the right speech of womanhood:' was often the soliloquy, the talk-
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ing into thin air, the talking to ears that do not hear you-the talk that is simply 
not listened to. Unlike the black male preacher whose speech was to be heard, 
who was to be listened to, whose words were to be remembered, the voices of 
black women-giving orders, making threats, fussing-could be tuned out, 
could become a kind of background music, audible but not acknowledged as 
significant speech .... Writing was a way to capture speech to hold onto it, keep 
it close. (1989:6) 

In chapter 3, then, I take into account that African American women 

writers have traditionally been situated as marginal in society, and that 

any acts by which they claim agency and authority are necessarily defined, 
as going against the grain (see chapter 4), that is, against the dominant 

values and expectations of the general culture. By this schema the materi
ality of their daily lives has dictated that, in order for them to engage 

rhetorically, African American women must use their ingenuity and cre

ativity to turn the gaze of their audiences, to reorient their reading and lis

tening minds, and to reconfigure what constitutes sense and sensibility 

within the communicative environment. I suggest (see chapter 5) that the 
contexts for action evidence, then, a ruisalignment of interests, and these 

contexts have compelled African American women to question and sub

vert existing interpretive frames and to disrupt and shift habitual sense

making processes. By this means, their written langnage has functioned in 
a significant way as a transformative tool. With literacy, these women have 

created discursively "new" worlds, worlds that they instantiate through 

langnage, worlds that perruit them a place to exist and to use their talents 

and abilities to engage positively and productively as they see fit. 

The Formation of Ethos 

Sharon Crowley (1994) offers two terms that are useful in positing a 

framework for the ways in which African American women, as literate 

beings, operate with a sense of ethos: situated ethos and invented ethos. 
With situated ethos, Crowley acknowledges the existence of power rela

tionships within the environmental context, which bolster a communica
tor's communicative ability, or in the case of African American women, 

typically comproruise it. She suggests that the greater the disparity be
tween the situated status of the writer and her audience, the greater the 

gap that must be traversed in order to communicate effectively and, given 

this model, to construct effectively consubstantial space for rhetorical en
gagement. 

I 
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In the United States, markers of status include race, gender, class, cul
tural origins, and language (among others), factors that, by historical 
practice, have operated as marks against rather than for African Ameri
can women. Traditionally, such women have come to a rhetorical task 
with a reputation, that is, with a situated ethos more often than not 
deeply compromised, especially when they seek as one of their target au
diences those outside their immediate home community. In such scenar
ios, African American women are called upon to define themselves 
against stereotypes and other negative expectations, and thereby to shift 
the ground of rhetorical engagement by means of their abilities to invent 
themselves and create their own sense of character, agency, authority, and 

power. 
As writers, African American women are calIed upon to find ways to 

present themselves in textual space as intelligent, well-informed, well
meaning people of good character who should speak, who should be 
heard, and to whom audiences should respond. They spend time in their 
texts, therefore, acknowledging in one way or another perceived rhetori
cal distance and crafting carefully a consubstantial space that permits 
multiple opportunities for ears, hearts, and minds to be inclined in their 
direction. In keeping with Burke's view, they place their messages along a 
continuum of identification, bringing themselves and others to resting 
places that seem appropriate for productive rhetorical engagement. Two 
excellent examples of these strategies are the essays of Ida B. Wells (Roys
ter1997) and Anna Julia Cooper (1988). 

The rhetorical prowess of African American women, as seen in partic
ular texts over time, suggests that traditionally they have recognized that 
once they have crafted "identities" for themselves as writers and for their 
audiences in space and time, they can proceed to make their cases, what
ever those cases might be and however they might be made, in ingenious 
and often eloquent ways. In fact, the essaying practices of African Ameri
can women illustrate a variety of ways by which they negotiate triadic re
lationships between context, ethos (the identities they create for them
selves and for their audiences), and rhetorical action. They assume a 
stance and craft relationships between themselves and others, and they 
take their chances in public discourse, typicalIy as uninvited participants 
who boldly and courageously engage in rhetorical struggle to overcome 
disregard and dispropriation. 
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In inventing ethos, African American women writers draw variously 
from a richly endowed base of knowledge and experience, a base that in
cludes also a wide array of persuasive strategies, useful in bringing their 
sense of writer position and audience relationships to life. In this model 
of analysis, therefore, the construction of ethos does not operate in the 
absence of rhetorical actions but in tandem with them and also with the 
way that these writers envcision the context. The triadic relationships 
merge in the creation of a speaking self as the writers make rhetorical de
cisions and seek to satisfy their communicative mandates. 

My vciew is that African American women use logical, ethical, and pa
thetic strategies with flair and style and that these markers manifest not 
only a sense of being in the text but also a sense of reaffirmation as the 
women connect each of the selves that they create in mnltiple ways to the 
others. Consider, for example, the long list of identities invoked by Audre 
Lorde in Sister Outsider: "Perhaps for some of you here today, I am the 
face of your fears. Because I am woman, because I am Black, because I am 
lesbian, because I am myself-a Black woman warrior poet doing my 
work-come to ask you, are you doing yours?" (1984:41-42). In the essays 
throughout this collection, Lorde gives a laundry list of identities she in
sists on claiming for herself. To some extent, she flaunts these identities, 
pnlling them out at will as she reminds her readers who the speaking 
voice is and how she is bringing forth her vciewpoint, and she makes this 
vciewpoint credible as it is defined, shaped, and enriched by those very 
identities. Sinlnltaneously, Lorde is facilitating an opportunity for iden
tity-making by her readers ("are you doing yours?"). She claims who she 
is. She also makes room in the essays for others to claim their identities as 
well. In the room that she permits in her essays for identification, Lorde 
creates a consubstantial space that makes possible both conversation (the 
exchange of vciewpoints) and action (both indivcidual and mutual). 

In terms of logical proofs, African American women essayists have a 
habit, as many essayists do, of fashioning arguments that appeal through 
reason. They sort through premises, facts, examples. They define, com
pare, and contrast argumentative positions. They identify patterns of 
thought and question old paradigms as they give birth to new ones. They 
create metaphors and analogies that permit readers greater ease in ab
sorbing new and different ideas. They draw richly from wise sayings and 
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proverbs that credit lived experience as an interpretive tool. They take the 
time, typically, to survey landscapes, often rugged ones, so that they can 
engage their readers in the identification of reasonable actions and in the 
charting of productive pathways to change. Such a use of rhetorical 
strategies certainly helps make a rational case, but these strategies also 
convey a sense of the writer as a rational being who should be respected. 
This presentation of self as sensible and thoughtful supports the idea that 
African American women essayists are seeking actively to fill traditional 
interpretive roles for the communities in which they live, that is, to help 
others think well. 

Further, in terms of their use of extrinsic proofs, these writers have a 
particular regard for testimony and bearing witness, acts that blur in 
provocative ways the lines between logical arguments and pathetic and 
ethical ones. Testimony, for example, as it credits proximate experience, 
sets in motion the opportunity and obligation to actually give the testi
mony, or as typically phrased, to bear witness. In African American 
women's texts, bearing witness functions vibrantly in the creation of a 
"true" and honorable self. A valuing of "truth:' "authenticity:' and the 
"genuine" creates a pathway that is knowable, and it makes transforma
tive power available for the writer and for her audiences. From this per
spective, "truth" is not static, abstract, or separate from the individual. 
Qnite the contrary. "Truth" is an accounting for the "genuine" knowledge 
and understanding that grows organically from experience, particularly 
when the writer and her audiences have taken the time to operate reflec
tively.From this sense of truth, we grow within our genuine experiences 
and become inspired by them to be perceptive, to live right, to act with 
honor, confidence, and authority from a knowledge that can be trusted, 
as the women who are speaking in this way can be trusted. In what may 
be a non-Westernized sense of the relationships between experience and 
truth-and between these two concepts and the social roles that such re
lationships support in one's daily life--African American women invoke 
"truth" or experience as a source of both passion and commitment in 
constructing and presenting the speaking self. 

By insisting on a place for passion in argumentation, African Ameri
can women writers on a regular basis privilege both ethical and pathetic 
arguments. They appeal to a sense of "good" character and "right" action. 
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They also appeal to experience, emotion, suffering, and imagination. 

They center their arguments, not just rationally and ethically, but in the 

body-in the head, the heart, the stomach, the backbone---in the inter

ests, apparently, of inducing not just an intellectual response but a holis

tic one, that is, a whole-body involvement. The goal seems often to be 
quite literally to "move" the audience. Consider a quotation from Ida B. 

Wells in "Lynch Law and All Its Phases": 

Do you ask the remedy? A public sentiment strong against lawlessness must be 
aroused .... When a demand goes up from fearless and persistent reformers[,] 
from press and pulpit, from industrial and moral associations that this shall be 
so from Maine to Texas and from ocean to ocean, a way will be found to make it 
so .... I am no politician but I believe if the Republican party had met the issues 
squarely for human rights instead of the tariff it would have occupied a different 
position to-day. The voice of the people is the voice of God, and I long with all 
the intensity of my soul for the Garrison, Douglas, Sunmer, Whittier, and 
Phillips who shall rouse this nation to a demand that from Greenland's icy 
mountains to the coral reefs of the Southern seas, mob rule shall be put down 
and equal and exact justice be accorded to every citizen of whatever race, who 
finds a home within the borders of the land of the free and the home of the 
brave. (Thompson 185-86) 

This passage contains logical appeals that connect the reader's head 

(lawlessness will stop when public sentiment insists that it stops); ethical 

appeals that connect the reader's sense of the backbone required for jus

tice (fearless and persistent reformers--such as Garrison, Douglas, Sum

ner, Whittier, and Phillips, all righteous men of talent-from press and 
pulpit, pen and voice, will frnd a way to act, as they are obligated by duty 
as journalists and Christians to do); pathetic appeals that connect the 

reader's heart and soul (good people will passionately rouse the nation as 

they know it should be roused to preserve the glorious principles on 

which we stand). Of course, the major portion of the essay is devoted to 

reciting the horrors oflynching incidents, which have a high potential for 
turning, not just the head, heart, and soul, but also the stomach. The 

merging of these appeals--the intersecting ways they produce bodily ef

fects--suggests that these writers are interested in holistic effects, leaving 

as it were no rhetorical holds barred. 

Moreover, many of these writers spend time in their texts assessing the 
emotional states of their audiences, taking into account (that is, inter-
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preting) what the audiences must be feeling and thinking, and what they 
need to know and understand, again in their minds, hearts, souls, and 

bodies. The writers draw empathetically from feelings shared by one hu

man being with another. They acknowledge and arouse passion. They 

share options for using passion positively and productively. They evoke 

the imagination, seeking to create vivid images from which they, appar

ently, do not wish their audiences to escape. For example, in another es

say in Sister Outsider, Audre Lorde speaks of our most deeply seated pas
sions: 

The erotic is a measure between the beginnings of our sense of self and the 
chaos of our strongest feelings ... the erotic is not a question only of what we 
do; it is a question of how acutely and fully we can feel in the doing. Once we 
know the extent to which we are capable of feeling that sense of satisfaction and 
completion we can then observe which of our various life endeavors bring us 
closest to that fullness. 

The aim of eaeb thing which we do is to make our lives and the lives of our 
children rieber and more possible. Within the celebration of the erotic in all our 
endeavors) my work becomes a conscious decision-a longed-for bed which I 
enter gratefully and from which I rise up empowered. ("Uses of the Erotic;' 
54--55) 

The rhetorical effort to combine logical, ethical, and pathetic strategies 

in eliciting a holistic, whole-body response places the audiences on alert. 

There is engendered by such processes a distinct possibility that their 
heads can turn, that they will be persuaded, that sooner rather than later 

they-like the writers who are helping them to think-will be compelled 

to participate in positive action. 
As contemporary critics have examined the essays of African Ameri

can women, they have tended to consider the characteristics described 

above primarily in terms of content or purpose. They suggest, for exam

ple, that for African American women the essay is an instrument, "a 

weapon of choice" (Mittlefehldt 1993). I agree, especially given the use of 

warrior terminology by some of the writers themselves (such as Lorde, 

quoted above). Through the model presented here, however, I would like 

to deepen our understanding of what such images might mean. I suggest 
that, in naming themselves "women warriors," African American women 
are not simply manifesting a tendency to be direct and sharp-tongued in 

their use of words and their desire for change. In my opinion these im-
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ages are emblematic of a long-standing habit of ethos formation by 
which African American women construct a sense of an empowered self 
amid disempowering forces and use the energy generated by this process 
to act. I propose that images of weapons or tools or other instruments for 
active transformation not only encode ways of doing-identifying focal 
points and choosing effective means of expression. They also encode 
ways of being-creating a speaking self, which operates from a particular 
vision of mission and power, thereby exhibiting both agency and author
ity. In essays, African American women present themselves as agents of 
change, who accept the responsibility of "saving the group" and them
selves. 

~ 
If we view the essaying practices of African American women writers r kaleidoscopically, with an eye toward the merging of analytical lenses 

\ (with ethos in this case providing the primary lens), we can see that their 
uses of the essay cease to appear arbitrary or coincidental. We come to 
understand that these women are not simply appropriating in a rather in
teresting way a form that was designed for others. We understand instead 
that their uses of a protean and self-authorizing form ll are womanist
that is, proactive, not reactive-and the essay as the «weapon of choice" 

shapes itself, as it does with other essayists, in harmony with the particu
larities of their negotiations of triadic relationships (context, ethos, and 
rhetorical action). Viewing situated and invented ethos in this kaleido
scopic way lays the groundwork from which to increase our understand
ing of African American women writers as they write themselves into the 
discourses of humankind. In the face of contending forces, they draw 
from all they see, know, and have been. They craft a space, a complex 
identity, and a set of relationships with others, and in their essaying prac
tices, as one response to sociopolitical mandates, they read and write the 
world anew. 

Metorical Action 

To focus on the sector of the kaleidoscope related to rhetorical action, 
African American women transform the world they perceive into the 
worlds that they desire through the use of language. In the space between 
the perceived world and the desired worlds is a hermeneutic problem 
space, in which there are opportunities for individual writers to use lan-

! 
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guage in a variety of literate acts: making problems visible; clarifying and 

amplifying inlperatives; establishing more useful terministic screens or 
interpretive lenses; maintaining a sense of mutual interests or a common 

ground; negotiating and mediating differences. All these literate acts can 

be categorized as participating variously in the creation of a consubstan

tial space for the conversion or subversion of interests, for the affirmation 

of new horizons, and for the facilitation of changes in attitude, behavior, 

or belief. 
In keeping with Henderson's view, the consubstantial space is often 

not writer-to-single-audience but writer-sinlultaneously-to-multiple-au

diences in terms of the ways in which the writers must account for the 

converging of the various discourses in sense-making. African American 

women writers convey the inlpression, for example, of a shifting audience 

for direct address. Sometimes, even in one essay, a given writer will indi

cate that she is speaking to African American women, to white women, to 
African American men, to white meo, to everyone or anyone, and so 
forth, all at the same time. Consider, for example, a passage from Maria 

W. Stewart's essay "Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality;' which 

illustrates what might be called a process of "roll-calling;' or a calling out 

of stakeholders who, by these identities, should be paying attention: 

Where is the parent who is conscious of having faithfully discharged his duty, 
and at the last awful day of account, shall be able to say, here, Lord, is thy poor, 
unworthy servant, and the children thou hast given me? And where are the chil
dren that will arise and call them blessed? Aias, 0 God! Forgive me if I speak 
amiss; they go astray as it were, from the womb. Where is the maiden who will 
blush at vulgarity? And where is the youth who has written upon his manly brow 
a thirst for knowledge; whose ambitious mind soars above trifles, and longs for 
the time to come, when he shall redress the wrongs of his father and plead the 
cause of his brethren? (M. Richardson 1987:31; my emphasis) 

Stewart speaks to many categories of people by race, gender, and social 

roles as she spins a web of participation, and she assumes that all these 

groups could and should be listening to what she has to say. 

Differently stated, African American women writers may address sev

eral categories of listeners, to whom they do indeed speak directly. At the 

same time, however, they convey the sense that they assume or expect 
"others" to be listening along with the specifically targeted listeners. Such 

characteristics suggest that African American women writers credit their 
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worlds as complex places-in terms of social, economic, and political 
forces and also in terms of their multiple relationships to power and priv
ilege. In accordance with Henderson's theories, the writers can be de
scribed as engaging in a simultaneity of discourses; their texts can be de
scribed as multivocal; the writers can be perceived, as I suggest, as people 
who often choose to write across multiple genres, in satisfaction of a vari
ety of expressive needs. 

Further, as this analytical model indicates, African American women 
writers value experience as a source of knowledge, "truth;' and credibility. 
To articulate this knowledge, they engage in a variety of language prac
tices, including those listed earlier: naming, filtering, interpreting, negoti
ating' mediating, amplifying, and so on. They create consubstantial space 
in keeping with their sense of context and ethos. They use their sociolin

guistic knowledge and sociocultural experience throughout these pro
cesses, make rhetorical choices, build bridges between themselves and 
others, all with persuasive intent in the interest of rebalancing reality and 
creating a better world. 

~ KtJ.ieidbs~pk view-
The advantage of analyzing African American women's literate prac

tices in this way is that rhetorical action becomes visible as a site of con
tinuous struggle in response to an ongoing hermeneutic problem. This 
model permits us to display analytically their rhetorical competence-as 
we discuss, for example, the writer's task and the writer's choice as two 
ways of focusing the results of such an analysis. These two strategies for 
organizing data (an assessment of task and one of choices) permit us to 
see more clearly the extent to which these writers add complexity to the 
voices speaking, to the visions and experiences deemed worthy of shar
ing' and to those who have the capacity to act with consequence. We see 
more vibrantly how their rhetorical actions complicate the world, make it 
multidimensional, textured, and subjective. We perceive more clearly that 
African American women writers use the power oflanguage to resist sim
plification, stereotyping, and other disempowering effects. They use lan
guage to resist value systems that would render their knowledge and ex
periences irrelevant and immaterial, or that would erase the specificity of 
their material conditions. They use language to convey eloquently their 
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understanding of how such erasures make it impossible for African 
American women to be seen and acknowledged, to speak with power and 
authority, to have historical presence, to act with consequence. They use 
language to envision a world as crafted by their own minds and hearts. 

Setting this model at the intersections of context, ethos formation, and 
rhetorical action permits African American women to emerge from the 
shadows, to become more than traces of a stream. From this perspective, 
they can exist proactively in terms of their literate practices having their 
own integrity and fidelity. In this regard, the kaleidoscopic view is de
signed to make the hidden and unrecognized visible. This view, by its 
very framing (that is, in being multi-lensed), encourages us, above all 
else, to complicate our thinking, rather than simplify it, in search of 

greater clarity and also greater interpretive power. 





Part 2 



When African Women Became American 

It's not that we haven't always been here, since there was a here. It is that the 

letters of our names have been scrambled when they were not totally erased, and 

our fingerprints upon the handles of history have been called the random brushings 
of birds. 

Audre Lorde, preface to Wild Women in the Whirlwind 

I bl!j~tIrM ckapterwith a statement of the obvious. African American 
women write. We also speak, often in public. We are, in fact, talented 
users of language who have demonstrated expertise across multiple 
measures of performance and achievement. However, for African Ameri
can women the obvious has not always been treated as such. My intent in 
this chapter is to suggest that it has only been through the shifting para
digms of the past three decades that researchers and scholars in literacy 
studies and in other disciplines have been able to see more clearly that the 
uses of literate resources by African American women over time have not 
been merely "the random brushings of birds" but evidence of a full and 
flowing stream of creativity and productivity. 

We have benefited in recent years from a series of archaeological proj
ects in African American life and history, such as the fifteen-volume Carl
son series, Black Women in United States History (1990) and the twenty
five-volume ScllOmburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black Women 
Writers (1988). The projects in literature have identified and clarified a va
riety of literary traditions among African American women specifically 
and people of African descent in general. The goals of these projects have 

77 
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included the re,overy of source writers, the people who were among the 
first to achieve, and also the recovery of writers generally across literary 
genres and across time. The projects have focused on the preservation of 
historical texts, in context, and have celebrated the unfolding stories of 
literary achievement. Analyses of both individual works and the collective 
body of texts have brought attention to themes, trends, patterns, and best 
practices, and have gone quite far in documenting who wrote what when, 
why, how, and with what immediate and long-term impact. This work 
has functioned to remold literary history and to redirect both methods of 
analysis and approaches to interpretation. 

I bring this type of interest to the recovery of essay writing. I have 
turned to rhetorical analysis in order to pay attention to four specific 
concerns that seem useful: the text, the creator of the text, the process of 
production, and the context in which the writer has participated and 
from which the product has emerged. In viewing essay writing in this 
contextualized way, I began my inquiries with basic questions, focused 
primarily on the distinctiveness of the writers themselves: Who are these 

l writers? What are the worlds of discourse they are entering? How do they 
perceive of themselves in these worlds? That is, what ethos do they bring 
to writing as an enterprise, to the composing of their texts? Given the 
recognition of ethos as a significant rhetorical concern, what is the gene-
sis of their authority to write, their sense of agency, their sense of identity 
and purpose, even their sense of "womanhood"? 

The basic premise for such questioning is that writers use langnage 
with a sense of self and with a sense of their authority to speak. Knowing 
the particular circumstances of African American women and the various 
ways in which self-worth and personal authority have been systemically 
undermined, I was especially curious about what might be the sources of 
a positive and productive self-concept, and how this sense of self might 
be usable in the formation of a writing/speaking self-in the formation 
of an ethos that would permit a sense of agency and authority to emerge 

; 

and focus itself purposefully. What I tried to imagine was that this genesis 
of authority, identity, agency, and purpose could have a long trajectory of 
development rather than a short one. By this type of reckoning, my mo
ment for beginnings could and should not be 1619, the symbolic moment 
of subjugation of Africans in the Americas. Nor could or should it be the 
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nineteenth century, during which literacy acquisition became an oppor
tunity for large numbers of African American women. I posit instead that 
this trajectory was actually in motion much earlier, during precolonial 
times, as evidenced by a configuration of precolonial experiences of 
African women. 

In making this assertion, my goal in this chapter is to reach beyond a 
narrow envisioning of 1619 as the defining moment of historical presence 
for African Americans. I seek instead to present a broader vision. My in
tent is to historicize Black womanhood, and thereby African American 
women's writing, not from the small stream of our habitual ways of cred
iting and understanding these women, but from a much richer and much 
expanded sense of being. The inlperative is to look beyond Euro-Ameri
can experiences, as interesting as they may be, to an inclusion rather than 

an ignoring of the influences on women's lives in Africa as well. 

R.eadinj 8~~LiJtM 
In African Religions and Philosophy (1969:22-27), John S. Mbiti uses 

two Swalllli words to represent an African sense of individual presence 
within time, words that become instructive for this analysis. Sasa, which 
we might mistakenly represent as "present:' and zamani, which we might 
mistakenly represent as "past:' actually situate individuals within a time
space continuum and help us to perceive a striking dinlension of African 
systems of cosmology, which makes it possible to focus on history as a 
particular type of narrative within time (Ricoeur 1984, 1985, 1988). In this 
schema, sasa becomes personal time, the tinle during which individual 
people exist physically in the world and also the time during which they 
are remembered, even after physical death, by the living. In this way, sasa 
is the present, the in1mediate past, and also the in1mediate future. When a 
person ceases to be remembered as an individual by someone who is still 
living, then that person leaves sasa time and enters another part of the 
time-space continuum, the zamani dimension. In zamani time, a person 
joins the collective or the community of spirits and amieves collective 
inlmortality. In this way, zamani is the past, the present, and also non
time, or a macro dinlension in time, which is beyond both before (past) 
and after (future). In this case, then, our normal sense of an individual 
within time, or even history within time, is inadequate to account for this 
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multi-folded notion of individual presence, given the ways by which sasa 
and zamani in their somewhat simultaneous encompassing of past, pres
ent, and future seem to overlap and entwine themselves so interestingly. 

With this model of a time-space continuum with its sasa and zamani 
dimensions, there is room to negotiate what constitutes history, or at the 
very least to negotiate what constitutes historical consciousness as a pre
cursor for the "making" of history (Ricoeur 1988, 99-274). Somewhere be
tween sasa and zamani dimensions, there is a story that references history 
as a sasa experience and references it also as a zamani experience, that is, 
as integrated in a non-individually articulated way into the cultural com
munity. In this way, these two concepts can serve as a frame for thinking 
again about the relationships between achievements by African American 
women writers that have come to the attention of the dominant culture 
(the traces) and the achievements that constitute the continuities and dis
tinctions of this work over time (the stream). From the practical perspec
tive of what can be easily documented, building a case in sasa time for a 
specified precolonial African American women's history beyond 1619 is 
problematic. In overwhelnling numbers, we have long since ceased to re
member the individual women as they existed in their own time. We no 
longer call out their names. We no longer acknowledge their individual 
achievements and contributions. We have ignored the fabric of their daily 
lives. 

Using a zamani perspective, however, we can change the base of as
sumptions. We can acknowledge our own ignorance of individual stories 
as a significant factor and not assume so arrogantly that our not knowing 
predetermines that they and their experiences were absent, deficient, or 
unimportant. We can set aside for a moment what we cannot easily know 
(that is, personal history) and proceed instead to look more carefully at 
evidence, even trace evidence, from "collective' experiences, from the 
"facts" and artifacts that whisper rather than scream, in order to see how 

els~ we might still come to historical consciousness and thereby to other 
renderings of this collective body of lived experiences. 

To reemphasize the fundamental challenge, documenting historically 
the lives and experiences of women of African descent is not an easy task. 
The work of Black feminist historians over the past two decades illus
trates well the care and attention that must be given to small details and a 
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convergence of social patterns. l In the case of the focus here, a substantive 
documentation of African American women's history, especially as it ex
tends beyond 1619, has been hampered by (1) European-centered biases in 
historical production and validation; (2) the dominance of European and 
male perspectives in the creation and interpretation of history and in de
termining what constitutes sociocultural achievement and contribution; 
(3) until recently Cas marked, for example, by the relatively recent emer
gence of a cadre of women scholars of African descent), a specificlack of 
scholarly interest in the perspectives, lives, and experiences of women of 
African descent; and (4) the nontraditional historical sources of informa
tion that are necessarily part and parcel of this process of recovery and 
documentation. All of these factors contribute to the challenge of recon
structing experiences in a credible way and drawing conclusions about 
these experiences that can be supported by evidence. 

At this point in time, we can know earlier periods of African American 
women's history mainly through reconstruction: by finding whatever 
pieces of this complex puzzle Cboth traditional and nontraditional) that 
still exist and then by hypothesizing from the evidence, however skeletal 
it might seem, about what else seems likely to be true. We can use tradi
tional scholarship on African cultures as one lens that, unfortunately, has 
had the habit of paying little specific or direct attention to women's lives 
and contributions. We can also be grateful to contemporary Africanists, 
who have begun the long process of reenvisioning African cultures and 
history Csee Mokhtar 1990; Bullwinkle 1989; Hay 1988; Diop 1974). As 
Heinrich Loth (1987) suggests, however, we are still likely to find this story 
preserved most often, not so much in traditional scholarship Cas yet) as in 
the early travelers' reports of Arabs, Italians, Portuguese, Dutch, French, 
and British authors; in archaeological finds; in myths, chronicles, and leg
ends; in the contemporary evidence of cultural remnants within the 
African diaspora, and so forth. 

As the early historical linguists did, therefore, we must learn to read 
women's stories, between the lines and around the "facts" and artifacts. 
We must learn to shake out vigorously the observations and propositions 
that have been and are being set forth about social forces and conditions. 
We can concentrate on abstracting from this configuration African 
women's presence in a zamani sense so that we can reference and ulti-



82 A Historical View 

mately reinvent in' a more full-bodied way the pathways of their lives, if 

not their actual lived experiences. What stands central in this heuristic is a 

twofold process. On one hand, the task is to use available evidence to 

reestablish ancestral connections; on the other, it is to establish within 

those connections something that is perhaps even more problematic in 
building a more comprehensive case for African American women as 

writers, that is, a sense of "ancestral voice:' 

Lifo iM;Ir~ zaHWfi, '()iv,wuwn, 

In Ancestral Voice (1989), Charles L. Woodard records a series of con
versations with N. Scott Momaday. Early in the dialogue, Woodward and 

Momaday talk about The Way to Rainy Mountain, a book Momaday 

wrote about his Kiowa ancestry. In discussing the apparent hunger of 

many people to know their origins, Woodard asks: 

But what are those people to do? Those people who, as you say, cadt go back 
that far in time? Those who cannot re-create enough of their pasts to discover 
their cultural legacies? 

Momaday responds: 

Well, I think that they must imagine who they are and where they come from. 
Having the facts at hand is less important, in my opinion, than is having the de
sire to satisfy one's curiosities through imagining. And we also need some great 
mystery in our origins. That is, I would not like to know everything about my 
heritage. I want to be absolutely free to imagine parts of it. The facts are not very 
important. The possibilities are everything. When I look back, I see infinite pos
sibility, and that's exciting to me. (Woodard 1989:4) 

At this point, the conversation weaves along, moving across a variety 
of topics. Sixty-four pages later, it again turns to The Way to Rainy Moun

tain. They are discussing how a writer "creates" a place out of his or her 

rendering of it, even (as in the case of Rainy Mountain) when that partic

ular place actually exists somewhere.' Woodard concludes, and Momaday 

agrees: "The fact of it [the place] is not the truth of it" (Woodard 

1989:68). 
This conversation seems a particularly appropriate place from which 

to begin discussing an alternative analytical paradigm with which to 

reestablish ancestral connections between African American women and 

our African women ancestors, even though the individual stories of these 
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women now exist primarily in zamani time. Fundamentally, the strategy 
for inquiry is to access whatever we can, in terms of what Alessandro 
Portelli (1994) suggests as narrative modes of history-telling, that is, nar
rative patterns associated with institutional, collective, and personal 
points of view. In effect, we can engage in a process of using multidimen
sional viewpoints as a heuristic for historical reconstruction. The task in 
such a process is to keep the eyes and the mind open for the imaginable, 
that is, for opportunities to make connections and draw out likely possi
bilities. A basic value with this strategy is to reconstruct history with re
spect for the long view, a view in which the focus is not expected to be 
fine-tuned. With a long view, the historical narrative does not reference 
individual experience. It references instead institutional, collective pat
terns in broad scope. These patterns form a cultural landscape, the con
textual backdrop against which to render a meaningful and perhaps even 
a representative story. In other words, given the case of precolonial 
African women's history, we know that a documentable history through a 
close-up and personal lens is yet to be fully revealed, if indeed it can be 
revealed at all. However, we also understand that historical narratives 
based on existing evidence are nonetheless beneficial in offering texture 
and substance in broad scope for lives that we may never fully under
stand. 

When historical narratives are relegated to drawing more from a za
mani than from a sasa experience, imagination becomes a critical skill, 
that is, the ability to see the possibility of certain experiences even if we 
cannot know the specificity of them. As Ern. Brodber, sociologist and 
novelist from Jamaica, has said: "We must imagine the truth until a better 
truth comes along.'" This strategy for inquiry claims a valuable place for 
imagination in research and scholarship-imagination as a term for a 
commitment to making connections and seeing possibility. So defined, 
imagination functions as a critical skill in questioning a viewpoint, an ex
perience, an event, and so on, and in remaking interpretive frameworks 
based on that questioning. 

In establishing a place for critical imagination, I am not suggesting 
that a commitment to seeing possibility relieves researchers of the re
sponsibility to demonstrate also a commitment to accuracy, adequacy, 
and precision. The use of critical imagination does not at all negate the 
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need to do the hard work of engaging systematically in theoretically 

grounded processes of discovery, analysis, and interpretation. We must 
still ground ourselves in a well-articulated theoretical base. Beyond this, 

the necessity is to acknowledge the limits of knowledge and to be particu

larly careful about "claims" to truth, by clarifying the contexts and condi

tions of our interpretations and by making sure that we do not overreach 

the bounds of either reason or possibility. The fundamental point is that 

this paradigm for the recovery and reenvisioning of experience recog
nizes not just the potential for knowledge-making but also the potential 

for an understanding that exists at the intersections of scholarship and 

creative imagination. For women of African descent, this space of conver

gence is perhaps the only place to begin an exploration of who we are, 

where we come from, how we have found and negotiated life's pathways. 

We must look at what we know and reconstruct with critical imagination 
the worlds that might have been. 

The notion of ancestral connections, of course, is not a new concept in 

the Black intellectual and creative community. Scholars and researchers 

of African, African American, and African diaspora studies have acknowl

edged for several generations now the significant impact of Africa in the 
Americas. For example, the period we symbolize as the Harlem Renais

sance marks a renewal of interest earlier in this century in African forms, 

values, and expressions. This movement toward ancestral connection 

gained momentum, from the turn of the century, to manifest itself boldly 

during the 1920S and 1930S in literature, art, music, scholarship, and so

ciopolitical action (see Huggins 1971; DuBois 1994; Woodson 1990; 

Rozelle, Wardlaw, and McKenna 1989). As Alain Locke said in "The 
Legacy of the Ancestral Arts": 

But even with the rude transplanting of slavery, that uprooted the technical ele
ments of his former culture, the American Negro brought over as an emotional 
inheritance a deep-seated aesthetic endowment. And with a versatility of a very 
high order, this offshoot of the African spirit blended itself in with entirely dif
ferent culture elements and blossomed in strange new forms. (1925'254) 

Locke's statement is the tip of an iceberg. In essence, even a cursory ex

anlination of the variety and amount of evidence that has been collected 
across the disciplines reveals that there is a tradition of belief in Black 

scholarship--that, despite the efforts of the slave cnlture to dismantle 
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and disintegrate African lives and belief systems, remnants and reso

nances of this belief remain and continue to this day to connect African 

people throughout the diaspora. As Edmund Barry Gaither says: 

Groups of slaves as well as free Africans brought to the Americas were men and 
women who possessed a framework-religious, mythical, political, historical, 
psychological, and ontological-from which they drew the meaning of their 
lives. This framework with its myriad components provided a profound sense of 
relationship to their ancestors, nature and the world as they knew it. It consti
luted their culture. Africans from many cultures found themselves in this hemi
sphere where they were confronted with the reality of having to remake them
selves; they had to change from being Africans in the Americas to being 
Afro-Americans .... Black culture, here defined as African cultural elements re
worked and expanded, helped to assure the survival of Afro-Americans in their 
new sodo-political and economic conditions. (1989:17) 

The basic substance of this idea is illustrated through elements of lan

guage, narrative structure, dance, art, philosophy, and religion as these 
forms are consistently manifested across African-based cultures (see Her

skovits 1970; Turner 1949; Thompson 1983; Holloway 1990; S. Walker 

1990). 

As Benjanlin Quarles explains (1987), such evidence of African Ameri
can culture lends support actually to two notions that deserve separating. 

The first is that there are cultural retentions from the African context 

within African American cotumunities-as illustrated linguistically, for 

example, in the vocabulary and language use of some African American 
speakers. The second is that there have been cultural fusions between 
African, European, and indigenous cultures in the making of what is 

American. In other words, in some instances, African cultural traditions 

have actually been blended with other cultural traditions and have in ef

fect reached beyond African American communities to become national

ized-as in the more obvious case of contemporary musical forms such 

as jazz or rock and roll, and the less obvious case of food production, as 

explained by the work of cultural anthropologists (see Yentsch 1995). 

When these two perspectives of the impact of African cultural systems 

converge, at the very least we recognize the complexities by which African 

Americans have creatively forged identities and operational styles and, 

likewise, significantly influenced the forging and the implementation of 

what it means to be '~erican." 
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In "African Philosophy: Foundations for Black Psychology" (1991), 

Wade W. Nobles theorizes that African Americans as a cultural group de

rive fundamental self-definitions from premises shared with West African 

cultures. He posits that African Americans have used these beliefs in the 
development of an African -based ethos, a system of belief and action 

(1991:47-48). Among the principles that form this system are the following: 

1. The "survival of the tribe;' as an integral and indispensable part of 
nature, is paramount. 

2. There is a sacred obligation to the genealogical line, both vertically, in 

terms of the succession of generations (past, present, and future), and hor

izontally, in terms of a matrix of relationships in sasa time. "Kinship;' in 

other words, is binding. 

3. To be human is to belong to the whole community. 

4. Both responsibility and destiny are collective. 

5. Deep connections exist between what we do and what we believe. 

If we relate this set of beliefs to beliefs that can be extrapolated from the 

writings of African American women, patterns emerge. In their writing, 

African American women show direct and indirect evidence of the follow
ing: 

1. They have broadened the sense of "tribe" to include a sense of "the 
race:' or "the people,)) meaning African American people, such that there 
has been an abiding concern for "the survival of the race:' 

2. They demonstrate a belief that generations matter. They operate as 
though they "owe" the past, the present, and the future, and they enact this 

obligation by paying tribute to the past, providing support and nurture in 
the present, and thinking toward-that is, having a passionate concern 

for-the future. 

3. Their sense of their own humanness is significantly defined in code

pendence with the community (both narrowly and broadly envisioned) 

rather than in terms of themselves as autonomous individuals who are 

separable and independent from others. 

4. They consider working with others for mutual benefit to be a reason
able and productive strategy for action. 

5. They defy the separation of self into body, mind, and spirit and em

brace "wholeness:' In other words, they connect what they believe with 
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what they do, demonstrating a preference for the integration of intellect, 
passion, and ethical action. 

A comparison of this list with the principles drawn from Nobles's ex
planation brings considerable vitality to the position that African Ameri
can women's basic patterns of belief connect in meaningful ways to be
liefs that are identifiable in West African cultures. The comparison also 
suggests that, in general, these African ancestral connections have func
tioned systematically among African American women over the genera
tions, in the formation of patterns of action that became directive for the 
use of a new technology-that is, writing. 

To HeM IV(, IrncedYat Voice-

If we can abstract patterns of belief and action from a reestablishing of 
ancestral connections, the groundwork is laid for articulating a process of 
"cultural imprinting" that would account, at least in part, for continuities 
from continent to continent, from Africa to North America. Cultural im
printing would explain not just a general continuity in terms of remnants 
and resonances but also a specific continuity in terms of the genesis of 
African American women's authority as writers and the emergence of 
what I am naming here "ancestral voice:' To begin fleshing out the con
cept of ancestral voice, I turn to contemporary evidence. For example, on 
her dedication page in The Color Purple, Alice Walker says: 

To the Spirit: 
Without whose assistance 
Neither this book 
Nor I 
Would have been 
Written. 

In "Writing The Color Purple" (1983:355-60), Walker explains how she 
communicated with the characters of the novel, who guided her, quite in
sistently and irresistibly, toward the place where she needed to write-to
ward the level of attention and concentration that she needed to guaran
tee for herself in order to be productive-and also left her (at least for a 
while until they reentered with her next novel, Temple of My Familiar) 
when the novel was done. In this dedication and in the accounting of how 
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she produced The Color Purple, Walker articulates a spiritual connection 

with her characters as ancestors whose story she was rendering. Within 
this articulation is recognizable the concept of "ancestral voice;' a voice 

that communicates, peculiarly perhaps, both sense and sensibility, ways 

of being, ways of doing. 

If we can re-imagine precolonial African women's lives, if we can re

construct the pathways taken by those who crossed the Atlantic in their 
transformation from African women into African American women, if 

we can trace ways of being and doing, then cultural imprinting seems an 

appropriate way to talk about a trajectory for the development of a sense 

of ancestral voice as experienced by African American women over time. 

The concept of a culturally imprinted voice is that, over time, this voice 
becomes so deeply imbedded in cultural practices that it may be trans

mitted from generation to generation to generation in many ways. One 

way this voice may be transmitted might be intnitively. The idea is that 

African American women have been subjected to a body of continuously 

resonant experiences, experiences that can be articulated in contempo

rary terms as the converging oppressions of race, class, gender, and cul
tural domination. Over the course of these accumulated experiences, we 

have acquired an intnition, an ability. to "know;' to understand tacitly a 

sense of self, place, and possibility. This consistency between conditions 

and response suggests that a sense of survival in being so consistently 
necessary might become automated and somehow coded into the blood

lines. 
The idea that knowledge and understanding might become coded into 

the bloodlines suggests a second way this voice may be transmitted. Per
haps African American women have perceived ancestral voice instinc

tively. Perhaps habits of knowing might actually become so ingrained 

that such ways of knowing come to be grafted into the socio-bio system 

and passed along. Perhaps the intimacy between social practices and bio

logical imperatives is considered so entwined that, in fact, habits seem 
((n~tural" instead of "learned." 

Walker's quotation, however, suggests a third way this voice may be 

transmitted. The connection might be spiritual, indicating the possibility 

of a direct connection, that is, a direct line of communication to the za

mani, or perhaps a space in which we might continuously "bump" into 
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our ancestors and hear their voices.' In Walker's case, she indicates that 
the ancestral spirits "talk» to her. 

Whatever the means of transfer might be, however, my hypothesis is 
that, across time and space, women in the zamani have helped African 
American women to understand-whether by intuition or instinct, 
through the spirit or by storytelling, or by some other process-who we 
are, how we should see the world, how we should perceive ourselves in it, 

and also how we might assume the authority to speak and to act as 
thinkers, writers, and leaders, even in the face of contending forces within 
a new geographical and cultural context. As Momaday says: 

I sometimes imagine that I am my ancestors. That as I write I am speaking what 
my ancestors spoke or would speak through me .... I think sometimes that my 
voice is the reincarnation of a voice from my ancestral past . .. . It is something 
that brings about great serenity. I think of it as being irresistible. It is the way the 
universe is ordered. (Woodard 1989:112) 

In the ways the universe has been ordered historically for African Ameri
can women, we begin with the remnants, imagine the reality that must 
have produced these remnants, and reconstruct, as Paul Ricoeur suggests, 

historical time (1984:175-230). 

With a sense of ancestral connection and ancestral voice, the inquiry 
begins. Who were these women, these real, live, human beings who 
crossed the Atlantic as captives? What lives did they leave behind? What 
patterns of belief and action did they bring with them? What image or 
images of womanhood did they hold in their hearts, heads, and bone 
marrow? What did they pass along to their own daughters, and to other 
young female captives who became their daughters since, despite their ge
ographical displacement, these girls still faced the task of coming into 
womanhood? What did they use to shape the new roles they must fill for 
these girls, these strangers who had no one else? How did their experi
ences as slaves, young and old, reshape their images of themselves, their 
identities, their sense of themselves as women, as human beings? How did 
they emerge from slavery? How did their sense of "woman's role" or 
"woman's place" inform their use of new tools or non-African resources? 
With particular regard for the focus of this book, how were their uses of 
literacy as a "new" tool the same in temIS of their typical patterns of belief 

and action? How were their uses of literacy different? 
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In light of even the most simplistically stated sense of human develop
ment, it still seems reasonable to say that when African women and girls 
set foot in North America, they did not come as blank slates. Instead, they 
brought with them sensibilities that had been fired in African cauldrons, 
the communities they left behind. Accepting the basic common sense of 
this statement leaves open the probability of at least traces, faint or 
strong, of the historical connections between the lives of African women 
in their communities and the lives that African American women as
sumed in the United States. In this chapter, therefore, I operate from the 
position that African women translated-from one cultural context into 
another-spheres of power, influence, and work; that they transferred 
basic mechanisms for operating autonomously and in cooperation with 
others; and that qnite probably they preserved (to some degree at least) 

deeply imbedded cultural notions of self-in-society that would be useful 
to them, or at least their progeny, in the construction of self and voice as 
users of written language. 

Hidory 8~iM ~a,Stbry 
On the Island of Goree off the coast of Senegal, the westernmost point 

on the continent of Africa, there is a doorway through which untold 
numbers of African women and girls passed on their way to becoming 
African American.s Small, dark, sinister, and unwe!coming, this portal is 
testament to a catastrophic event in the lives of African females. On the 
African side of the doorway, across the broad landscape of a number of 
western, central, and southern African cultures, were their homes, their 
families, the collectivity of beliefs, values, and behaviors that had formed 
their worlds, their lives, and their possibilities. On the other side lay the 
Atlantic Ocean, the Middle Passage, the shores of North America, and the 
endless years of unimaginable degradation, drudgery, pain, and suffering 
that awaited them. 

, At Goree, they were torn from their worlds, abruptly and often bru
tally severed, and brought to this place that, but for the business there, 
would have been beautiful, warm, peaceful, exotic in its accoutrements. 
The business, however, was everything and made all the difference. Goree 
was not a place of peace and beauty. It was a place that finalized the 
process by which African women and girls became chattel. It was the 
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place where the commodification of their existence was made para
mount. Their hopes, dreams, and expectations were translated by horrific 
measure into their potential for production and reproduction. By abuse, 
debasement, and dehumanization, there was a campaign to disintegrate 
and destroy their human consciousness, a process that often began at 
their capture and crystallized much too often, whatever their ages and 
whatever their social status, in the raping rooms of their Goree prisons. 

No matter how much they fought back, cried, moaned, or wailed, 
there was no relief. No matter how many times they wished and prayed 
for compassion or salvation, none was forthcoming. No matter how 
much they longed for normalcy and the loving arms of their family 
members, friends, and neighbors, if such people came at all they came, as 
the women had come, in ropes, leather thongs, and chains. As in the case 
of Olaudah Equiano's sister, they saw the men to whom they had looked 
for protection killed, or stripped of power, status, and the resources to 
fight either for themselves or for the women. Much of what we know 
about these women, however, we must filter through and figure out, as we 

might tiny bits and pieces through a sieve. 
We know Equiano's story, for example, from his narrative, The Inter

esting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The 
African, first published in 1789. We know only remnants of his sister's 
story as we see for her a life within his life. She is nameless, existing only 
as "Equiano's sister:' the only daughter of a "numerous fanilly" (Equiano 

1987:25). In telling his own life, however, Equiano succeeds also in shed
ding light on "Sister:' Their father was a man of means and their lives as 
his children were comfortable. Equiano explains, however, that at age 
eleven he and his sister, whose age he does not give, were kidnapped. We 
can hypothesize that the two were close in age since they were left at 
home alone to play in the compound while the adults went to the fields to 
work, and since there is nothing about his references to her or about his 

poignant descriptions of the events of their capture to indicate that she 
was "unequal." Equiano states: 

without giving us time to cry out, or to make any resistance, they stopped our 
mouths and ran off with us into the nearest wood. Here they tied our hands, and 
continued to carry us as far as they could ... the only comfort we had was in be
ing in one anothees arms all that night, and bathing each other with tears. But 
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alas! we were soon deprived of even the small comfort of weeping together. 
(1987:26) 

The two were separated, to see each other only once more before the 
final separation when Equiano manages to make his way into history and 
Sister is left to enter the zamani dimension. 

At the hands of captors without conscience or compassion, Sister and 
so many other unnamed but not unknown women and girls were made 
to know death, danger, destruction, violence, and despair as never before. 
Even without their names or the details of their individual lives, we still 
know these women. They were the victims of aggressors, foreign and 
African-born, aggressors who closed their hearts and eyes to inhumanity 
and their ears to human protest and suffering. Their oppressors tolerated 
no resistance or revolt; punished, tortured, and killed without hesitation 
or remorse; and operated with amazing fidelity to the insatiable gods of 
profit and power. 

The Goree door took the women and girls by planks across a rocky 
shore to ladders made of ropes that swayed as body after body was made 
to climb them. To the smells of seared, rotting flesh that had been 
branded with the markings of the enslaved, they moved. To the sounds of 
hostile voices and the cracking of whips, they moved. To the sounds of 
their own anxiously beating hearts and the screams, moans, and protests 
of their fellow captives, they were herded like cattle into the bowels of the 

slave ship. 
Longing for the past and fearing the present, the future, the unknown, 

surely among some of these women and girls there was a sense that they 
were moving in a dream, a nightmare from whiclI they would awaken, if 
only they could. Among some, there must have been an intense moment 
of disbelief, a space in time when they felt mystically separated from the 
horror of this disruption to their lives, only to be brought back to this re
ality constantly by the ever present tyranny of their captors. I imagine that 
their senses were sharply attuned, not dulled, as they experienced a den
sity of sensations with each moment. Their nostrils must have been filled 
to distraction with the stench of torture chambers, and their skins must 
have tingled with fear, anxiety, and desperation. They must have been 
horror-stricken by the sight of the lurking vessel that would transport 
them. Their bare feet must have felt the coolness of the stone door as they 
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walked out of the holding place, and the roughness of the wooden boards 
as they walked across the planks to the rocky shore where the ship loomed 
before them. Their hands, large and small, must have felt every inch of the 
knots and braids along the ropes as they climbed to the ship's deck. Their 
souls must have reeled from the recent memories of their humiliations 
and the anticipation of more that they must surely have known would 
come. They must have wondered with an undescribable sense of confu
sion and disorientation what was happening to them and why. 

They entered cramped, unlighted, disease-infested, filthy spaces unfit 
for human occupation, but prescribed on this journey just for them. They 
had little chance of escape, and even less of escaping alive. A$ they were 
pushed along, taking one step and then another, surely some, if not most, 
must have sensed from the very depths of their intuitive spirits that, not 

by choice but by the power, will, and mandate of their captors, they 
would never, ever see their homes, their families, or their African home
lands again. 

Such are the details, the "stuff;' the fibrous realities of the critical space 
where scholarship and imagination meet From this spot, we have a place 
to begin. What we know from the evidence in hand is that there was life 
and culture in Africa before the intervention of Europeans. What we also 
know is that, once African women reached North America, they were 
compelled to remake themselves in this new world. Among the mecha
nisms available to them for survival, they embraced writing as a new cul
tural element and they blossomed. What we have not adequately ac
counted for is the matrix of African sensibilities they might use to 
envision, shape, direct, and perhaps even inspire, that blossoming. 

The- Worlds TIwy Left 8ehind 
The growing scholarship on precolonial and postcolonial Africa 

clearly reveals the wide diversity of communities that populate the 
African continent (see Bullwinkle 1989; Hay 1988; Robertson and Klein 
1983). There is little factual basis, therefore, for assUflling that a recon
struction of African women's history would have a single line of develop
ment for African women's experience, either in ancient days before the 
intervention of Europeans or now. Acknowledging this diversity, my pur
pose here is not to make a case for cultural unity in any polarized way or 
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to suggest a tunneling of vision to discount differences and embrace only 
sameness. Quite the contrary. My purpose is to accept the twofold reality 
of both cultural distinctiveness in African commuuities and complemen
tarity, if not sameness, across particular cultural practices. My purpose is 
to see and seek to understand both distinctiveness and complementarity, 
so we can extrapolate at the highest level possible an aesthetic sensibility, 
a belief system, an ethos, as such notions may have formed a basis for sur
vival in a new and hostile environment. 

My sense of this situation is that newly enslaved Africans faced special 
and unusual circumstances. As they transformed identities from being 
African to becoming African American, I suggest that a dialectic between 
variant beliefs and practices perruitted African peoples to construct a re
gionally defined worldview, that is, a West African-based ethos, despite 

the distinctive influences of the multiple community sites from which 
they came. Again, my intent here is to make a case for how a matrix of 
complementary beliefs probably converged when people from across 
communities were displaced and their lives severely constrained by the 
conditions and forces of African enslavement in North America. 

To start from an acknowledgment of difference, the lives of African 
women show considerable variation across time and across territory. Dif
ferences arise from many sources, which have become clearer to us 
through the work of researchers in fields across the disciplines: history, 
political science, economics, anthropology, sociology, psychology, philos
ophy, religion, the arts, feminist studies, Black feminist studies, and other 
interdisciplinary fields. In fact, the cultural variety among African com
munities seems to become richer and richer if we use a multiplicity of 
disciplinary perspectives as we move from community to commuuity 
across and within the geographical regions. The result is that, while much 
is still ruissing, we can paint a better picture of precolonial women's lives 
today than ever before. 

'First of all, from the time of the ancient African empires that date from 
the first century B.C., there is evidence that societies operated along a 
matrilineal-patrilineal continuum in terms of a complex of kinship, fam
ily, and lineal relationships (Bohannan and Curtin 1988; Loth 1987; 
Robertson and Klein 1983; Rodney 1972; Diop 1967). The placement of 
particular communities along this continuum relates most directly to 
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how they determined succession to seats of power, inheritance, and the 
identity of children (that is, the parent to whom the children "be
longed"). Scholars recognize that their categorizations of African com
munities in this manner should not be considered static. As Africanists 
examine how societies developed over time, their work suggests such cat
egorizations simply do not remain neatly ordered. Instead, the call seems 
to be for a more fluid model, in which categories can be reasonably mod
ified in one direction or another as a given community might vary over 
time, being more matrilineal or less, or more patrilineal or less. 

When a community is categorized, at a point in time, as matrilineal or 
patrilineal, such categories do not directly translate into that commu
nity's falling into a corresponding matriarchal or patriarchal pattern. 
Whether matrilineal or patrilineal, formal power was probably in the 
hands of men, regardless of whether their access to it was through a fe
male ancestor or a male ancestor. Viewing this schema dynamically, 
rather than statically, makes the legal and social status of women in the 
community more easily disceruible. We can see more clearly, for example, 
their rights to their children, to landownership, and to participation in 
political, social, and economic systems. 

As explained by Robertson and Klein (1983), for example, the power 
and authority of African women was tied less to a specific kinship and 
lineage system than to economic structures. By their reckoning, women's 
status and power were tied to the degree of dependence, independence, 
and interdependence between men and women, such that the type of 
economic development serves as a clearer measure of such relationships 
than just kinship or lineage patterns. Variations in women's experiences, 
therefore, do not pivot so much on a dichotomous male or female domi
nation (as women's experiences are interpreted in European-based cul
tures) as on African women's formal and informal access to power and 
authority, and on the roles that a given community assigned for women 
in sustaining the economy-with such roles dependent often on whether 
the community was nomadic or agricultural, urban or rural, and so forth. 

A second source of variation-as African societies changed over time 
and territory-was religious beliefs. As Ali A. Mazrui (1986) indicates, 
modern Africa is a product of three major cultural influences: indige
nous, European, and Islamic cultures. By the second century, Christianity 
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had developed in North Africa; by the seventh century, Islam had also 
taken root. Both had a negative impact on the social status and legal sta
tus of women (Loth 1987; Robertson and Klein 1983), in the ways these 
cultural institutions defined family roles and responsibilities, prescribed a 
woman's conduct and behavior, and determined her place or lack of place 
in the public sector. 

A third source of variation was in agricultural development, urbaniza
tion, and the development of social class systems (Hay 1988; Loth 1987; 
Robertson and Klein 1983; S. Walker 1990). As some societies settled into 
stable agrarian communities rather than nomadic ones, the men spent 
less work time hunting or fishing and assumed more authority for maIn
taining the social fabric of the community-as well as for farming and 
animal husbandry, both of which at other times might have fallen to the 

responsibility and authority of women. The presence of men and their 
increased participation in the local economy often meant a negative 
change in status for women's legal rights, and a shift for women from po
sitions of power, control, and decision-making to positions of influence. 
In other words, with agricultural development, the women often still had 
to work to maintain the life and livelihood of a community, but their 
work was sometimes tied less directly to their own status and power than 
to the status and power of their fathers, brothers, husbands, and sons. 

As communities grew up around a more agrarian economy and 
moved toward urban development, the most obvious impact. was social 
stratification. For women in privileged families, economic resources per
mitted them to be released from some household and field duties because 
of the slave labor (typically of women) that their families could afford. 
However, as Sheila Walker suggests with regard to contemporary African 
women in "Walled Women and Women Without Walls Among the Fulbe 
of Northern Cameroon" (1990), sometimes a privileged status had less of 
a liberating consequence for women than a cloistering one, especially in 
Islam-influenced communities. 

With regard to enslaved women, as Rosalyn Terborg-Penn (1986) 
points out, the enslavement of women across the African continent was a 
fanriliar experience, not an unfamiliar one, and sometimes distinctions 
between wives and slaves in a given housellOld were essentially in terms of 
prestige, not daily experience. Also, women in the cities, as compared 
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with peasant women in rural communities, were able to provide special 
services. A professional class developed-including, for example, the 
women who carried water from peripheral areas and sold it in the city; 
the women who became the market women, selling food, cloth, and 
crafts; the women who prepared food commercially; and the prostitutes. 
All of these models of womanhood in society existed in one configura
tion or another, but as Herbert S. Klein (1978; 1999) reports, regardless of 
how experiences varied, women were highly valued for their roles in eco
nomic production and as vessels of life. 

As specific examples of cultural variation, what these three sources of 
difference seem to indicate for women's experiences is that there were 
axes of power. The extent to which women were "dominant" or not in so
cial, political, and economic systems varied along all these lines--matri
lineal or patrilineal societies; matriarchal or patriarchal societies; indige
nous, European-influenced, Islamic-influenced cultures; rural or urban 
setting; socioeconomic status, and so on. To be underscored is that pre
colonial African women were far from monolithic. They varied in social 
class in terms of family and community resources. Their slate of activities 
varied in terms of what in a specific community constituted women's 
roles in economic survival and prosperity. The degree of autonomy var
ied with regard to personal decision-making and so too with regard to 
the degree of authority, power, and influence in community decision
making. The majority of women lived in rural communities. Others lived 
in more urban environments. Some were Christian or Islamic, or were 
women who still operated within indigenous African belief systems. 
Some women were already leading lives in slavery, sometimes as field 
workers, sometimes as members of privileged households. 

What seems constant is that all these women had internalized a sense 
of place within these environments. It is probable that, whatever the spe
cific details of their day-to-day lives, women across all communities had 
internalized a sense of being an integral and essential part of the "natu
ral" order of the universe, a sense of belonging to their group, a sense of 
being responsible to and for this group. Their experiences engendered in 
them a set of values, beliefs, attitudes, expectations, and behaviors by 
which they forged a sense of womanhood in the world. We can set aside 
questions of whether cultural connections among the women were 
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strong-as demonstrated, for example, from an examination of the lin
guistic evidence that has established African language families (Wehners 
1973; Pyles and Algeo 1982). We can set aside questions of whether con
nections were weak-as suggested, for example, by an examination of so
cial stratification and the variability of religious practices. What we can
not set aside is that women in all sorts of categories fell victim to the slave 
trade. All manner of women were subject to siege and capture by those 
who sought to enslave them for trans-Atlantic markets; all manner of 
women found themselves imprisoned together without distinction on 
the Island of Goree and in other enslavement stations that would ulti
mately place them on slave ships bound for the western hemisphere. 

According to Herbert S. Klein (1978; 1999), although the limitations of 
the data constrain the ability of scholars to draw definitive conclusions, 
available records suggest that approximately 38 percent of the captives 
who arrived in the Americas during the height of the trans-Atlantic slave 
trade by Dutch, Danish, and British ships were women and girls.6 Records 
indicate that the captives came from western, central, and southern 
Africa. Klein's data also indicate that, to the extent that records were kept 
and are available, the captives were divided into tlrree age groups: women 
(eighteen or older); teenagers (between eleven and seventeen); girls (from 

about seven to ten). He reports, for example, that from 1790 to 1820, of 
the group of female captives arriving in the Port of Havana, Cuba, ap
proximately 50 percent were women; 21 percent were teenagers; 29 per
cent were girls. 

These data, to whatever extent generalizations may be drawn, indicate 
one likely truth. The overwhehning majority of African women and girls 
who crossed the Atlantic Ocean as captives were old enough to have cul
tural memory. Specifically, at least 70 percent of them (those eleven and 
older) were already likely to have had a significant number of accultura
tion experiences. Quite likely, their communities had already demon
strated to them-both informally by role models and social practices and 
formally tlrrough puberty rites and other ceremouies, as well as tlrrough 
work experiences---who and how they should be as human beings, as 
women, and as members of a cultural group.7 In fact, even the seven year 
olds would have had the time to accumulate and internalize experiences, 
images, even some preferences, habits, or patterns of belief. All of the 
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women and girls wonld have had time to be socialized to some degree as 
African females within particular African communities. 

The point of inquiry, then, is rather straightforward. Each of these 
women and girls brought with them to North America a sense of self and 
society. There were certainly cnltural differences, but the question is 
whether there were enough resonances among cnltures for some kind of 
complementary; perhaps even aggregate, sense of womanhood to emerge. 
The question is whether these women might have been able to see them
selves and to operate, not just as individuals alone but as human beings in 
community, albeit a displaced and reconstituted community. My hypoth
esis is that these females found strength and affirmation in the company 
of other women who were in actuality more like themselves than differ
ent. The assumption is that among these displaced women a newly con

structed community developed, largely because of their collective efforts 
to recover balance and stability in their lives-a role that I suspect at a 
general level was a traditional one, given the typical women's responsibil

ities for caring and nurture in their African communities. Stated differ
ently; my assumption is that these women redefined community by using 
as a primary resource the matrix of cnltural constructs, complementary 
in design, that they brought with them from Africa with the intent of 
keeping themselves and each other alive and sane. 

Contemporary scholars emphasize that African women's experiences 
were different enough to demand that as historicizers we operate quite 
certainly with a clear and present need to resist overgeneralization. How
ever, scholars also acknowledge that at some general level human beings, 
in their humanity; develop in a fairly patterued way, despite certain varia
tions across cnltures. They acknowledge the possibility that connections 
exist in a small stream at higher levels of abstraction. There are two obvi
ous examples: one is that humans have the tendency to use langnage; an
other is that in human society children are dependent on adnlts in the 
community for sustenance and for an understanding of the world around 
them, whatever that world is. 

Indeed, such abstractions offer evidence that a sense of community for 
displaced African women might quite reasonably have been extended be
yond a local sense of self and society to a broader, reconstituted one. I add 
also that such a reconstituted sense of being wonld possibly have been 
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continually renewed at the root by the constant influx of "new" slaves into 
the Americas for two full centuries. I suggest that much of the notion of 
Pan-Africanism, negritude, the African diaspora, and afrocentricity 
seems to draw significantly from such ontological possibilities. Gilroy 
(1993) offers an explanation of such ways of being and knowing in con
temporary contexts. At a fundamental level, my sense is that scholars of 
African descent, and others interested in such issues, have found deeply 
compelling a lingering question: How else can we account for contempo
rary continuities across the African diaspora after all this time and after 
such extended moments of separation from the source? 

Recognizing the limitations of our ability to substantiate with tradi
tional documentation this type of ontological perspective, however, I 
have chosen, as Momaday and Brodber suggest, not to be constrained by 
just the facts, although certainly in this case there are many. I have chosen 
instead to use the commuuity of discourse, invigorated by available docu
mentation, to look imaginatively at the points at which women's lives, in 
all their variability, seem to have converged. The task is not so much to 
examine the variations on themes, in the interests of establishing truth 
for all time, but more to examine the themes themselves, in the interest 
(as Brodber indicates) of suggesting where a pathway to truths might re
side. My specific intent is to extrapolate (from what at minimum are 
points of curiosity and at maximum are actual points of convergence) in
ferences that seem fruitful in positing an explanation for beliefs and ac
tions from which African American women could form a sense of com
munity and ethos. From this base, my view is that African American 
women have been enabled to act as literate beings, privy to ancestral con
nection and ancestral voice. 

~ EmerjeJtU of Literacy M a-SOWJpbtiticat Toot 
The challenge at this point is to account for how identity and belief 

might have formed among African women from this cross-commuuity 
perspective. As suggested by several scholars (for example, Ladner 1971; 

Meier and Rudwick 1970), wherever an African commuuity might fall on 
the matrilineal-patrilineal continuum during the precolouial era, the 
"family" (that is, the kinship group that descended from a common an
cestor, whether male or female) was the central political uuit. Women's 
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identity, therefore, was situated fundamentally within a kinship network. 
Their autonomy was defined not so much as individuals, but (since the 
women existed in relationship to others) as mothers, sisters, wives, and 
daughters, with the most central kinship being the bond between moth
ers and children. 

In his groundbreaking work of 1941, Herskovits (1970:65) observed 
that in West African cultures there was a specific closeness developed be
tween mothers and children. He suggested that this closeness seemed rea
sonab�e since typically each married woman had her own house within 
which she lived with her children (male and female) until they moved 
into their own homes. The children, sometimes depending on whether a 
culture was polygamous or not, may have shared their fathers with sib
lings by other mothers (who became their plural mothers) but they 
shared their own biological mother only with her children. It seems rea
sonable to assume, then, that the closest tie in kinship networks across 
various cultural models would be between mother and children, a rela
tionship and measure of community status that African women in North 
America were able to retain, albeit precariously, during slavery. 

Researchers since Herskovits (for example, Robertson and Klein 1983; 
Steady 1985) have documented that African women have traditionally 
held a secure place within the kinship network-in at least three ways. 
One, as indicated above, was as mothers, vessels for life. They gave birth. 
Another was as the nurturers and teachers of children. Third, they grew 
and prepared food and provided for the basic health care and well-being 
of the community. In the earlier years of childhood, women were respon
sible for introducing girls and boys to community values, expectations, 
and practices. They identified and taught appropriate behavior and ac
tion, assuming in some communities the voice of the community con
science. Their role in the latter case was to signal truth and to encourage 
ethical behavior, often as such lessons were imbedded symbolically in sto
ries told around evening fires-a scene illustrated, for example, in Chinua 
Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1959). The women were not the griots (the 
historians), but they were storytellers, members of the community who 
taught with parables. They were the interpreters, the community mem
bers whose responsibility it was to think through and bring meaning to 
what was happening to the community and to suggest, directly or indi-
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rectly, ethical possibilities for action. African women were intrinsically 
valued for these roles, and through these responsibilities they partici
pated actively in commuoity life and gained access to power, their own 
authority, and autonomy. In North America, these roles continued, espe
cially within the confines of their own quarters, and the women contin
ued to be valued for their success in fulfilling these roles for "the race;' the 
reconstituted commuoity. 

Further, in being heads of their own households in their African com
muoities and having the responsibility of feeding, housing, and clothing 
their own children, they developed patterns of action. Prominent among 
these patterns is that they operated fairly autonomously and developed 
habits of hard work and self-reliance. They often formed alliances with 
co-wives or other women in the group-to take care of their broad re
sponsibilities, including the feeding and care of husbands, the production 
and processing of food, the teaching and nurturing of children, the man
aging of the commuoity conscience, and so on. Across West African com
munities, from which the majority of captives came, all these tasks were 
significandy defined as women's work. 

In this view of precolonial Africa, such activities signal that women en
gaged in productive labor, not just reproductive labor, and they were ac
customed to pooliog time, energy, and resources in the interests of get
ting critical jobs done for themselves and for their commuoities. They 
expected to participate actively in these commuoities; typically they were 
able to use their organizational skills and their skills for working coopera
tively as mechanisms for political and economic influence, at least, if not 
also for the attainment of actual power in their own right. In North 
America, African women continued to be perceived, though with increas
ing personal pejoration, as valuable in both productive and reproductive 
labor; they continued, as far as they were allowed, to work cooperatively 
with other women in the fields and in the plantation households to get 
assigned duties done; they continued to use whatever resources were 
available to sustain themselves and their reconstituted communities. 

In considering woman's place in precolonial African societies in this 
way, I am suggesting the possibility of a sense of African American wom
anhood--shaped by the resonant experiences of African women first in 
Africa and then also in North America. I am suggesting: 

-J 
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1. that the ancestors of African American women held a sense of au
tonomy, tied to a sense of personal value within their kinship networks; 

2. that in a general but relatively consistent way, African women 
brought with them to North America a sense of: 

a. ethos, or a system of belief and action that informed a positive 
redefinition of self and self-in-society once they reached North America; 

b. female power, autonomy, and authority; 
c. women's «(rights," roles, and expectations in society; 
d. what constitutes the "work" of women, that is, a sense of the ob

ligations and responsibilities by which women should help take care of 
what continued to be defined as the critical task-assuring the "survival 
of the tribe" or the people; 

e. how complex tasks can be addressed through cooperative strate-
gies. 

I am suggesting the possibility that this sense of woman's place in the 
world-with its incumbent expectations, obligations, and responsibili
ties-was passed along to subsequent generations, even in the hostile en
vironment in which the first generations of African women and girls 
found themselves in North America. It seems reasonable to assume that 
these legacies of "place" helped shape the paradigms by which African 
American women have perceived, interpreted, and carried out ongoing 
and new sociocultural responsibilities. It seems quite possible that such 
legacies, within the context of slavery and afterward, actually shaped and 
nurtured African American women's sociocultural development-espe
cially in the remaking of African womanhood as African American wom
anhood. The central point is that, amid a continuity of experiences oc
curring between the arrival of our African women ancestors and the 
emergence of identities among African American women as "new" world 
women, the "new" women had the opportunity to intema1i2e variously a 
definable core of notions about self-in-society based on the convergence 
of old and new identities across contexts. 

Ac&oCMf ad Activi>14f/ 
Imbedded in this assertion is another idea. My view is that, as if by 

voices from across time and space, continuities of experiences in identity 



104 A Historical View 

formation contributed to a comparable development of continuities in 
response to those experiences and subsequently to continuities in actions. 
In my estimation these continuities formed patterns and constituted par
adigms for ways of being and doing. Through these paradigms, African 
American women have consistently taken advantage of specific technolo
gies and opportunities for action. One set of technologies has been those 
that support writing. One set of opportunities has been the ongoing need 
to address critical problems and issues in the African American commu
nity. In other words, the material circumstances among African American 
women (acknowledging the multiple variations of these circumstances) 
have consistently elicited responses (in this case, the use of writing) that 

can be viewed as demonstrations of their commitment to social advocacy 
and activism. 

In using advocacy and activism to interrogate the literate practices of 
African American women writers, I am actually making several claims. 
One is that the very act of writing, especially for people who do not oc
cupy positions of status and privilege in the general society, is a bold and 
courageous enterprise rather than simply a demonstration of the ability 
to express oneself. A second claim is that African American women have 
consistently included social, political, and economic problems and inter
ests as focal points in their writing. They have addressed all manner of 
concerns, from issues of their own agency as capable and intelligent hu
man beings to the impacts and consequences of various conditions of life 
for African Americans and others, to the implications of economic and 
political power, to the importance of peace, justice, and equity, and so on. 
A third claim is that the arenas in which they have participated as m;iters 
have consistently been "public" arenas. They have written for and spoken 
to many audiences within various social and professional networks, as 
well as to many general (that is, cross-community) audiences, including 
national and international groups. A fourth claim is that for most if not 
all of these writers, their acts of writing function locatively. In a manner of 
speaking, this function indicates that acts of literacy become a homing de
vice for locating a more general pattern of work. I am suggesting that 
African American women have written in the interest of social, political, 
and cultural mandates. Looking at their written texts, therefore, permits 
us to articulate the consistent ways (large and small, local and nonlocal) in 
which these women have participated energetically in change processes. 
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To see the use of literacy in the interests of social change as an analyti

cal value rather than as a label benefits from a specific consideration of 
connotations of the terms activism and advocacy. According to the on

line Oxford English Dictionary, activism is a twentieth-century term, first 

recorded in '907. The dictionary lists two definitions: "1. A philosophical 

theory which assumes the objective reality and active existence of every

thing. 2. A doctrine or policy of advocating energetic action." These defi
nitions draw from the word active, which has a longer history, with the 

first recorded use being in '340. The dictionary lists several entries for this 

term. The most relevant for this discussion include: 

A.la. Opposed to contemplative or speculative: Given to outward action rather 
than inward contemplation or speculation; practical; esp. with "life:' 

A.1b. Practical, as opposed to theoretical. 
A.2. Opposed to passive: Originating or communicating action, exerting ac

tion upon others; acting of its own accord, spontaneous. 
A.43. Opposed to quiescent or extinct: Existing in action, working, effective, 

having practical operation or results. 
A.5. Opposed to sluggish or inert: Abounding in action; energetic, lively, agile, 

nimble, diligent, busy, brisk. (Of persons and tbings) 
B.l. A person devoted to the active life. 

In like manner, the OED lists '340 as the first use of the word advocate 
and lists three definitions that seem relevant: 

1. One called in, or liable to be called upon, to defend or speak for. 
2. One who pleads, intercedes, or speaks for, or in behalf of, another; a 

pleader, intercessor, defender. 
3. One who defends, maintains. publicly recommends, or raises his voice in 

behalf of a proposal or tenet. 

Finally, the OED lists one definition of advocacy that relates to this 
analysis: "1. The function of an advocate; the work of advocating; plead

ing for or supporting:' 
In the context of these definitions, the space to envision African Amer

ican women writers emerges. Their writing indicates a propensity to 

work energetically to achieve political, social, and cultural goals. These 

writers are dedicated to an active Iife--in this case, a life of productivity 

and creativity in writing. While there is no evidence to suggest that any of 

them actually oppose contemplation and speculation, given their work as 
writers, there is considerable evidence of their desires to apply contem-
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plation and speculation toward practical purposes. They write and speak, 

conveying a passion for the causes they define. They plead these causes 

before literal and metaphorical "bars of justice;' operating as defenders 

with deeply rooted interests that are articulated typically in both personal 

and altruistic terms. In this case, then, they apparently do not see them

selves to be speaking for others. In essay writing, especially with the use of 

"I;' they speak for themselves and for the principles for which they stand. 

They raise voices for their various audiences, and they do what they feel 

passionately and compassionately compelled to do. 

To be noted is that this assessment is not a process of labeling. It is a 

process of analysis. From my point of view, the goal is not to claim that 

African American women writers define themselves---either personally 

or professionally-by the values I use to analyze their work. My impera

tive is to make sense of their work within a context specific to their lived 

experiences. The twofold frame I have specified is literacy and social 

change with the assumption that all these writers were operating intellec

tuallyand expressing themselves actively in writing with particular inter

ests in social, political, and cultural mandates. 

In shifring the view of African American women's writing in this chap

ter to focus on a genesis of authority, I am emphasizing the importance of 

noticing the extent to which their perceptive, interpretive, and productive 

sensibilities have systematically operated as they have acquired and used 

written language, and I am suggesting that therefore, we can search for 

evidence of the consistency with which they have chosen literacy as a 

mechanism for operating effectively within their oWn communities

whether those communities are narrowly or broadly defined. We can 

identify ways to document their practices as writers who envision both 

problems and solutions and who use their rhetorical abilities to partici

pate in setting and implementing a sociopolitical agenda. We can chart 

dir,ct and implied relationships between the lives they have been com

pelled to lead and their literate behavior. Ultimately, we can gain a clearer 

sense of African American women as active users of language and active 

producers of varieties of "texts." 

As this book bears witness, my own analysis of African American 

women's writing using rhetorical methodologies has yielded the follow

ing general conclusions. Over the years: 

1 
J 
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1. African American women have internalized a keen sense of social 
responsibility. 

2. They feel compelled to interpret the world and to tell the truth as 
they see it, despite in many cases the personal cost They define and name 
problems, interpret these problems, and identify courses of appropriate 
ethical action for themselves and others. 

3. They accept the burden of survival for "the race," typically by hard 
work and self-reliance. 

4. They mother, nurture, and teach others. 
5. They embrace working in groups as a useful strategy for meeting 

community needs. 
6. They use literate resources to continue filling long-standing com

mitments for getting critical community (variously defined) tasks done. 

In effect, African American women have acquired and mastered variously 
a new tool for a new day. We have done so with an apparently ageless set 
of tasks, all of which seem to pivot on notions of belief, identity, and so
cial responsibility. 



The Acquisition and Use of Literacy 

0, ye daughters of Africa, awake! Awake! Arise! No longer sleep nor slumber, but 

distinguish yourselves. Show forth to the world that ye are endowed with noble and 

exalted faculties . ... And where is the youth who has written upon his manly brow 

a thirst for knowledge; whose ambitious mind soars above trifles, and longs for the 

time to come, when he shall redress the wrongs of his father and plead the cause of 

his brethren? ... Their souls would become fired with a holy zeal for freedom's 
cause . ... Able advocates would arise in our defence. Knowledge would begin to 

flow, and the chains of slavery and ignorance would melt like wax before the 

flames. 
Maria W. Stewart, "Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality: 
The Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build" 

MaYUv W. Stewttrf; was the first African American woman known to 
have written essays.' The passage above, written in 1831, suggests that 
African American women have understood with great clarity two things: 
the power oflanguage and learning and the inherent hostility of the con
text within which people of African descent must live in the United 
States. It is useful to our discussion to view this understanding of condi
tion and instruments of power in light of Harvey J. Graff's assertion con
cerning literacy acquisition: "the environment in which students acquire 
their literacy has a major impact on the cognitive consequences of their 
possession of the skill and the uses to which it can be put" (1987:5). The 
history of African American women's acquisition and uses of literacy il
lustrate just how significant this connection can be. 

Primarily, African American women's literacy has been the subject of 
scholarship within accounts of the history of African American education 

108 
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in the United States as a more general phenomenon.' Quite predictably, 
however, we are yet to bring full meaning to the women's stories. Their 
experiences often flow between the lines of the more comprehensive 
view. Although over the years there have been occasional attempts to see 
the distinctive pathways of women's achievements (through a number of 
master's theses and doctoral dissertations, for example, that have not typ

ically been published for broader audiences), social changes in the last 
half of the twentieth century have laid the groundwork for a better un
derstanding of these experiences (see Noble 1956; Willie and Edmonds 

1978; Jones 1980; Fleming 1984; Anderson 1988). The modern civil rights 
and women's movements, the welfare rights, labor, and anti-Vietnam 
War movements, and other organized activist efforts have opened chan
nels for hearing the voices of women, ethnic groups, lower socioeco
nomic classes, and others who have in one way or several been systemati
cally discounted in this culture. The accruing record offers testimony that 
the dismantling of barriers to educational opportunity for such groups 
has been tedious, and that the struggles for opportunity and achievement 
have had to be constant, with African Anlerican women's efforts being no 
exception to this rule. 

Since the beginning of Africans' lives in the Anlericas, African Anleri- -I 
can women have been encumbered by racist, sexist, class-bound ideolo
gies. This oppression has given rise among them to mandates that de
mand a questioning of power structures--in the interests of a desire for 
justice, equity, empowerment, and entitlement. Their resistance was ba-
sic. First of all, they were required to define themselves as human beings, • 
rather than as animals, in order to establish a place for themselves under 
the law as rightful holders of the entitlements of citizenship, including 
opportunities for literacy and learning. Further, in facing disempowering 
images of themselves as amoral, unredeemable, and undeserving, they 

have had to carve out a space of credibility and respect as women.3 Ac- i 
tivism at such a basic level helped to fire their spirits with passion and to 

direct the means and mechanisms for acquiring and using literacy. The j 
quest for literacy was a symbolic manifestation of their desire for agency 
and autonomy-as human beings and as citizens who should have rights 
and privileges. In this quest they also accepted personal responsibility for 
securing their own rights and perceived their opportunities to learn to be I \ 
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an obligation to use the benefits of those opportunities for good and 
righteous work in solving an array of problems, not only for themselves 
but for the race as a whole. 

In looking more closely and directly at what these first generations of 
women managed to achieve, we see the extent to which they set their 
minds to the task, in the face of opposition. Not only did they envision 
wide-ranging possibilities for the worlds around them, they also quite 
successfully put that thinking into language and action (Royster 1990:108). 

I These women played critical roles in their communities. They were the 
interpreters and reinterpreters of what was going on. They were the trans
mitters of cnlture as mothers, actual and fictive, as teachers, as social ac
tivists. They worked tirelessly as problem-solvers for both inImediate and 
long-range concerns. They observed their worlds carefully and caringly. 
They articulated viewpoints that made work see-able and do-able. They 
worked persistently to get things done. 

The basic assertion in this chapter is that the history of African Ameri
can women's literacy is a story of visionaries, of women using sociocogni
tive ability to re-create themselves and to reimagine their worlds. Being 
fully aware of the material conditions of their lives and equally aware of 
the public discourses swirling around them, the first generations of liter
ate African American women in the eighteenth century (and, in larger 
numbers in the nineteenth century), acquired literacy within an environ
ment of activism, advocacy, and action. African American women were 
inspired in a context of resistance, as Stewart implores, to "show forth to 
the world that ye are endowed with noble and exalted faculties:' They 
sought to learn, to better themselves, to change their worlds. In their 
hands, literacy became a tool for inserting themselves directly and indi
rectly into arenas for action and for doing whatever they could to mediate 
and manage the critical process of change. To their credit, they consis
tently used their language abilities and their intellectual powers to change 
hearts, minds, and conditions. Their legacies are there to behold, and they 
are distinctive, far-reaching, and filled with inspiration for others. 

AfVAjfo"matWfV of Etlwr Mtd IdeHiity 
Since my focus here is on the history of literacy among African Ameri

can women, and not on history in general, I do not wish to labor over the 
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familiar ground of the "peculiar institution" of slavery and its impact in 
the lives of African peoples. Instead, it seems more productive for this 
analysis to focus, rather, on how the context of slavery dictated and 
strengthened certain patterns of action and belief for African American 
women and on how they would acquire and use literacy both before and 

after Emancipation. Drawing from the explanation of precolonial Wes~ 1 
African women's identities (see chapter 3), I hypothesize a trajectory for 
the formation of ethos in literate practices, which begins with an oppor
tunity for continuity in self-esteem and in the definition of women's 
roles. Despite the displacement and oppressive circumstances African 
American women experienced in the slave culture, they could retain a 
sense of self that resonated with women's roles in West African commu
nities.' Most certainly the slave world as described by several scholars 

(Harding 1981; Franklin 1980; Blassingame '979; Gutman 1976; Genovese 
1969) was gruesome and barbaric. Even so, African American women still 
found opportunities to maintain images of themselves as integral to the 
"community:' Within their own racial group, they could envision them
selves still in a traditional way, that is, in relation to others. They were 
daughters, sisters, "wives:' mothers, with mothering still being a central 
identity marker, although in their case it was no longer allowed to be a sa
cred one. Despite their enslaved condition, the women could function in 
a familiar way without conflict with prevailing sentiment or practice. 

In addition, as enslaved women, African American women were posi
tioned in the social order as workers and breeders and were thereby cen
tral to the slave economy-a degraded status, certainly, given their for
mer place of economic centrality in African societies, but central 
nevertheless. In this case, as Angela Davis (1981:3-29) points out, the 
"place" of slave women as workers was determined, not by a typically 
gendered system, but by expediency. They were treated in a genderless 
way as they were called upon to work side by side with men. They were 
treated as "females" when it was to the advantage of slaveholders to ex
ploit their reproductive potential or to intimidate them in ways best 
suited for females. Sexual abuse and harassment were a primary mecha
nism, not only for capital enrichment, that is, for increasing the number 
of slaves through compulsory "breeding:' but also for the punishment 
and terrorism of a whole community by means of the free and indiscrim-

_._L __________ _ 
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inate use and abuse of its women and girls witbout accountability or ret

ribution for tbe terrorists. As Davis points out so insightfully, however: 

While it is hardly likely that these women were expressing pride in the work they 
performed under the ever-present threat of the whip, they must have been aware 
nonetheless of their enormous power-their ability to produce and create . .. 
perhaps these women had learned to extract from the oppressive circumstances 
of their lives the strength they needed to resist the daily dehumanization of slav
ery. Their awareness of their endless capacity for hard work may have imparted 
to them a confidence in their ability to struggle for themselves, their families and 
their people. (1981:11) 

In terms of how such material conditions might affect the formation 

of etbos, tbe fact of tbeir holding such a clear place of "value" in tbe eco

nomic order, despite tbe experience of pejoration tbat actually accompa

nied tbat place, permitted tbe women to construct a view of tbemselves as 

durable. They could survive and help otbers do tbe same. This view sup

ported an ongoing commitment to long-standing cultural mandates
women's roles in assuring tbe survival and well-being of tbe community. 

Furtber, in West African communities, while women may not have 

been tbe griots or community historians, tbey were storytellers. Witbin 

tbe slave community, African American women could continue during 

precious moments witb tbeir fanIiJies and otbers to fulfill tbese roles, as 
well, inIparting words of wisdom, understanding, guidance for self-suste

nance, and love. Storytelling remained a prinIary medium for cultural 

preservation and for tbe transmission of beliefs. Through a variety of 
communicative practices-stories, metaphors, wise sayings) proverbs, 
and so forth-tbe women used language to "instruct" tbeir listeners in 

ways of believing and ways of doing. Constructing meaning tbrough ac

cessible symbols, inIages, and tbought patterns, African American women 

could sustain perhaps tbeir most inIportant traditional role-as tbe in

terpreters and reinterpreters of tbe world. 

11)- tbis role tbey were called upon to "read" new experiences, to decode 
tbem, and to interpret tbem more deeply, given all tbat had to be contex

tualized in this new and hostile environment. In all probability, tbese cul

tural tasks were actually intensified during tbe slavery era. As Jacquelyn 

Mitchell (1988) suggests, African American women, especially in their 
verbal strategies, had to "read:' name, then "painf' the world so that oth-
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ers could see it, understand its truths and consequences, and be com
pelled to act in the interest of the preservation of the community or "the 
race:' Many of these women became (even more clearly than their coun
terparts had been in Africa) carriers of culture, and also "healers;' women 
called upon to minister to the mind, the heart, the soul, sometimes to the 
body as well. They were responsible for taking care of illness, seeing it, 
naming it, identifying its remedies, especially when the illness was one of 
the heart, the spirit, or the head, that is, of the ways of thinking. They 
nurtured and cared for their people. They loved them-especially when 
love became the only answer that could reasonably be provided. 

In resonance with these types of traditional roles in West African cul
tures, African women became American. This fusion permitted them to 
defy outrageously the system of slavery at its most fundamental point. 
Slavery was intended to break their will and their spirit. It tried to impose 
a sense of womanhood that defined women of African descent as inven
tory, chattel, capital. It positioned them as compulsory workers, beasts, 
breeders and suckers, without gender, without humanity. The conceptual 
frame within which these women were dictated to stand did not allow for 
a positive and productive self-concept. AB Davis points out (1981:29), they 
were indeed beaten down, but they were not broken, and they actually 
managed to accumulate strengths and to re-create themselves under the 
lash, such that they emerged from slavery more whole than anyone could 
ever have expected. 

African American women came out of two hundred years of legal op
pression with a sense of self-worth as capable, tenacious, and self-reliant. 
They were confident in their abilities to work hard and to ho1d them
selves and others together in the face of opposition. As Loewenberg and 
Bogin (1976) suggest, they were able to sustain a "wholeness"-a "psychic 
wholeness" forged at great cost but in the interest of the health and pros
perity of a community for which they felt responsible. Hard-won 
strengths of spirit became a well-spring for activism, advocacy, and ac
tion. Within an environment of domination and oppression, African 
American women were able to form an understanding of "readiness from 
within:" This legacy of resiliency, of psychic and spiritual strength, served 
as a foundational element in individual and organizational action. It 
helped shape and define the lenses through which African American 

---•.. ---.-----.--.--.•. -.---.--~--... -.. _--_ ... _-
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women would acquire literacy, present themselves in writing, and choose 
language and written expression as a tool. 

Forced to redefine themselves within the context of a slaveholding so
ciety, African American women reendowed in large measure their passion 
for survival and established in the process the mechanisms by which they 
would form ethos and identity. By this reckoning, their ways of being, 
seeing, and doing were shaped, at least in part, by traditional habits 
within the context of new imperatives, which supported their desires for 
autonomy and for agency. They wanted to ensure--for themselves and 
the community or "race" -survival in the present and prosperity in the 
future. They recognized that literacy was a skill, a talent, an ability appro
priate to their new environment. Their mandate, therefore, was to learn, 
to enhance talents, and to maximize abilities, with many of them holding 
deep-seated desires to participate proactively in both the making and the 
implementing of an agenda for new world survival. 

Despite such focus and determination, however, the acquisition of lit
eracy by African American women is very much a story of struggle, resist
ance, and resiliency. Theirs was an effort to learn, to affirm their own po
tential and the potential of others, and to act with authority and power as 
intellectual beings. Each movement toward literacy was a signal that these 
women were going very much against the grain of prevailing cultural be
liefs, practices, and exp.ectations. Their resistance to contending forces 
was by necessity noteworthy as they created a substantial record as advo
cates and activists for justice, empowerment, and change. 

A Spirit of AciivU/ff/ 
The African American women in the nineteenth century who come to 

mind first when we use such terms as advocates and activists are typically 
Harriet Tubman, conductor of the Underground Railroad, and Sojourner 
Truth, spokeswoman for the abolition of slavery and for women's rights. 
As we learn more, however, this first generation of activists can be ex
tended to include others: such as Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Charlotte 
Forten Grimke, Mary Shadd Cary, Ida B. Wells-Barnett (and a long list of 
others whose names are now gradually being read into history). Resis
tance leadership among African American women began well before Tub
man and Truth. The very existence of this steady stream of examples 
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within this group suggests long-standing desires for freedom and agency, 
that is, the privilege of doing whatever was commanded by an ethos re
constituted within the constraints of a slave culture. 

Many scholars-among them William Preston Vaughn (1974), Jacque
line Jones (1983), Angela Davis (1981), Dorothy Sterling (1984), James D. 
Anderson (1988), Joanne M. Braxton (1989), and Thomas Holt (1990)
cite instances of the resistance of women who had faith in the law and 
were willing to take their cases before the bar of justice. One of the earli
est incidents occurred in 1782, ouly six years after the founding of the na
tion, when Belinda, an enslaved woman, sued the legislature of Massa
chusetts for her freedom ("Belinda, or the Cruelty of Men Whose Faces 
Were Like the Moon:' 1787). Another striking example is Lucy Terry.' 

Terry was born in Africa, kidnapped as an infant, and brought to 
Rhode Island where she was purchased at the age of five by Ensign 
Ebenezer Wells of Deerfield, Massachusetts, to be his servant. Terry is rec
ognized for being the first woman of African descent known to have writ
ten a poem, "Bars Fight, August 28, 1746:' At the age of sixteen, Terry 
wrote about an incident in which sixty Native American warriors at
tacked two families who lived in an area of Deerfield known as "the Bars:' 
a colonial word for "meadows:' Terry's poem predates Phillis Wheatley's 
first published poem (1770) by several decades, even though Terry's poem 
was not published until 1855 by Josiall Gilbert Holland in History of West
ern Massachusetts. 

In 1756 Terry married Abijall Prince, a former slave, a large landowner, 
and founder of Sunderland, Vermont. Prince bought Terry's freedom, 
and until 1760 their fantily, consisting ultimately of six children, lived in 
Deerfield. The Prince home was a favorite gathering place for people who 
enjoyed the famous storytelling of Lucy Prince, who came to be known in 
the area as "Luce Bijah:' In 1760, when Abijall Prince inherited a one-hun
dred-acre plot in Guilford, Vermont, the family moved to Guilford, a vil
lage that was the home of several writers and poets but also the home of 
white neighbors who began to threaten the family. In 1785, Prince con
fronted the governor's council about the threats and demanded protec
tion, which she received when the "selectmen of Guilford" were ordered 
to defend her home. 

Prince's use of legal means in the securing of rights did not end there, 
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however. In 1793, Prince petitioned the trustees of the newly founded 
Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts, in the interest of her 
son whom she wanted to attend there. Prince lost this appeal, but two 
years later she defended herself successfully before the Supreme Court of 
the United States. Prince had brought a suit against Colonel Eli Bronson 
in order to protect her property rights in Sunderland. Bronson had 
claimed part of the Prince lands and fenced off the disputed area as his 
own. When the case went to the Supreme Court, Prince was represented 
by Isaac Ticknor, who later became the governor of Vermont. As the trial 
developed, Prince became dissatisfied with Ticknor's argunlents and de
cided to argne her own case. The presiding judge, Justice Samuel Chase, is 
reported (Greene 1959:315) to have found her appeals particularly note
worthy, and Prince won the case. Such stories as Belinda's and Lucy Terry 
Prince's constitute early markers of African American women's resistance 
before the law and demonstrate a commitment to public protest that 
continued into the uineteenth, twentieth, and now the twenty-first cen
turies. 

'Th& Rijhtto Lifo, Liberty, andtlu- PursuiC ofH~S 
Historians sum as John Hope Franklin (1980), Vincent Harding (1981), 

Benjanlin Quarles (1987), and Adele Logan Alexander (1991) have docu
mented many layers in the larger scope of activism in African American 
commuuities. They chrouicle incidents large and small that have formed 
the fabric of resistance. From their first moments in captivity, people of 
African descent found both passive and active techuiques for resisting de
humanizing conditions, including participation in conspiracies to revolt, 
which gave rise to story after story of individuals and groups who worked 
consistently to take advantage of opportunities to secure rights, to agitate 
for freedom, justice, and empowerment. During the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, when Belinda and Lucy Prince were coming of age, 
the social and political environment was particularly conducive to the 
nurturing of resistance. This was the era of colouial discontent in Amer
ica, a time when future leaders were emerging to lead the revolt against 
the English domination of the American colouies, and thoughts for the 
formation of a new nation were beginning to take shape. The founding 
fathers of our nation were embracing the notion of a natural right to life, 
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liberty, and the pursuit of happiness-ideas which drew attention to the 
troublesome inconsistency of white people claiming individual rights 
and natural rights for themselves while simultaneously suppressing the 
rights of people of African descent. 

The founding of the United States occurred during an era that was 
profoundly influenced by ideas associated with the Age of Enlighten
ment, a major intellectual movement in Europe during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. Its proponents varied in their viewpoints but 
were all generally concerned with the celebration of reason, the quest for 
knowledge, and an understanding of the nature of man and his relation
ship to God, reason, and nature. This movement gave rise to reformations 
across many areas of human endeavor: religion, art, literature, science, 
economics, government, social and political philosophy, and so on, all of 

which formed the backdrop to the founding of the new nation. 
The intellectual enterprise of the Enlightenment was to understand 

the universe; to understand man as a rational and creative being; to chal
lenge the authority of religion as the dominant pathway to truth; to es
tablish reasoning as a God-given method of inquiry; to shift the hopes, 
possibilities, and obligations of mankind away from authoritarian mod
els of social order toward models that embraced a natural order, in which 
rights were based on being human, rather than on being rich or poor, 
royal or common, even inherently good or evil. Embracing the idea of 
human rights set in motion the articulation of the rights of individuals to 
self-governance, as well as rights to the pursuit of knowledge, freedom, 
property, and happiness. In their engagement with such issues, Enlight
enment thinkers were eloquent and persuasive. 

In England, such thinkers included John Locke, Jeremy Bentham, and 
Adam Smith. In France, they included Jean Jacques Rousseau, Charles 
Louis de Montesquieu, and Voltaire. In the United States, a leading voice 
was Thomas Jefferson, the primary crafter of the central documents that 
would form the nation: the Declaration of Independence, the Ordinance 
of 1787, the Constitution of the United States. Ideologically, Jefferson was 
influenced particularly by Locke and the theory of natural rights, a point 
of view infused in each of the documents listed above, as each in its own 
way ignores, confronts, or seeks ultimately to ameliorate the pecnliar 
American institution of slavery. What is more important, however, is that 
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the use of these arguments so persuasively in the move to nationhood 

served to enliven the discourses around issues of race and freedom in 
both African American and white communities. 

In dominant discourses, incompatibilities between Jefferson's political 

ideology and his daily practices as a slaveholder illustrated the inherent 

nature of the new nation's flaws. The conflicts also revealed the political, 
economic, and social circumstances that served to entrench these ideo

logical flaws for generations to come. Moreover, they established in inter

esting ways basic terms of engagement for American nationhood and set 

in motion an embracing of values that would ultimately both inspire and 

divide the nation. 

Jefferson was consistent in his embrace of individual rights. He was 
equally consistent, however, as a slaveholding owner of a large plantation 

in Virginia. Upon his death he willed many of his slaves, counted among 
his possessions, to relatives. Further, in Notes on Virginia (first printed 

privately in Paris in 1785), Jefferson articulated his reluctance to view peo

ple of African descent as being equal to whites, particularly in the chapter 

entitled "Query XN:' In this chapter, he raised many doubts about the 
physical attributes of Africans, their mental capabilities, and ultinlately 

their capacity to coexist with whites. Even so, as indicated by a letter writ

ten in 1809, Jefferson was not ambivalent, at least not theoretically, about 

human rights. He wrote the letter to Henri Gregoire, a bishop in the Ro

man Catholic Church in France who was elected to the French Senate in 
1801 and who was an abolitionist. Gregoire had read Notes and disagreed 

with Jefferson's characterizations of African Americans. In response, Jef
ferson stated: 

My doubts were the result of personal observation on the limited sphere of my 
own state, when the opportunities for development of their genius were not fa
vorable, and those of exercising it still less so. I expressed them, therefore, with 
great hesitation; but whatever be their degree of talent, it is no measure of their 
riphts. (Mellon 1969:109) 

With this statement, Jefferson suggests three points: (1) that his view of 
African Americans was shaped by the region in which he lived, that is, 

"the limited sphere" of his own southern slaveholding state; (2) that the 

circumstances within which slaves existed (that is, the oppressive condi

tions of slavery) limited their ability to actuate or to exhibit their poten-
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tial; and (3) that regardless of their abilities, or even what he thought of 
them, that African Americans still held rights as human beings that 

should, therefore, be respected. Although Jefferson did not go the full 

length of this view and release all of his own slaves, he did consistently at

tempt through his proposals ofiegislation, with both success and failure, 

to inscribe the solution to these problems in law and to keep the nation 

true to its stated principles. 
Jefferson's distaste for slavery was shared by others whose opposition 

was in some cases like his own, that is, against the system of slavery but 

not necessarily in support of the equality of people of African descent. In 
other cases, there were statesmen who were against slavery, for the eman

cipation of slaves, and also for the amelioration of their conditions as 
people who should be fully incorporated into the society. Still other 

statesmen were against slavery in principle but not inspired by their be

liefs to act. Northerner John Adams, who served as the second president 

of the United States, is an example of this last category. He stated: 

I have through my whole life, held the practice of slavery in such abhorence, that 
I have never owned a Negro or any other slave; though I have lived for many 
years in times when the practice was not disgraceful; when the best men in my 
vicinity thought it not inconsistent with their other character; and when it cost 
me thousands of dollars for the labor and subsistence of free men, which I might 
have saved by the purchase of Negroes at times when they were very cheap. 
(Mellon 1969:84) 

Adams disliked slavery, but unlike Jefferson he made no attempt during 
his presidency to bring about any change to the system. 

Another example of attitudes duting this time was George Mason 

from Virginia, who drafted the declaration of rights in the state constitu

tion of Virginia, a text that influenced Jefferson's drafting of the Declara
tion of Independence. Mason denounced slavery as "diabolical in itself 

and disgraceful to mankind" (Mellon 1969:ix), and he opposed the provi

sion in the U.S. Constitution that permitted the slave trade to continue 

until 1808. In the northern states, an example was John Jay, a statesman 

from New York who later served as president of the New York Society for 

Promoting the Manumission of Slaves. In a letter to Reverend Richard 
Price (a radical minister who, in England in 1776, published a pamphlet 

entitled Observation on Civil Liberty and the Justice and Policy of the War 
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in America), Jay captured well the basic incompatibility of slavery in a 
"free" nation. He stated: "That Men should pray and fight for their own 

Freedom and yet keep others in Slavery is certainly acting a very inconsis

tent as well as unjust and perhaps inlpious part, but the History of 

Mankind is filled with Instances of human Improprieties" (Mellon 

1969:ix). 
Prominent among the early leaders who both opposed slavery and 

acted against it was elder statesman Benjamin Franklin. As a northerner, 

Franklin did not experience the slave system as did his southern counter

parts. He was a printer, a working man rather than a member of the edu

cated and economically privileged elite such as Jefferson, George Wash

ington, James Madison, and others. In his early years he had actually 
encountered few people of African descent. His sense of them, however, 

to the extent that he considered them at all in his youth, was negative. At 
the age of forty-five his views were still negative, as indicated below in a 

paper written in Philadelphia in 1751, "Observations concerning the In

crease of Mankind and the Peopling of Countries": 

It is an ill-grounded opinion that, by the labor of slaves, America may possibly 
vie in cheapness of manufactures with Britain. The lahor of slaves can never be 
so cheap here as the labor of workingmen is in Britain. Anyone may compute 
it . .. . Reckon then the interest of the first purchase of a slave, the insurance or 
risk on his life, his clothing and diet, expenses in his sickness and loss of time, 
loss by his neglect of business (neglect is natural to the man who is not to be 
benefited by his own care or diligence), expense of a driver to keep him at work, 
and his pilfering from time to time, almost every slave being by nature a thief. 
(Sparks 1840 2:314-15) 

Franklin during these years saw no profit in slavery but was not an advo

cate for the emancipation of African Americans. 

Over the next three decades, Franklin's views changed substantially. 

This shift in perspective is evident in a letter written on November 4, 

1789, to John Wright, a member of the British Abolitionist Society. In this 
letter Franklin is responding to a point made in the society's annual re

port, which referred to abolitionist activities as beginning in England in 

1758. Franklin corrected this point by asserting that George Keith, a mem

ber of the Society of Friends, had written a paper against slavery in 1693, 

in Philadelphia, and that there were many other instances of protest after 
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that date-including three publications in 1728, 1729, and 1736 that he had 

himself printed, the first two for Ralph Sandyford and the third for Ben

jantin Lay. Franklin then stated: 

By these instances it appears, that the seed was indeed sown in the good ground 
of your profession [abolition], though much earlier than the time you mention, 
and its springing up to effect at last, though so late, is some confirmation of 
Lord Bacon's observation, that a good motion never dies; and it may encourage 
us in making such, though hopeless of their taking iromediat.e effect. (Sparks 
1840 10:403) 

With this statement Franklin recogni2ed the importance of standing 

up for principles, whether the effort results in inImediate success or not. 

In his own life, the seeds of abolition had by 1787 been well planted. Dur

ing that year he became president of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, 

the oldest society of its kind, demonstrating his beliefs in human rights 

and in the Declaration of Independence. Franklin's last public act before 

his death, in fact, was as president of the society. On February 3, 1790, he 
sent a memorial to Congress from the society in which he appealed for 

the nation to live up to its principles: 

That mankind are all formed by the same Almighty Being, alike objects of his 
care, and equally designed for the enjoyment of happiness, the Christian religion 
teaches us to believe, and the political creed of Americans fully coincides with 
the position .... Your memorialists, particularly engaged in attending to the dis
tress arising from slavery, believe it their indispensable duty to present this sub
ject to your notice . ... [T]hey earnestly entreat your serious attention to the 
subject to slavery; that you will be pleased to countenance the restoration ofhb
erty to those urthappy men, who alone in this land of freedom, are graded to 
perpetual bondage, and who amidst the general joy of surrounding freemen, are 
groaning in servile subjection; that you will devise means for removing this in
consistency from the character of the American people; that you will promote 
mercy and justice toward this distressed race; and that you will step to the very 
verge of power vested in you for discouraging every species of traffic in the per
son of your fellow men. (Mellon 1969:21-22) 

According to Matthew T. Mellon (1969), the timing for this appeal to 

Congress was not the best, coming soon after a similar request from the 

Society of Friends. The debate was contentious and foreshadowed the is

sues that would divide the nation during the Civil War. Congress ended 

discussion of the appeal on March 23, 1790, sent the memorial to commit-
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tee, and determined that the government would not interfere with the 
slave trade nntil the year 1808, as decided in the Constitutional Conven
tion. President Washington chose not to push an issue that threatened to 
divide the newly formed nation. Congress decided not to act on subse
quent memorials of this nature but to set them aside. Franklin's response 
to this defeat was to send a letter to the Federal Gazette parodying the ar
gnnIents that had been used against the memorial. A few days later, on 
April!?, 1790, Franklin died. 

In the context of the revolutionary discourses aronnd them, African 
Americans during this era were also engaged with provocative notions 
concerning individual rights and human rights, and particularly with the 
inconsistencies of slavery in a "free" society. With the formation of a na
tion based on natural rights and freedom, their desires for freedom for 
the enslaved and better living conditions for the free-born could be 
sparked in a different way than they were when the colonies existed under 
British rule. While white Americans were arguing about race, rights, and 
property, so too were African Americans. They were encouraged to wage 
a passionate struggle for liberation, political empowerment, and access to 
education.7 

One example is a petition presented on December 30, 1799, by Absa
lom Jones (~ minister and cofonnder, with Richard Allen, of the African 
Church) and seventy-three others from Philadelphia to the President of 
the United States, the Senate, and the House of Representatives. The peti
tion called for the Declaration of Independence to be honored for African 
Americans as well and for their rights to be protected in the face of new
and they felt unjust-laws, such as the Fugitive Slave law that had been 
recently enacted (Porter 1971:330-32). The petition was nnsuccessful. M
ter its failure, James Forten, a successful African American businessman 
who had signed the petition, sent a letter of appreciation for the advocacy 
of this cause to Congressman George Thatcher.' Forten states: 

Though our faces are black, yet we are men; and though many among us cannot 
Write, yet we all have the feelings and passions of men, and are as anxious to en
joy the birth-right of the human race as those who from our ignorance draw an 
argument against our Petition, when that Petition has in view the diffusion of 
knowledge among the African race, by uufetteriug their thoughts, and giving full 
scope to the energy of their minds .... While some, sir, consider us as [so] much 
property, as a house, or a ship, and would seem to insinuate that it is as lawful to 
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hew down the one as to dismantle the other, you, sir, more humane, consider us 
part of the human race .... This address cannot increase the satisfaction you 
must derive from your laudable exertions in the cause of suffering humanity, but 
it serves to show the gratitude and respect of those whose cause you espoused. 
(Porter 1971:333-34) 

In the eighteenth century, Forten and his co-petitioners understood 
the Enlightenment call to dignify humanity, all humanity, and to give 
"full scope to the energy of the mind!' More important, this collective of 
eighteenth-century activists were representative of others of this era, in
cluding African American women, who clearly understood the obvious 
incompatibility of maintaining slaves in a "free" society, and who were 
thereby inspired during this revolutionary moment to dedicate them
selves to freedom, justice, and equality.' They set a pace that was carried 
on into the nineteenth century by the next generations of men and 
women, constituting by their ongoing commitments to activism and ad
vocacy a habit of resistance and a tradition of sociopolitical action. 

Literacy M tV M~ for AdirJn, 

A constant theme in the call for an enactment of human rights was a 
call for literacy. In Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern Teachers and Geor
gia Blacks, 1865-1873, Jacqueline Jones reports that African Americans rec
ognized 

the symbolic and practical significance ofliteracy. After emancipation, going to 
school became a political act as well as a means of personal edification. Black 
people joined together to establish schools and hire teachers for old and young 
alike, and their collective efforts represented both defiance to white authority 
and an expression of community self-interest. (1980:3) 

African Americans understood the implications of literacy and learn
ing in political, economic, and social progress. They could see clearly
from the extent to which they were denied access to it-that education 
could make a difference for individuals and for whole communities. At 
this point, however, for a view of post-Emancipation literacy acqnisition 
to have texture and substance, we need a clearer sense of the shifting par
adigms of what constituted literacy during the seventeenth, eighteenth, 
and nineteenth centuries and a clearer sense of the material conditions 
for learning in both the North and the South. 



124 A Historical View 

In "The History of Literacy and the History of Readers" (1988), Carl F. 
Kaestle reports that literacy rates in precolonial English-speaking Amer
ica, as compared with European rates, were high and that rates in New 
England were higher than in other parts of the country.lO He reports that 
the literacy rates for males in 1650 were at approximately 60 percent and 
for females approximately 30 percent with both rates rising steadily as op
portunities for schooling increased, so that by the turn of the twentieth 
century claims of universal literacy could be made--especially among 
white males. Kaestle cautions that these rates are "crude" measures of lit
eracy and keyed to a recognition of the variable ways over the centuries 
that lines have been drawn and measures have been administered in de
termining the difference between literates and illiterates. He points out, 
for example, that these figures do not account for people who happened 
not to be signers of public documents, the primary sources of the data, 
and that these rates were also not discriminating in terms of "native" 
whites, foreign-born whites, and nonwhites; or regions and income lev
els; or rural versus urban settings (Kaestle 1988:109-13), not to mention 
the systemic social practices that would exclude women altogether. 

Harvey Graff in "The Legacies of Literacy" (1988) also lists measures of 
literacy in North America, focusing as Kaestle does on English-speaking 
areas. He begins in the seventeenth century with signatures and book 
ownership and expands the list as we get closer to the twentieth century to 
include the borrowing of books from libraries and other institutions and 
the ability to read, to fill out applications, to write notes, diaries, letters, 
and so on. Graff makes two points that I find especially significant for the 
history of literacy among African American women. One is that the pri
mary users of literacy have been the state, the church, and commerce, in
stitutions that by his reckoning have held cultural and political hegemony 
over the functions of literacy. His second point is that reading was spread 
to many "illiterates" and "semiliterates') via oral activities, which indicates 
that reading was then a collective process, as opposed to the private, silent 
~eading process we now think it to be (Graff 1988:82-91). 

On the first point, whatever African American women wanted to do 
with literacy would at the very essence be perceived by hegemonic struc
tures as going against the grain. Obviously none of those institutions 
were set up with African American women in mind. On the second point, 
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the oral dimensions of literacy development deserve much more atten
tion than research and scholarship have typically given them, especially 
for groups such as African Americans for whom oral traditions are richly 
constructed The basic point for incorporating both Kaestle and Graff 
into this analysis, however, is that they affirm what we know anecdotally, 
that from the seventeenth century through the turn of the twentieth cen
tury: 

1. Literate practices were diversifying, in the sense that reading and 
writing were increasingly important to the conduct of business and gov
ernment, and reading and writing activities were being used by more and 
more people for expressive, social, and transactional purposes. 

2. Schooling opportunities were rising for both men and women. 
3. Boundaries between readers and writers, and speakers and listeners 

around texts were fluid, with literacy for most of the time that we have 
been measuring it not signaling the negative sociopolitical divide that 
currently exists between "literates" and "illiterates." 

4. Literate practices are constrained, if not defined, within the hege
monic order, and for those who are not members of that order (women, 
nonwhites, members of lower socioeconomic classes), using literacy to 
accomplish their own purposes creates adversarial relationships and con
ditions. The effect, of course, is that people without social position, or 
political power, or economic power typically experienced problems in 
accomplishing their sociopolitical goals through literacy. 

Such factors indicate the changing contours of literate practices during 
the period of mass acquisition by African American women, that is, dur
ing the nineteenth century. The reminder, then, is to look beyond formal 
schooling toward the general fabric of literacy transmission and literate 
practices more broadly defined both before Emancipation and after. In 
examining literate practices before the Civil War, the inclination is to 
make critical distinctions between the North and the South and between 
opportunities among enslaved Blacks and opportunities among free, 
freed, and fugitive Blacks. Highlighting the distinctions, however, some
times obscures the fact that there were similarities and that distinctions 
are most evident at particular moments in time rather than constantly. 

With regard to literate opportunities among the enslaved in the South, 
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unmistakably the institution of slavery depended on hard work and un
questioning obedience to white authority, and those who benefited from 
this institution were persistent in their efforts to keep it functioning well, 
such that any practices were tied to whatever was to the advantage of 
the slaveholders. In order to maintain the levels of obedience many 
slaveholders felt necessary, several states established laws that prohibited 
the teaching of slaves to read and to write, skills which these lawmakers 
thought would contribute to discontent, disorder, and insurrection. For 
example, South Carolina had such laws as early as 1740, and Georgia by 
1755. Worth noting, however, is that history never seems to show evidence 
of just one single line of interest. In this case, concurrent with those who 
believed in squashing the literate development of African Americans, 
there were others who believed differently and who acted on those beliefs. 
Adherence to laws that sought to make literacy illegal for the enslaved, 
therefore, were not consistently monitored until the convergence of two 
sets of circumstances at the end of the eighteenth century. 

The first circumstance was the rise of the Industria) Age, with the de
velopment of technologies for the picking, packing, spinning, and weav
ing of cotton. These technologies permitted the plantation system to ac
qnire new economic viability. Cotton became King, and the cheaply 
maintained and unpaid labor force of the slavery system became key to a 
profitable economic enterprise. In terms of the institution of slavery dpd 
the possibility of literacy development among the enslaved, what the 
emergence of cotton signals is the extent to which slavery was a system 
that evolved rather than being fully formed from the beginning. Slavery 
did not begin with a consensus. It grew insidiously based on economic 
and political expediency, such that over the course of its growth there 
were quite literally peaks and valleys in terms of what was controlled in 
the lives of African Americans and with regard to the extent to which 
such controls were inhumanely applied. When cotton became king, there 
w~s an increasingly debilitating effect experienced in the lives of the en
slaved, including a diminishing access to educational opportunity. 

The second set of circumstances was the rise in insurrections among 
the enslaved. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the revolution
ary spirit was alive and well, in France, in the United States; in Haiti, in 
Santo Domingo. In the United States, this revolutionary spirit energized a 
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rising abolitionist movement. Amid this spirit of freedom, slave insurrec
tions were particularly noticeable. They fed a rising concern about the 
imbalances in the South in numbers (in some areas African Americans 
equaled or even outnumbered the whites), but they also fed a rising con
cern about literacy and the access to information among the oppressed, 
with the sentiment that keeping slaves ignorant of insurrections espe
cially was much preferred. The early 1800s were witness to some of the 
most well-known insurrections: Gabriel in Virginia (1800), Denmark 
Vesey in South Carolina (1822), Nat Turner in Virginia (1831). These re
volts struck fear in many a white southern heart, with a significant degree 
of that fear coming from knowledge of the role of literacy in the events 
and of the '''sinister' influences of enlightened Negroes" (Woodson 1991: 

157; see also Jones 1980; Vaughn 1974). In effect, slaveholders recognized 
the likelihood of an occasional call to freedom from the hearts of en
slaved men and women. This fact alone was manageable. What was not so 
predictable was the potential effects of insurrectionist leaders who were 
able to read books.about revolutions and revolutionary heroes and hero
ines, newspaper reports of whatever insurrections were occurring or had 
occurred, and abolitionist pamphlets that encouraged the quest for free
dom and proclaimed a growing support for the ending of slavery. Liter
acy in this context was deemed dangerous and intolerable such that, after 
the particularly violent Turner revolt, southern sentiments changed. Sig
nificant to understanding this shift in sentiment between the North and 
the South, and thereby the history of literacy among African Americans 
(women included), is the need for a general understanding of asurpris
ing range of opportunities for education that existed for African Ameri
cans from the seventeenth century through the 1830S and the tightening 
of proscriptions. 

A 1919 historical study by the renowned historian Carter G. Woodson, 
The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861, is an excellent account of the 
multiple pathways to literacy that were available and the competing atti
tudes that gave rise to them from the seventeenth century forward." First 
of all, Woodson reports that the early advocates of education for African 
Americans fell generally into three categories: slaveholders who believed 
that education increased economic efficiency; individual social reformers 
who operated from a sense of compassion for the oppressed; Christians 
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of various denominations who believed that education was appropriate 

for all, including the enslaved for whom slavery brought the advantage of 

the civilizing elements of Christian principles and the word of God. Con

sider, for example, these instructions in 1693 from Cotton Mather to mas

ters about their servants: 

1St. I would always remember, that servants are in some sense my children, 
and by taking care that they want nothing which may be good for them, I would 
make them as my children .... Nor will I leave them ignorant of anything, 
wherein I may instruct them to be useful to their generation. 

2d. I will see that my servants be furnished with bibles and be able and care
ful to read the lively oracles. I will put bibles and other good and proper books 
into their hands; will allow them time to read and assure myself that they do not 
misspend this time. (Woodson 1991:337) 

Likewise, Bishop Gibson of London addressed letters to the masters 

and mistresses of English plantations abroad in the 1720S to promote the 

teaclling of slaves: 

But, if I an! rightly informed, many of the Negroes, who are growu Persons 
when they come over, do of themselves obtain so much of our Language, as en
ables them to understand, and to be understood, in Things which concern the 
ordinary Business of Life, and they who can go so far of their owu Accord, ntlght 
doubtless be carried much farther, if proper Methods and Endeavors were used 
to bring them to a competent Knowledge of our Language, with a pious view to 
instructing them in the Doctrines of Religion. At least, some of them, who are 
more capable and more serious than the rest, might be easily instructed both in 
our Language and Religion, and then be made use of to convey Instruction to 
the rest in their owu language. (343) 

In 1750 Reverend Thomas Bacon, rector of the parish church in Talbot 

County, Maryland, made a similar appeal to the women of plantation 

households, "who by your stations are more confined at home, and have 

the care of the younger sort more particularly under your management, 

may do a great deal of good in this way" (350). 
, Moreover, with the liberation of the American colonies from the 

British after the Revolutionary War, there was a renewed and more im

passioned interest to educate the African Americans, especially if they 

were not going to be freed right away. Jonathan Boucher, rector of the 

Church of England in Maryland, raised one such voice. According to 

Woodson, Boucher belonged to a group of revolutionary leaders who 
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were interested in suppressing the slave trade, liberating the African 
Americans already in bondage, and educating them for a life in freedom 
(53). In 1763, Boucher stated: 

I do you no more than justice in bearing witness, that in no part of the world 
were slaves better treated than, in general, they are in the colonies .... In one es
sential point, I fear, we are all deficient; they are nowhere sufficiently instructed. 
I am far from recommending it to you, at once to set them free; because to do so 
would be an heavy loss to you, and probably no gain to them; but I do entreat 
you to make them some amends for the drudgery of their bodies by cultivating 
their minds. (359) 

These attitudes during the founding years of the nation set in motion an 
array of educational activities and philanthropic commitments that pro
vided the floor from which literacy acquisition in African American com
mnuities in the North and in the South developed over the first two cen
turies of the nation's history. 

In the seventeenth century, we can begin accounting for the first liter
acy workers by means of a narrative that envisioned slavery as a civilizing 
process. One view in slaveholding nations was that slavery was an advan
tage to Africans because it brought them from their barbaric and heathen 
conditions into civili2ation and introduced them to the word of God. 
This narrative mediated the sense that by Christian doctrine enslaving 
others is a sin. Government policies and church policies dictated, there
fore, that the slaves (and the Indians) should receive instruction. In Mex
ico' controlled by Spain, government regulations required that slavehold
ers instruct their slaves and permitted the free-born children of slaves 
(that is, mixed-race children) to attend public school or other places 
where instruction was available. In Canada, controlled by the French, Je
suit priests were identified with literacy development. A typical practice 
was that they would sometimes call together white settlers, Indians, and 
slaves and instruct them, either together or separately, often depending 
on the size of the groups. These practices were continued by French 
Catholics in the settlement of Louisiana in the eighteenth century. The 
French Catholics added to these opportuuities the chance for some slaves 
to be sent to France for more religious training and to learn other arts or 
skills that would be useful to the French colonies. These practices show 
evidence of an adherence to the Code Noir, which spelled out policies 
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that supported respect for the talents and abilities of slaves and offered 
protection from maltreatment by masters. In other words, literacy devel
opment in both Spanish-held and French-held colonies was quite liberal 
in its sentiment, although certainly there was significant variation in its 
implementatiou. Nevertheless, these practices gave rise to levels of liter
acy in North America that were, in all likelihood, not equalled in Euglish
held colonies. 

While the English held the same narrative of slavery as a civilizing 
process, the competing value of economic profits seemed to dominate. 
Teachers and missionaries in English-speaking colonies faced a greater 
challenge in literacy-development efforts, evidenced by the zeal and con
sistency with which appeals for literacy were rendered. In English-speak
ing colonies, the Quakers were particularly active as leaders in reform and 
literacy activism, with the record of their reform activities stretching well 
into the twentieth century. There were other efforts, however, that are 
lesser known. For example, in 1701 the Church of England organized the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. Their mission 
was to work among Indians and African Americans, and they irople
mented this mission by sending to the American colonies both ministers 
and schoohnasters to carry out the work. 

Three examples of these literacy activists were Reverend Samuel 
Thomas, who went to Goose Creek Parish in South Carolina in 1695; the 
Reverend Doctor Thomas Bray, who went to Maryland in 1696; and Elias 
Neau, who went to New York City in 1704. In South Carolina, after ten 
years Reverend Thomas counted among his successes twenty Mrican 

Americans who could read and write and who knew the English language 
well; at least one thousand who could read the Bible; and a cadre of white 
plantation women who were enlisted in the educational cause and who 
worked with him. Siroilarly, Bray was engaged in the conversion of adult 
slaves in Maryland and in the education of their children. A1thouglt Bray 
did not remain in the colonies, in 1701 he helped establish the Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. He was involved in send
ing missionaries to Maryland, and he received funding from M. D'AlIone, 
a Dutchman who was the private secretary of King William, to support 
the Thomas Bray Mission." After Reverend Bray's death, his followers
known as the Associates of Doctor Bray-extended his work to Philadel-
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phia, where they set up two schools in 1760 and enabled abolitionists to 
establish a school, which continued in that city for almost one hundred 
years. This school came to the attention of Deborah Franklin, wife of 
Benjamin Franklin, whose activities drew her husband into this cause. In 
1760, while Franklin served as an ambassador for American colonial in
terests in London, he became a member of the Associates of Doctor Bray 
and served as their chairman (Sparks 1840 2:201-02). 

In New York, Elias Neau opened a school in his home for African 
Americans, who came to be taught after their daily chores were com
pleted. By 1708 he had as many as two hundred students and continued 
his school until his death in 1722 when his work was taken over by others. 
These efforts and others laid the groundwork for the training of African 
Americans who would then be encouraged or specifically trained to teach 
others. In 1744, for example, two African American men, Harry and An
drew, set up a school in Charleston, South Carolina, that was probably at
tended mostly by free African Americans in the area. The school re
mained open until 1764 and had as its mission religious instruction and 
reading so that students could share their koowledge of the Bible with 
others. Such stories were repeated throughout the English colonies in the 
eighteenth century, but not without a rising backlash from those who felt 
that economic imperatives should prevail. The backlash is indicated by 
the institution of laws, cited earlier, prohibiting the teaching of slaves to 
read and write. By this era, as evidence of the shifting nature of slavery 
over time, the images of African Americans were being inscribed in the 
aristocratic South and elsewhere in nonhuman terms as property, justify
ing the treatment of them as animals unfit for either mental or moral de
velopment. With this shift in attitude and practice, there was a growing 
disinterest in providing slaves with educational opportunity. 

With the existence in tlte society of activists who remained committed 
to educational opportunity, however, efforts to prepare African Ameri
cans for lives in freedom continued. Some of these advocates contributed 
land for schools and left in their wills money to support the education of 
both African Americans and Indians. Anthony Benezet was a French
born resident of Philadelphia who taught African Americans until he 
died in 1784. Very active in the work of the Society of Friends, Benezet 
also took part in the 1775 founding of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, 
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which made it a priority to establish schools for African Americans. 
Benjamin Franklin became president of this society, from 1787 until his 
death in 1790. When Bene2et died, he left a will that provided a substan
tial core of funds from which a school was erected in 1787 in Philadelphia 
where African Americans studied reading, writing, arithmetic, plain ac
counts, and sewing-which suggests that women and girls attended the 
schoo!. 

Another example of philanthropy during this era was Thaddeus 
Kosciuszko, a Polish general who fought with the United States during 
the revolutionary war. During his time in the United States Kosciuszko 
acquired valuable property, which he left in the care of Thomas Jefferson, 
his executor, to use to purchase African Americans from slavery and to 
educate them. Cases such as Kosciuszko and Bene2et offer evidence of the 
precarious balances being struck that permitted African Americans to 
learn, in spite of a rising tide of disinterest in both the North and the 
South. A third example was Richard Humphreys, a Quaker silversmith 
from Philadelphia who left ten thousand dollars (a substantial sum for 
the day) for "instructing the descendants of the African Race in school 
learning, in the various branches of mechanical arts and trades and in 
agriculture: in order to prepare them to act as teacher" (Harrison 
1997:45). Through this bequest, a school was established in 1837 and a se
ries of educational activities were supported and coordinated by a 
Quaker board of managers. In 1852 these efforts were focused toward es
tablishing the Institute for Colored Youth, for the training of teachers for 
the public schools. In 1922 the institute was purchased by the Common
wealth of Pennsylvania and exists today as Cheyney University of Penn
sylvania. 

The American Revolutionary War and the founding principles of the 
nation (such as the establishing of religious rights and individual rights) 
were instrumental in sustaining an educational commitment among 
African Americans themselves and among others who supported them. 
These factors contributed to an escalating movement to end the slave 
trade and slavery. The principles of revolution institutionwed religious 
freedom and secured the rights of religious groups to engage in their 
church-sanctioned activities (including those in .the interest of the 
racially oppressed) without fear of legal persecution. Abolitionist groups 

-._- _ .. ---------------_ ... _-----_.-- -.. -.--.-.--~ 
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drew members whose concerns were rooted in religious beliefs and a 
commitment against oppression (indicated, for example, by the partici
pation of Quakers, Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists). The aboli
tionist societies also drew members from those inspired by the political 
discourses on individual rights, discourses which broadened interests in 
literacy to include religious concerns and political ones. Thus, by the turn 
of the eighteenth century, education was considered a necessity for good 

. citizenship, not just for the knowledge of God's word. With the merging 
of religious and political interests, the abolitionist movement added 
strength to the argument for literacy development among African Ameri

cans, such that at the American Convention of Abolition Societies in 1794 

and in 1795, there was a call to support educational opportunity. These 
activities raised the question of what, then, constituted appropriate edu
cational preparation for African Americans, a question that has re
sounded through the decades to the contemporary era. 

From the seventeenth century through the turn of the eighteenth cen
tury until 1830, African Americans had variable, though modest, access to 
educational opportunity in both the North and the South. Certainly, the 
North offered mOre formal mechanisms for access, with the existence 
there of African American selIools and white selIool systems that could be 
petitioned by free African Americans (who were in a clearer position than 
their enslaved counterparts to agitate for change in their own interests). 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, therefore, given the definitions of 
literacy at the time, there was a substantial core of literate African Ameri
cans, which included both free and enslaved men and women in both the 
North and the South. Quite probably, given typical markers of literacy 
during this era, their skills weighed more generally toward the ability to 
read rather than to write, especially among those who lived in the South. 
Nevertheless, by the standards of the day, literacy was indeed in evidence. 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, however, as indicated by the pe
tition from Absalom Jones and the letter to Congressman Thatcher from 
James Forten, we see a clear shift toward negative fortunes. Congress had 
already decided, as indicated by their response to the memorial submit
ted by Benjamin Franklin in 1790, that they would not engage abolitionist 
petitions but would ignore them until the constitutionally designated 
year of 1808, when the slave trade was legislated to end. Although many 
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among Forten's generation of activists commanded a range of literate re
sources and although they were dedicated to social change, their activities 
were nevertheless becoming encircled by a spirit of retrencl1ment and by 
a resurgence of oppressive forces that signaled competing interests, dan
ger, and alarm. Literacy laws across the slaveholding states were being 
reinscribed (for example, in Georgia in 1770), and the number of states 
with these laws was increasing. Within this context of alarm, slave insur
rections, which had been periodic throughout the existence of slavery, be
came occasions to bolster the backlash and, in effect, to set in motion a 
decline in literacy levels, rather than what might have been anticipated as 
an amelioration. By the 1830s, despite the considerable evidence of educa
tional progress, educational opportunities for African Americans were 
closing, not opening. Efforts to break the spirit of freedom among 
African Americans and to short-circuit the momentum for literacy devel
opment, however, did not succeed. 

Literacy O~~ after 1800 

Setting aside the many instances in which slaves used their literacy to 
escape the South (as in the case of Frederick Douglass), some African 
Americans engaged in the practice of teaching their fellow bondsmen. An 
African American woman in Savannall, known as Miss Deveaux, ran a 

school in her home from 1835 through the 1860s; in Charleston another 
woman, known as Miss 1., used a sewing class as the cover for a school for 
slave children; MilIa Granson, a house slave in Natchez, Mississippi, ran a 
school every night in her cabin between 11 P.M. and 2 A.M. (Holt 93). 
Some slaves learned from their masters, who continued to assert their au
thority to act as they wished with their own slaves and continued to oper
ate on the belief that rudinrentary literacy made the slaves better prop
erty, more productive, more efficient. Others learned from eavesdropping 
at the school doors as they waited to escort the master's children; or 
fhrough contact and observation .of whites; or from the children of mas
ters who saw no harm in teaching their slave friends; or from the wives or 
sisters of masters who sometimes chose to teach their favorites. 

One factor during this era of restrictions that has not been fully exam
ined is the nature of many plantation households as elite households; the 
literate practices that probably occurred within; and how those practices 
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might have provided an environment, intentional or not, for the develop
ment of literacy. In Within the Plantation Household: Black and White 
Women of the Old South (1988), Elizabeth Fox-Genovese explains that 
southern society permitted and even fostered women's religious and in
tellectual development as long as it unfolded within circumscribed social 
roles (256). Young elite white women were systematically educated to 
their stations in life as southern ladies, including their developing reading 
skills and, to some extent, writing skills. While their access to schooling 
did not equal that of the men of their class, southern women could attend 
Sabbath smools and local academies, and sometimes they were taught by 
literate mothers in their own homes. The slave household was, in fact, the 
domain of the mistress. She was responsible for the early education of her 
children; she also held dominion over all others in the household (with 
the notable exception of her husband, of course). 

As Fox-Genovese points out, being "the lady" was the central identity 
of elite white women, an identity they assumed as daughters, wives, 
mothers, and mistresses of slaves. She says also: 

They became themselves through membership in a literate culture-through 
reading and writing. Whether through light fiction, religious literature, or the 
prose, fiction, and poetry of their own region and general Western culture, read
ing helped them to define moral, political, and personal issues. Through reading 
they extended the implications of their everyday lives and sought models of per
sonal excellence, sources of personal consolation, and standards of social and 
political good. (1988:242) 

My intent here is not to moralize about the participation of slaveholding 
women in the oppression of people of African descent, but to suggest that 
in participating in this process they also engaged in other activities that 
have essentially gone underexantined, such as the formal and informal 
development of literacy. Fox-Genovese indicates that elite white women 
became themselves through reading. In doing so, a typical literate prac
tice was that slave mistresses read to their own children, and quite proba
bly, they taught them their letters and other rudimentary reading skills 
before these boys and girls went on to whatever other education was 
available to them. In addition, some slave mistresses who felt particularly 
committed to religious training also read to their slaves and sometimes 
involved them in family prayers (156). 
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In terms of the difference that these household habits made to the 

African American women and girls who shared this space, one thing is 
certain. There was no systematic literacy education for the enslaved. Al

though there are many stories of slave mistresses or white children who 

taught their favorite slaves to read and write, these practices were by all 

calculations random and quite arbitrary. Most slaves remained illiterate. 

What seems more systematically useful as the groundwork for the devel

opment of literacy among African American women is the incidence of 
their ability to move about the "big house;' a site defineable by the defini

tion of the day as a literate environment. 

Because slaves had no personal presence in the eyes of white masters 

or acknowledgment in their own right, they were actually able to move 

relatively unnoticed among people who engaged from time to time in lit

erate activities. The slaves could see reading taking place. They could hear 

it. They could see notes, letters, diaries, newspapers, books, business 
records and documents. Periodically, if not consistently, they were sur

rounded by the artifacts of literacy, and at minimum, it did not take very 

long for them to understand the significance of this material culture. Be

cause the condition of slavery did not automatically determine that the 
enslaved would be idiots, it is possible to understand how an enslaved 

child or adult might actually learn in this environment and be in a posi

tion to pass along what he or she came to know. The process might have 

been very much like what Marcia Farr (1994b) describes as learning liter
acy "lirico:' In ethnographic studies of men of Mexican origin who live in 

Chicago, Farr reports: 

A number of the men in their mid-30s and beyond from the Guanajuato rancho 
became functionally literate essentially without fonnal schooling. They report 
that they learned literacy Iirico; that is they "picked it up" informally from others 
who used only spoken language-not printed materials-to pass on knowledge 
of the writing system. The teaching and learning process, then, proceeded 
through oral language, from one person to another, in informal arrangements. 
(1994b:l8-19). 

Quite probably, as in the case of some contemporary Mexican Ameri

can men, slaves within literate environments such as elite plantation 

households might actually have managed to "pick up" more than they 

were intended to pick up. 
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Among African Americans who were not slaves, barriers to literacy 
were as much in evidence as for their enslaved brethren, but some oppor
tunities were available. African Americans in the North, and later in the 
South, had their own private schools. Marianna Davis chronicles, in Con
tributions of Black Women to America (Vol. 2), the commitment of African 
American women to this educational cause. They demonstrated, in fact, a 
passionate determination to reduce ignorance, develop literacy, and en
courage intellectual development for males and females alike. 

African American women began founding schools as early as 1793, 

when Catherine Williams Ferguson, a former slave, opened a Sunday 
school, the Katy Ferguson's School for the Poor, in her home in New York 
City. In the beginning, Ferguson focused on providing religious educa
tion and social services for approximately forty-eight orphaned children, 
twenty of whom were white. She took the children into her own home, 
found homes for them, taught them how to care for themselves, and 
taught them scriptures that she had learned from her enslaved mother 
(who was sold away from her when she was eight years old). With the 
support of Reverend John M. Mason, her pastor at the Murray Street 
Church, Ferguson moved her school to the basement of the church and 
hired assistants to teach the students courses that she was not prepared to 
teach. For the next forty years, Ferguson supervised both the educational 
and the social services of the integrated Murray Street Sabbath School, 
New York's first Sabbath school, and supported its activities by working 
as a caterer and washerwoman for delicate fabrics (Hallie Quinn Brown 3; 

A. Johnson 1993:426). 

Ana Marie Becroft was also a pioneer in education. She was born of 
free parents, William and Sara Becroft, in 1805 in Washington, D.C. As a 
child trying to acqnire an education she faced hostility at the white-oper
ated Potter School. At the age of seven, her parents transferred her to the 

New Georgetown School where she studied with Mary Billing, the white 
widow who ran the school, until 1820, when Billing closed her school in 
the wake of the Denmark Vesey revolt and the move to discourage whites 
from teaching African Americans. That same year, Becroft founded her 
own school, the first seminary for African American girls in Georgetown. 
Becroft's school remained open until 1827 when she was invited by the 
parish priest, Father J. Van Lomme!, of Holy Trinity Catholic Church to 



138 A Historical View 

open a school under the auspices of the church. Becroft retained the lead
ership of the school until 1831, when she turned it over to a former stu
dent, Ellen Simonds, and left to become the ninth nun of the Oblate Sis
ters of Providence in Baltimore, a teaching order. As Sister Aloysius, 
Becroft continued to teach until 1833, when, always sickly, she died on De

cember 16, 1833 (Marrow 1993:106). 

Also in 1820, Saralt Mapps Douglass established a school in Philadel
pma, where she trained two generations of students. Douglass was free
born in 1806 to a prominent African American fanilly in Philadelpma. 
Her mother was a founder of the Philadelpma Female Anti-Slavery Soci
ety, wmch Douglass also joined as a young woman. In 1838 this society as
sumed financial responsibility for the school Douglass had established. In 
1853 Douglass joined the faculty of the Institute for Colored Youth, 
opened by the Quakers in 1852. She soon became an administrator at tills 
institution and continued to train teachers for the public schools until 

her retirement in 1877 (Lerner 1993:351-52). 

Ultimately, many other African American women followed as 
founders of schools, both national and internationalY Among the best
known in the United States since the Civil War are Lucy Craft Laney, who 
started the Haines Normal and Industrial Institute in Augusta, Georgia, 
in 1866; Charlotte Hawkins Brown, who opened Palmer Memorial Insti
tute in Sedalia, North Carolina, in 1902; and Mary McLeod Bethune, who 
founded the Daytona Educational and Industrial School for Negro Girls 
in Daytona Beach, Florida, in 1904. Tms last institution exists today as 
Bethune-Cookman College (M. Davis 1981:267-89). 

Adding significantly to the efforts of African American women in their 
own interests were wmte women such as Prudence Crandall and Myrtilla 
Miner. In 1832 Prudence Crandall, a Quaker woman, operated a boarding 
school for African American girls in Canterbury, Connecticut. She was 
arrested, tried in the courts, and convicted for teaciling "colored people 
who were not inhabitants of the State of Connecticut ... without first ob
taining, in writing, the consent of a majority of the civil authority and the 
selectmen of the town" (M. Davis 1981:267). Her indictment was eventu
ally overturned, but she was forced to abandon her school in the face of 
ensuing violence by local residents. 

Myrtilla Miner, from New York, opened the Normal School for Col-
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ored Girls in 1851 in Washington, D.C. With the heip of Quaker groups 

and Harriet Beecher Stowe, her school became among the first to provide 
systematic opportunities for higher education for African American 

women." Miner modeled her school on seminaries for white women and 

made every effort to assure that it was a first-class teacher-training insti

tution. She was ridiculed for her efforts, her teachers and students were 

subjected to abuse from local residents, and the school was set on fire. 

Despite these difficulties, however, the Miner School continued to func
tion, and today Miner Teachers College, part of the coeducational Uni

versity of the District of Columbia, stands in tribute to these original ef

forts and as evidence that Miner's goal of excellence was eventually 

achieved (M. Davis 1981:270; Ihle 1986 Modules 3 and 4: page 3). 

Another means to literacy for African Americans in the North was that 

they had some degree of access, especially in urban areas, to public 

schools (mandated by law in this region), or to local academies. At least, 

they could petition to attend. Consider Maritcha Lyon, for example. 
Lyon's parents petitioned for her to attend the high school in Providence, 

Rhode Island. When she enrolled, she obviously faced overt racism, as she 

reports in her memoirs: 

By this time I had become one of the foremost of the leaders [butl the iron had 
entered my soul. I never forgot that I had to sue for a privilege which any but a 
colored girl could have without asking. Most of the classmates were more or less 
friendly. If any girl tried to put "on airs" I simply found a way to inform her of 
my class record. All I never had less than the highest marks, to flaunt my superi
ority in scholarship was never hard. (Sterling 1984:189) 

From these experiences, Lyon proceeded to fashion an excellent 
record. She became an assistant principal in Brooklyn, New York, after 

the Civil War; she participated in the Black Clubwomen's Movement, a 

critical mechanism for the participation of African American women in 
public arenas;!S and she wrote a biography of her friend, Dr. Susan 

McKinney Steward, the founder of a New York women's club and one of 

the first African American women to receive a medical degree (Sterling 

1984: 441-42, 450). 
Further, northern African American women also had two other types 

of access-to Sabbath schools (Katy Ferguson's school, for example) and 

to the books and libraries of employers and friends. Maria W. Stewart at-
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tended Sabbath schools. In her essay "Religion and the Pure Principles of 

Morality: The Sure Foundation On Which We Must Build;' she stated: 

I was born in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1803, was left an orphan at five years of 
age; was bound out in a clergyman's family; had the seeds of piety and virtue 
early sown in my mind, but was deprived of the advantages of education, though 
my soul thirsted for knowledge. Left them at fifteen years of age; attended Sab
bath schools until I was twenty; in 1826 was married to James W. Stewart; was 
left a widow in 1829; was, as I humbly hope and trust, brought to the knowledge 
of the truth, as it is in Jesus, in 1830; in 1831 made a public profession of my faith 
in Christ ... and now possess that spirit of independence that, were I called 
upon, I would willingly sacrifice my life for the cause of God and my brethren. 
(28-29) 

This quotation illustrates how she hungered for knowledge, took ad

vantage of the learning opportunities available to her (most specifically 

Sabbath schools), and was inspired by the material circumstances of her 

life to sacrifice herself for the causes of God, which included justice and 

empowerment for herself and her people. 

With regard to access to the books and libraries of employers and 

friends, consider the example chronicled by Harriet E. Wilson, author of 

Our Nig (first published in 1859). Wilson wrote: 

She learned that in some towns in Massachusetts, girls make straw bonnets
that it was easy and profitable. But how should she, black, feeble and poor, find 
anyone to teach her. But God prepares the way, when human agencies see no 
path. Here was found a plain, poor, simple woman, who could see merit beneath 
a dark skin; and when the invalid mulatto told her sorrows, she opened her door 
and her heart, and took the stranger in. Expert with the needle, Prado soon 
equalled her instructress; and she sought also to teach her the value of useful 
books; and while one read aloud to the other of deeds historic and names 
renowned, Frado experienced a new impulse. She felt herself capable of eleva
tion; she felt that this book information supplied an undefined dissatisfaction 
she had long felt, but could not express. Every leisure moment was carefullyap
plied to self-improvement, and a devout and Christian exterior invited confi
qence from the villagers. (1983:125-26) 

This passage shows evidence of the arbitrary nature of advocacy, of the 

value assigned to reading even in the lives of ordinary working people, 

and the inspiration that the opportunity to learn could have, even for 

those who were "black, feeble, and poor:' Frado felt "capable of elevation" 

and experienced a new impulse for self-improvement. 
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Literacy for escaped slaves was quite an asset, as illustrated by the auto
biographical narratives of Frederick Douglass. As his story suggests, 

African Americans in this group who were able to read and write signifi

cantly increased their chances of success and survival both in the escape 

and afterward. Once free, rather than living unprotected in isolation, 

these ex-slaves typically joined communities of free Blacks in the North, 
and iliereby had ilie opportunity to take advantage of strategies for en

hancing literacy. 

In terms of literacy opportunities in ilie South, obviously iliere were 

differences between ilie North and ilie Souili, but several conditions gave 
rise to ilie acquisition of literacy-not only among the enslaved but fre

quently among free and freed African Americans." A prinlary means to 
literacy for members of souiliern free-Black communities was iliat they 

were typically skilled workers or craftsmen. As artisans who had acquired 

ilie skills of ilieir various crafts, iliey usually had also managed to acquire 

some degree of literacy, in order to conduct business. Often in the early 
stages of ilieir working lives, ilieir literacy skills (to keep records and fig

ures) were typically in the interest of slaveholders who recognized the 

economic advantages to themselves of having literate workers. However, 

later, as iliey were sometimes able to purchase ilieir own freedom and the 
freedom of ilieir family members, iliey used literacy in their own interests. 

Anoilier means to literacy among free Blacks in ilie Souili was via ilie 

support of white men who sometimes arranged and paid for the educa

tion or training of ilieir Black children, siblings, or oilier family mem
bers. Consider, for example, the striking case of ilie families chronicled by 
Adele Logan Alexander in Ambiguous Lives: Free Women of Color in Rural 

Georgia, 1789-1879 (1991). Alexander uses her own family in Sparta, Geor

gia, as ilie centerpiece of a historical account of free African Americans in 

middle Georgia, totally surrounded by a slaveholding society. She re

counts living conditions and refers to an array of literate practices iliat 
help to explain how individual white people supported the literacy and 

learning of ilieir African American relatives. She states: 

In addition to sponsoring them [his children] in his church, a man of Nathan 
Sayre's achievements might have educated his children, and some of his books 
such as Arithmetic, Schoolcraft, Godman's Natural History, and The Bridget Bub
ble Family clearly focused on a growing family's needs and interests. He must 
have believed in educating young women, judging by his interest in and financial 
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support of the Female Model School. Nonetheless, the girls' academic attain
ments were minimal. though they were accomplished musicians and ·musical 
evenings were regular events at Pomegranate Hall. (1991:85) 

Pomegranate Hall was the home of Judge Nathan Sayre, his "wife" Su
san Hunt, who was biracial, and their three children-two females and 
one male. Alexander reports that Mariah, one of the daughters, was bap
tized in the Presbyterian Church to which Sayre and the white Hunts be
longed. She also reports that the girls apparently studied music at the lo
cal Female Model School, and in keeping with the literate practices of the 
day, they learned to read and to write but did not pursue academic sub
jects. 

After the Civil War, with the opening of Atlanta University for African 
Americans, Aftican Americans in the South had easier access to higher 
education. Adelia Hunt, the granddaughter of Nathan and Susan, was 
among the first from her area to benefit. Her mother, Mariah, had fol
lowed her mother, Susan, in marrying a white man, Henry Hunt. When 
opportunities opened at Atlanta University, Adelia enrolled with the sup
port of family and influential friends. She graduated in 1881 from the 
Normal Department, one of the first African American women to receive 
a degree from this institution. Such stories of support are liberally sprin
kled throughout the records of Oberlin College, Wilberforce University, 
Fisk University, Atlanta University, and many other institutions that of
fered educational opportunities to African Americans. 

Taking into account these types of complexities in literacy acquisition 
and literate practices among free and enslaved African Americans over 
time, the literacy rates among early generations of African Americans in 
the United States grew by all sorts of traditional and nontraditional 
strategies whereby men, women, and children managed to acquire basic 
reading skills and sometimes writing skills and to pass them along to oth
ers. Vaughn estimates (1974:2) that literacy levels in the adult population 
o(African Americans were at about 5-10 percent in 1860. He posits also 
that this level actually represented a substantial decline from the period 
before 1830. The decline after 1830 can be accounted for through the con
vergence of the rise of the Industrial Age; the backlash against an ener
getic abolitionist movement in the face of substantial economic interests; 
the incidence of attention-getting slave revolts; and changing narratives 
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and justifications for continuing slavery at all costs. These events con

tributed to shifts in sentiment about educational opportunity for African 
Americans, generally. The result of the shifts was a tightening of proscrip

tions, which would not be relieved in any substantial way until the escala

tion of tensions between the North and the South as a precursor of the 

Civil War and ultimately the acqnisition by the Union Army of the first 

southern contraband, that is, the freeing of the slaves who occupied the 

Sea Islands off the coasts of South Carolina and Georgia. 

clw-to~ FoY'tetV aKd the, Port Roya? Col4U41.ioribn, 
The story of Charlotte Forten offers a particularly instructive occasion 

for understanding a merging of resources among northern advocates, in

cluding African Americans, with the literacy needs of southern African 

Americans. From November 7, 1861, to January 1, 1863, three events con
verged to form the locus of a history-making process." Forten, a member 

of the affluent and widely respected Black abolitionist Forten-Purvis 

family from Philadelphia, emerged as an African American woman who 

wanted to make a difference. 

The best-known of the three events occurred on January 1, 1863. As 
president and commander in cl1ief of the Army and Navy, Abraham Lin

coln issued a proclamation that came to be known as the Emancipation 

Proclamation. It was signed on September 22, 1862, and stated: 

all persons held as slaves within any state or designated part of a State, the peo
ple whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, 
thenceforward, and forever free; and the Executive Government of the United 
States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and 
maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such 
persons, or any of them in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom. 
(The Emancipation Proclamation) 

President Lincoln gave all states in rebellion the time between Septem

ber 22, 1862, and January 1, 1863, to declare their allegiance to the United 

States, with the threat that, if they did not, their slaves would be confis
cated and freed on the latter date. None of the rebelling states returned to 

the Union and the proclamation was issued. The Civil War battles raged 

on; several million slaves were "freed:' With this stroke of the law, the war 

ceased to be only a contest for political control and economic power over 
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southern agricultural resources. Symbolically and practically, it became a 
crusade against slavery-with African Americans being compelled in 
their newly acquired freedom to make their best and clearest case for 
their potential as human beings with rights. 

All significant historically as the Emancipation Proclamation was, this 
event alone does not adequately reveal the significance of this period in 
the history of literacy among African American people. Two additional 
events help make the moment clearer. Chronologically (even before the 
Emancipation Proclamation), the first inlportant event was the victory of 
Union troops over Confederate troops on Hilton Head Island. On No
vember 7, 1861, the Union navy launched an assault on Confederate forces 
on Hilton Head Island in the interest of setting in place a blockade of Port 
Royal Sound, the access way to several critical southern ports. The Con
federates were defeated in six hours. Across the islands that bordered the 
sound, slaveholding residents inlmediately abandoned the area, leaving 
behind fifty plantations and over ten thousand men, women, and chil
dren of African descent as "contraband.') This "contraband," in the form 
of both confiscated lands and confiscated slaves, came under the control 
of the U.S. Treasury Department. 

The second event, which grew directly out of this first one, was the 
Port Royal Experinlent, launched by Treasury secretary Salmon P. Chase 
with the support of others, including abolitionists such as Robert Purvis 
(Forten's uncle) and Wendell Phillips. Shortly after the battle for control 
of the Port Royal Sound, Edward L. Pierce, a Boston attorney, was identi
fied as the point person for the experinlent. The effort of the experinlent 
was twofold. One part was economic: the thinking of the day was that the 
freed people on the Sea Islands needed to be managed in order to expe
dite the claiming of the land that they occupied by the U.S. government 
and also to expedite the development of the critical resources on the is
lands, including an especially valuable variety of cotton, which could be 
gr~wn only on the islands and was the highest-yielding variety of cotton 

in the Americas. 
The second part of the experiment focused on the "contraband" peo

ple. Pierce proposed that the government send teachers, ministers, and 
superintendents to provide assistance to the freed people. He suggested 
that the salaries of these workers should be paid by private agencies, with 
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the government agreeing to provide an allowance for transportation, 

housing, and subsistence. Several groups responded to the call for pri

vate support, including the New England Educational Commission, the 
Freedmen's Relief Association of New York, and the Port Royal Relief As

sociation of Philadelphia. This collective of associations formed the core 

resources around which the Port Royal Experinlent was conducted. 
On September 16, 1863, six days before the signing of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, President Lincoln sent instructions to the Board of Tax 

Commissioners for the District of South Carolina, which by this time was 
under the control of a federally appointed governor. Lincoln's letter gave 

instructions for the sale of confiscated lands, including the selling ofland 

to the freed slaves, but it also stated: 

You will set apart for school purposes in a convenient form for use as a farm or 
farms, one or more tracts ... not exceeding 160 acres ... you will receive and 
collect such rents and issues as appropriate and apply the same to the education 
of colored youths, and of such poor white persons, being minors, as may by 
themselves, parents, guardians, or next friends, apply for the benefit thereof, and 
you are authorized to establish such schools, and to direct the tuition of such 
branche, of learning as you in your judgment shall deem most eligible, subject 
nevertheless to the general direction and control of the Secretary of the Treasury. 
(Basler 1953:455-56) 

This letter underscored the twofold nature of the experinlent, in its 

identifying both economic and educational interests. This support of ed

ucation marked the very first federal funding for educational opportunity 
for African Americans. The inlperative of the participants in this project 

was "ultimately to prove to a skeptical public that Negroes were worthy of 
their freedom" (Jacoway 1980:xiii), a freedom that was clearly forthcom
ing as set forth by the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation a few 

days later. In truth, because of the battle on November 7, 1861, thousands 

of slaves--the "contraband"-were already free on the islands, with their 

fate precariously in the balance. Their cause, in the interest of the totality, 

was the first hurdle to be crossed. 

In the eyes of the northern missionaries who came south, the Port 

Royal Experinlent needed to convince white America-and, they felt, the 
freed slaves as well-that "blacks could be uplifted and thereby rendered 

non-threatening-and that in the meantime, blaclcs could find a place in 

the American system that would allow them a measure of dignity" (Ja-
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coway 1980:254). There is much evidence to indicate that the missionaries 

were passionately committed to this cause. In coming south, however, 
they were immersed in cultural traditions that were not their own. Typi

cally, while the missionaries were often impressed by the energy and pas

sion brought by their African American charges to the opportunities to 

learn and improve themselves, the missionaries nonetheless enacted cul

turally biased notions they had brought with them concerning what they 
would find in the South and the people they would "cultivate." In effect, 

they thought of African Americans as deserving freedom and educational 

opportunity, but they still found it difficult to think of African Americans 

as being equal or to treat them as such Cas illustrated by Forten's experi

ences with her white colleagues). 

The journals that she kept during these years show that Charlotte 

Forten did not view freed slaves as either contraband or unequals. She 
viewed them as downtrodden members of her own race, as her own peo

ple, and she felt obligated, as a person who had benefited from greater 

opportunity, to lend a helping hand. On a trip from St. Helena across the 

sound to Buford, she observed: 

On the Bay-as they call it. Saw the building which was once the Public Library. 
It is now a shelter for "contrabands" from Ferandino [Florida]. How disgusted 
the rebels w'ld be. I suppose they w'ld upturn their aristocratic noses and say "To 
what base uses etc." It does me good to see how the tables are turned .... Few 
persons are to be seen in the streets, some soldiers and "contrabands." I believe 
we saw only three ladies. But already Northern improvements have reached this 
southern town. One of them is a fine new wharf which is a convenience that one 
wonders how the "Secesh" c'Id have done without. They were an uncivilized peo
ple. I noticed more mulattoes there than wehave on St. Hel.[ena]. Some were 
very good-looking. Little colored childrenc..af every hue were playing about the 
streets looking as merry and happy as children ought to look-now that the 
dark shadow of slavery hangs over them no more. (Forten 443) 

In this passage, her use of quotation marks clearly shows that Forten 

questioned the label "contraband"; she also considered the slaveholding 
South to be "uncivilized." Equally interesting, she noticed "three ladies" 

Cwhite women, presumably) and "mulattoes" and "children--{)f every 

hue;' who were not so much in evidence among the dark-skinned people 

of St. Helena. She called these multi-hued children "very good-looking." 

These references suggest some ambivalence in terms of her valuing of 
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"race') in our contemporary terms) but the passage indicates, neverthe

less, a radical attitude for the day. She refers to "the dark shadow of slav

ery" being no more and to her special delight that the "tables were 

turned" by the freed people from Ferandino who were being sheltered in 
a building they would never before have been allowed even to enter-the 

public library. 

Forten's noticing of the change in use for the library is particularly sig

nificant. Having been raised in a remarkably active family, in which both 

the women and the men provided her with models of political activism 
and models of excellence in cultural achievements, Forten held a passion 

both to achieve and to serve. She wrote often in her diary about her 

hopes. At nineteen, for example, after her father, Robert Forten, had 

granted her permission to continue her education, she wrote: 

At last [have received the long expected letter, which to my great joy, contains 
the early desired permission to remain. [thank father very much for his kind
ness, and am determined that so far as I am concerned, he shall never have cause 
to regret it. I will spare no effort to become what he desires that I should be; to 
prepare myself well for the responsible duties of a teacher, and to live for the 
good that I can do my oppressed and suffering fellow creatures. (1988:105) 

Throughout this period, Forten demonstrated her love of learning, 
keeping an amazing account of the books she read (more than one hun

dred are referred to) and other literary activities. She found, as she stated 

in her diary, that books were a special blessing: 

And how blessed it is that the wealth of the ages can be ours, if we choose to 
grasp it! That we can live, not in this century, this corner of the world alone, but 
in every century, every age, and every clime! That we can listen to the words of 
orators, poets and sages; that we can enter into every conflict, share every joy, 
thrill with every noble deed, known since the world began. And hence are books 
to us a treasure and a blessing unspeakable. (Forten 1988:361) 

An assessment of Forten's activities shows that she did indeed prepare 

herself well for teaching, and that the opportunity for her to fulfill the 
companion goal, to serve, came with the Battle for Port Royal Sound and 

the launching of the Port Royal Experiment. 

With the encouragement of John Greenleaf Whittier, renowned poet 

and family friend, Forten applied to be a teacher in South Carolina 
through both the New England Commission, which did not agree to sup-
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port her request, and the Port Royal Relief Association, which did accept 
her-the only African American woman to be included on the initial 
teams. These pioneers wonld be stationed across the network of islands, 
with Forten being sent to St. Helena Island to work with Laura Towne 
and Ellen Murray, two white women. In September 1862, Towne and 
Murray had set up the Penn School, named in honor of William Penn 
and the state from whim Towne, Murray, and Forten came. 

On Tuesday, October 28, 1862, at the age of twenty-five Forten arrived 
on St. Helena and sailed into history as the first African American woman 
to participate in the very first federal-tax-supported effort to educate 
African Americans. IS Her training for this moment had been thorough. 
Her education had begun in the Lombard Street Prinlary School in 
Philadelphia, a school operated at that time by her aunt, Margaretta 

Forten. When Forten was ready for additional education, her father 
arranged for her to live in Salem, Massamusetts, with a family friend and 
fellow abolitionist, Charles Lenox Remond, his wife Amy Remond, and 
their children. I' In Salem, Forten became the first African American to at
tend the Higginson Grammar School. At graduation, her poem, "A Part
ing Hymn;' was selected as the best in the class, and it was honored at the 
graduation ceremony. After the Higginson School, Forten enrolled in the 
second class of the newly founded Salem Normal School (now Salem 
State College), where again at graduation her valedictory poem was hon
ored. This poem was published a month later in William Lloyd Garrison's 
newspaper, the Liberator, marking the beginning of Forten's long and il
lustrious career as a highly respected writer. 

After graduation from the Salem Normal School, Forten became the 
first African American to teach at the Epes Grammar School in Salem, 
where she gained support and recognition from her students, their fami
lies, and the town in general for the excellence of her teaching. Three 
years later, she accepted a position at the Higginson School where she had 
l?een a student earlier. During these years, Forten continued to write, 
publishing a short story in the Ladies' Home Journal, poetry in the Chris
tian Recorder, and poetry and an essay in the National Anti-Slavery Stan
dard. 

Throughout this period, in addition to her academic preparation, 
Forten was also an active member of the Salem Female Anti-Slavery Soci-
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ety. She tirelessly attended speeches and other abolitionist activities in 
Salem and in nearby Boston. Further, as she had in her own home in 
Philadelphia, as a tenant in the home of Charles Remond, the most 
renowned Black abolitionist of the day, she had the opportunity to meet 
and interact in a sustained manner with national and international lead
ers-writers, political activists, intellectuals. In addition to her own fam
ily members, the list included Harriet Tubman, John Greenieaf Whittier, 
Wendell Phillips, Harriet Martineau, William Lloyd Garrison, William 
Wells Brown, Lydia Marie Child, and many, many others. 

When Forten joined the Port Royal Association and traveled to st. He
lena Island, she took with her a sense of ethos that had been defined by a 
history of academic success, a history of success as a writer, and training 
in the curriculum of northeastern schools and academies. Moreover, 
Forten evidenced a social consciousness that had been hewn within the 
richness of her fmilly's political commitments; their circle of equally 
dedicated friends and acquaintances; and the politically and culturallyac
tive communities in Philadelphia and Salem in which she had lived. 
Forten was well positioned, then, to participate in the operation of a 
school on St. Helena Island as a twenty-five-year-old woman ready to 

teach and to "live for the good that she could do:' 
At the Penn School, Forten worked assiduously to form meaningful 

relationships with the community despite their being suspicious of her 
elite bearing. Fundamentally, the great majority of enslaved people, espe
cially ones who had been isolated as this community had been on the 
coastal islands, had neither seen nor inlagined before even the possibility 
of a Black person of Forten's acl1ievements-well-educated, well-dressed, 
so much the genteel lady. They had to adjust to Forten, and Forten, being 
of a different class and personal history, also had to adjust to them. In the 
meantime, she taught them reading, writing, oral recitation, numbers, 
music, and whatever else seemed handy to share. She sought to instill 
pride, self-respect, and self-sufficiency. She tended to her students, their 
families, and the wounded soldiers who still occupied the island and who 
from their island camp were frequently engaged in the war that raged 
around them. 

Forten, however, had never been particularly strong physically. She 
suffered bouts of illness throughout her life that she described in her di-
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ary most often as "lung fever." Physically, therefore, she found the Sea Is
land environment harsh. The heat was intense. The fleas, mosquitos, and 
other insects were unbearable in summer. The sparsely furnished housing 
was drafty in winter. There were few comforts or luxuries and much dis
ease, but Forten was committed to the task and remained steadfastly at 
her post until May 1864.20 In her committing herself to this project, one 
additional circumstance, however, added to the general framing of her 
historical contribution. I hypothesize that surrounding Forten's achieve
ments was an atmosphere of a basic lack of regard, created by the ways 
that Forten's white coworkers viewed her. By all evidence, she was gener
ally well considered by Towne and Murray, but not quite as a co-equal. 

Laura Towne, in her diary entries at the beginning of her work on St. 
Helena, described the freed people she met in bestial terms. She consid
ered them strange, ignorant, barbaric, and unrefined: "it certainly takes 
great nerve to walk here among the soldiers and negroes and not be dis
gusted or shocked or pained so much as to give it all up" (Holland 1855:7). 
To her credit, Towne did not give up, however. She later seemed proud of 
the "naturalness" with which she and her household (with no mention of 
Forten being a member of this household) could sit down with "two col
ored people;' Miss Lynch and Mr. Freeman who were "educated and 
talked well"-when, in fact, one might assume that she sat down with an 
educated African American woman every day and also worked with her 
and interacted with her constantly. She wrote, "I actually forget these peo
ple are black, and it is only when I see them at a distance and cannot rec
ognize their features that I remember it. The conversation at dinner 
flowed just as naturally as if we were Northern whites" (Holland 1855'146). 

It is clear from Towne's record of service at the Penn School that her 
personal experiences among African Americans mediated the sense of 
racial strangeness that she felt existed between the African Americans and 
herself. The years of personal interactions in all likelihood shifted her at
titudes away from a viewpoint that African Americans are "beasts" to
ward a more positive view and greater expectations. What also becomes 
evident in Towne's diary, however, is that the need for such mediation in 
the early days of the school affected how Forten would be treated as an 
African American woman in Towne's household. Towne provided con
siderable detail about dally life on St. Helena; she allowed Forten only a 
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minimal presence in her story, however. For example, she does not ac
knowledge Forten's arrival to the school as a new faculty member. She 
does not mention their professional or personal relationship as members 
of the same household mutually committed to a task they both perceived 
to be noble. She did not acknowledge Forten's departure from the island. 
In fact, Towne mentioned Forten only three times during the full two 
years that Forten shared her living and working space. 

More to the point of this analysis, Towne gives no indication that 
Forten was an experienced and respected teacher (unlike herself, who had 
medical training but no teaching experience); or that Forten was a recog
nized poet; or that she was the person responsible for John Greenleaf 
Whitter writing "Whittier's Hymn" for the school's 1863 Christmas pro
gram. Towne reports this event in her diary but with no indication of 
Forten's role as anything other than the person who decorated the room 
for the program. In fact, given the account of Penn School life in Towne's 
diary, without the juxtaposition of the account in Forten's diary, a reader 
would be hard-pressed to think of "Lottie" as anything other than a ser
vant. Forten exists in Towne's world and imagination very much in the 
way that Toni Morrison describes in Playing in the Dark (1992).21 Forten 
is part of the unarticulated backdrop against which Towne's story is writ
ten and acquires meaning. 

Despite this tableau of dispropriation, however, Forten did not ac
knowledge in her diaries that relationships with Towne or Murray were at 
all problematic. In all likelihood, she was not privy to Towne's diary and 
the lack of presence awarded her in it, and Towne apparently offered no 
direct barrier to her day-to-day work. Instead, Forten concentrated, not 
on a general atmosphere of non-regard, but on doing the good that she 
could do. Her entries demonstrated that she was less concerned about her 
personal trials and tribulations than she was about using her experiences, 
her expertise, and her network of resources in the interest of helping the 
most downtrodden of her community, of her race. With this focus, 
Forten set quite a standard of excellence and left a lasting inlpression on 
the St. Helena community. 

During her years on St. Helena, Forten published two letters in the 
Liberator and two essays in the Atlantic Monthly. She shared with her 
reading public perceptions of life in the Sea Islands. After her Port Royal 
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experiences, she continued to write poetry and to contribute frequently 
to tile periodical press, becoming nationally known for her achievements 
as a writer. Later, she married Reverend Francis K. Grirnke, a noted cler
gyman and spokesperson for African American people. At his side, she 
continued a life of advocacy and community activism, primarily in 
Florida and Washington, D.C., and in 1896, after decades of service, she 
joined forces witil hundreds of otiler African American women across tile 
United States and became a founding member of tile National Associa
tion of Colored Women (NACW). 

After Charlotte Forten resigned from tile Penn School, it continued to 
tlrrive and to make a critical difference in tile educational lives of tile peo
ple of this area. Laura Towne continued to operate tile school until her 
deatil in 1901. In 1900, during tile era of industrial education, tile name of 
tile school was changed to tile Penn Normal, Industrial, and Agricultural 
School. The curriculum, however, was broad and included vocational, 
agricultural, and academic offerings, witil tile primary mission of tile 
school being tile production of teachers who could serve tileir commu
nity's educational needs. 

In 1948, Beaufort County began offering public education to St. He
lena Island, which tilen shifted tile mission of tile Penn School from pro
viding schooling to providing community development services in tile 
ongoing interest of supporting tile full participation of tile people of St. 
Helena in political, economic, and cultural life. Witil tilis change in mis
sion, tile institution had yet anotiler name change. It became The Penn 
Center, Inc., as it is today. In tile 1960s The Penn Center served as a retreat 
and training center for tile civil rights movement, and it began securing a 
new place nationally and internationally as a site for meetings, informal 
educational training, leadership training, business training, and otiler 
community development activities. In 1974 this fifty acre site was desig
nated a National Historic Landmark, and it remains today an invaluable 
resource to tile residents of St. Helena, as well as to otilers around tile 
world. 

T~ O~ Doors ojOPfbrtuniiy 
Throughout tile pr~ivil War era, African Americans helped tilem

selves to literacy in provocative and creative ways (M. Davis 1981:266), but 
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after the Civil War they were energized to take supreme advantage of 
what had previously been denied them. This energy was cycled in three 
ways: the Sabbath school movement; the missionary school movement; 
and the common or public school movement. In discussing the Sabbath 
school movement, James D. Anderson (1988) explains that we actually 
know very little about this system. We do know that, before the rise of 
"free" or ('public» schools, these church-sponsored, community-run 
schools provided basic literacy instruction-in the North before the Civil 
War (Katy Ferguson's sroool in New York, for example), and especially af
ter the Civil War in communities of ex-slaves across the South. This sys
tem was run predominantly by African Americans themselves and oper
ated in the evenings and on weekends, reaching thousands of students 
who did not have the option of attending week-day schools. In this way, 

the African American community itself was largely responsible for laying 
the fertile foundation for universal literacy in African American commu
nities. 
Anderson reports that conservative estimates prepared by the Freedmen's 
Bureau in 1869 indicate there were 1,512 Sabbath schools with 6,146 teach
ers and 107,109 students (1988:13). Anderson goes on to state: 

Sabbath schools continued to grow in the black commuuity long after Recon
struction. In 1868 the African Methodist Episcopal churcb (AME), for example, 
enrolled 40,000 pupils in its Sabbath schools. By 1885, the AME cburch reported 
having «200,000 children in Sunday schools" for <'intellectual and moral" in
struction. These Suuday schools were not devoted entirely to Bible study .... 
Universal education was certain to become a reality in black society, not because 
ex-slaves were motivated by childlike, irrational, and primitive drives, but be
cause they were a responsible and politically self-conscious social class. (13-15) 

Anderson emphasizes that the energy with which free Blacks and ex
slaves pursued efforts to universalize education in African American 
communities helped to spur general efforts across the South to take con
trol of educational opportunity and to institute mass education for 
whites (poor and elite) and also for African Americans (26-27). 

A second effort toward literacy development was the missionary 
school movement. During the Civil War, various northern community 
and church organizations intensified their "home" mission activities, as 
compared with their "foreign" mission activities. These efforts became a 
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primary mechanism for the advocacy of freedom, justice, and empower
ment. These types of activities began in 1862 when the Port Royal Com
mission sent a corps of teachers to South Carolina, with the white mis
sionaries often bringing with them (as Laura Towne did) a desire to 
work-but also patroni2ing attitudes and opinions of African American 
people that were based on racial stereotypes rather than on significant 
personal experience. Despite such attitudes, missionary activities esca
lated through the end of the Civil War and afterward. In the years inune
diately following emancipation, northern missionary groups joined 
hands with many communities of African American men and women in 
their educational enterprises, and they remained for almost three decades 
a primary means for educational advocacy across the South. Both groups 
(missionaries who were northern whites and African Americans, and the 
southern African Americans) worked together tirelessly to eradicate illit
eracy, even though confronted by the dangers of racism and sexism, as 
well as by the devastation of extreme poverty. 

As indicated by the research oOones (1985), the largest of the mission
ary organizations was the American Missionary Association (AMA), 
which supported more than 5,000 teachers in the South between 1861 and 

1876. In Georgia from 1865 to 1873, these groups sent approximately 368 

teachers, 7 of whom were known to be African American women, and 
this story repeats itself throughout the southern states. Records preserve 
some names of African American women-Mary S. Peake, Emma V. 
Brown, Sara G. Stanley, Ellen Garrison Jackson, and Blanche V. Harris
but many others remain nameless in the background (Sterling 1984:261-

305). 
The volunteers of the home mission societies formed a significant part 

of the literacy workforce in urban areas and in rural ones until the early 
1870S when the third effort emerged, the common school movement. 
During the 1870S, southern leaders rose to regain their authority by sup
porting the education of African Americans through the establishing of 
public schools. In large part, southern gentlemen sought to reduce the in
fluence of northern liberals, who came with humanitarian ideals to edu
cate and uplift the deprived and downtrodden to a fuller participation as 
American citizens. Many of these southern gentlemen saw the political 
and economic advantage of a literate African American population, but 



Going Against the Grain 155 

they also abhorred the apparent desires of northerners to re-create a 
northeastern culture and to denigrate southern social order and habits. 
Southern leaders were aided in this quest by many industrial philanthro
pists, who sought to maintain the status quo, to push industrial models of 
education, and to discourage liberal arts education. 

No matter the form of its coming, however, the rise in educational op
portunity for African Americans in general-and, by extension, to 
African American women-was greeted as manna from heaven. A case in 
point is the development of public schools in the city of Atlanta, Geor
gia.22 In 1871 Atlanta opened its first public school for African Americans, 
the Gate City School or the Fourth Ward School, referred to locally as the 
Houston Street School. It was operated by African Americans, many of 
whom had been trained at Atlanta University, established in 1865 by the 
AMA. Shortly thereafter, the Atlanta school board also opened the Roach 
Street, Pittsburg, and Summer Hill schools. Many African American par
ents saw this opportunity for advancement and took it. They welcomed 
the chance for free education for their children and for themselves, and 
they were eager to learn. The schools literally overflowed with students, 
giving rise in short order to overcrowding, inadequate resources, and of 
course underpaid teachers. 

Swot. of Their OWI'V 
Some African American parents, ones with the resources to take ad

vantage of other options, typically did not favor public schools. They did 
not want to subject their children to the abuse of white southerners or to 
a southern-designed system of "Black" education, which they knew to be 
inferior. They preferred private schools such as the Morris Brown Grade 
School in Atlanta that were still being run by philanthropic support, with 
a significant percentage of that support coming from the freed men and 
women themselves. 

Such is the history of Spelman College, which began as a seminary on 
April 11, 1881, with the support of the Women's Baptist Home Mission So
ciety along with the African American men and women who supported 
the Black Baptist churches in the Atlanta community and throughout the 
state of Georgia. The founders were Sophia B. Packard and Harriet E. 
Giles (two white women from Salem, Massachusetts) who came to At-
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lanta at the invitation of Father Frank Quarles, the pastor of Friendship 

Baptist Church. This triad had the goal of starting a school for recently 
freed African American women and girls. After seeing in their travels in 

the South the devastating conditions for African American women in the 

aftermath of slavery and the Civil War, these two women, who had been 

trained and had taught in seminaries in New England, determined that 

the need for schooling among African American women was especially 
critical. Their perception fitted perfectly with the desire of Father Quarles 

and his church membership to educate the girls of their community, es

pecially since a school for the boys-the Atlanta Baptist Seminary, later to 

become Morehouse College, had been established in 1867. 

Such efforts were repeated across the South as a network of private 

schools was established that would ultimately form the core of what to

day is the collective of historically African American private colleges and 
universities. This collective started with Wilberforce University in Ohio 

and Lincoin University in Pennsylvania, both of which were established 

in 1854. The core group was expanded during the era of the Morrill Act, 

passed in 1862 and renewed in 1890. This act gave rise to land grant insti

tutions and the establishing of the contemporary network of historically 
African American public colleges and universities. This network of public 

and private institutions continues today, at the beginning of the twenty

first century, having forged a remarkable historical record for the educa

tion of African American people. 
As the history of these institutions suggests, during the post-Civil War 

era) seminary education became a welcome resource to the African 
American community and gave rise to stories of learning and achieve

ment that continue (as in the case of Spelman), over a century later. Clara 

Howard is one such story (Royster 1993a:586-87; Guy-Sheftall and Stew

art 1981:98; Read 1961:116,350). Howard was born in Greenville, Georgia, 

on January 23, 1866, one of nine siblings. She was taught the basic skills by 
her father, a literate skilled worker and local business man, who after the 

Civil War moved from Greenville to Atlanta to increase economic and ed

ucational opportunities for his family. He refused to send Howard to 

public school, choosing instead Spelman Seminary, whose leaders and 
teachers he respected and whose brand of liberal arts education he felt to 

be worthy. These teachers were known for holding steadfastly to stan-
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dards of excellence that replicated to some extent the New England expe
rience they themselves had known as students and teachers in the semi
naries there. 

Howard was a member of the first graduating class of Spelman in 1887, 

and she was one of the first Spelman graduates to team as a missionary in 
Africa, serving in the French Congo (1890-1895) and Panama (1896-

1897). She was a devout Christian in her beliefs, as her family had been, 
and committed herself in these early years to serving the communities 
she felt were in the most dire need. In choosing foreign missions as an 
arena for contribution, Howard faced many dangers. First, as one of the 
few women of her generation to be awarded her own missionary assign
ments (instead of an assignment issued to a husband), Howard faced the 
perils of an African American woman traveling alone with no protection 
from either systemic or random acts of racism or sexism. She faced peril 
also from physical dangers in what were at that time uncharted geograph
ical regions filled, in the case of Africa, with wild aninlals, with people po
tentially hostile to lmperialist encroachment, and with high probabilities 
for devastating and deadly diseases. 

By 1897 Howard was forced to end her service as a missionary because 
of recurring bouts of malaria, but not before demonstrating that her de
sire was to educate and uplift in the same way that Sophia Packard and 
Harriet Giles (the principals at Spelman) had done in her own case. 
Howard was joined in this endeavor by other Spelman alumnae such as 
Nora Gordon, Emma Delaney, Margaret Rattray, Ora Milner Horton, 
Flora Zeto Malekebu, many of whom were African-born, and a line of 
Spelman women even today who continue to choose Africa as their vine
yard. Most of these women were teachers and established schools that still 
exist all of these decades later. 

When her missionary service was over, Howard returned to Spelman to 
become a long-term staff member and an active member of the Atlanta 
community, ministering to and advising generation after generation of 
students whose lives she was able to touch and to inspire. She left behind a 
legacy of service, as well as evidence of her commitment to "humanity:' 

and to "the race:' broadly defined. On November 23, '969, Spelman Col
lege dedicated a dormitory, Howard-Harreld, in honor of Clara A. 
Howard, its first seminary graduate, and Claudia White Harreld, its first 
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college graduate, both of whom had distinguished careers as educators 
and humanitarians. Howard and her contemporaries led lives of commit
ment, inspiring many and providing a type of nurturing support that also 
required those in their charge to think well of themselves, expect much of 
themselves, and work steadfasdy to do good works in the service of others. 

Another early Spelman Seminary graduate was Selena Sloan Buder, 
Class of 1888. Buder was born in Thomasville, Georgia, on January 4, 
1872. She was educated by missionaries who encouraged her to continue 
her education. She was sponsored at Spehnan by her minister and re
ceived a diploma in Spehnan's second graduating class in 1888. For the 
next five years, Buder taught English and elocution in the Adanta public 
schools and later at the state normal school in Tallahassee, Florida (later 
to become Florida A & M University). In 1893 she married Henry Ruther
ford Buder, a graduate of Lincoln University and the Meharry Medical 
College. Butler's husband continued his studies at Harvard Medical 
School and she attended the Emerson School of Oratory. Elocution and 
oratorical training were common interests practiced among African 
American women during this era, in support of their obvious desires to 
develop public-speaking abilities. In 1895 Butler and her husband re
turned to Atlanta-her husband to practice medicine, and Butler to 
teach. 

In the years that followed, Butler built a distinctive record as a public 
speaker, locally and nationally, and as a community activist. Among her 
many accomplishments: 

She was a delegate, representing the Atlanta women's Club at the founding con
vention of the National Association of Colored Women in 1896. 

She organized, in her home, the first kindergarten for African American chil
dren in Atlanta, for twenty neighborhood children, since, even by the turn of the 
century, she could not find a preschool for her son. 

She established, edited, and printed the Woman's Mvocate from 1906 to 1907, 
a four-page newspaper devoted to news and problems of partIcular interest to 
.African American women. 

She was active in World War I with an entertainment group associated with 
Camp Gordon, near Atlanta, and in charge of the Auburn Avenue branch for the 
sales and distribution of War Savings Stamps and Certificates. 

She was founder and first president of the Georgia Congress of Colored Par
ents and Teachers, in 1920 (African American par~nts were not allowed member-
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ship in the already established white parent-teacher organizations); and with Al
ice McLelland Birney was cofounder of the National Congress of Parents and 
Teachers Associations, in 1926. 

She was appointed by President Herbert Hoover in 1934 to serve on the White 
House Conference of Child Health and Protection, after having served as chair 
of the Colored Division of the Georgia State Committee on Race Relations and 
as a member of the Georgia Commission on Interracial Cooperation. 

She was asked by the American Red Cross in World War II to head a corps of 
Gray Ladies (the only known African American group in the United States at 
that time) for service to soldiers in the hospital at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, 
where she was living at the time with her son, Henry R Butler Jr., the assistant 
chief of Medical Services and the chief of the Cardiovascular Section." 

There are other stories also. Mary Ann Brooks, for example, was a stu

dent in Spelman's primary department in the morning and taught chil

dren in her neighborhood in the afternoon. Victoria Maddox Simmons, a 

classmate of Selena Sloan Butler, while still a student taught in the Model 

School at Spelman and came back after graduation to teach again in the 

Model School. She was one of the first in a long line of Spelman women 

who would return to the college as faculty. Eventually, Simmons went on 

to fashion a noteworthy career in the public schools, after having given 

birth to eight children of her own. In 1956 a public elementary school in 

Atlanta was named in her honor. 

Another critical point to be made about literacy levels until the turn of 

the twentieth century can be illustrated by the research of Elizabeth Ihle 

(1986). She reports from her study of Black women's education in the 

South that, until relatively recently in our country's history, the most 

widespread schooling for any group was elementary schooling. In fact, as 

Ihle points out, "for the first four decades after the Civil War, a black per

son with just three or four years of formal schooling was considered edu

cated by the standards of the day" (Ihle 1986 Modules 3 and 4: page 4). 

This situation did not change significantly, especially in the South where 

most African Americans lived, until the 1870S and the rise of free public 

high schools. Discriminatory practices around race, class, and urban 

(versus rural) sites continued to operate, however, well into the twentieth 

century. "Between 1900 and 1915, the South established over 600 four-year 

public high schools for whites and nearly 600 three-year ones, but only 64 

public ones existed for blacks" (Modules 3 and 4: page 5). 
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These data become instructive in light of the infamous Washington
DuBois debates, as they encoded concern for what should constitute ap
propriate education for African Americans. Washington made a case for 
industrial training; whereas DuBois argued for an academic education, 
especially for the "talented tenth" who could then return to their commu
nities to provide much-needed leadership. Typically, we have viewed this 
dialogue in terms of post-secondary education, but it was also a critical 
dimension in debates around post-elementary education as well. By the 
Washingtonian model, industrial education really began after the acquisi
tion of basic skills such as reading, writing, and arithmetic. There was lit
tie or no purpose in this curriculum for including courses in the sciences, 
languages, literature, or other areas that today we would consider the aca
demic disciplines. 

For African American women, then, and especially for those who 
wished to go beyond basic literacy, there was a litany of obstacles. Oppor
tunities were obviously limited because of race; they were also limited be
cause of class. Poor people, regardless of racial group, were often denied 
access or were unable to take advantage of opportunities because of the 
constancy of the struggle simply to provide themselves and their families 
with food, clothing, and shelter, especially in a context such as the South, 
which did not particularly value literacy for any non -elites. This class bias 
indicates also an obstruction based on region. The South, with its elite 
preferences, was slow in providing educational opportunity, generally, 
and certainly in providing equal opportunity. Yet another obstruction 
was population density, in terms of the disparities between opportunities 
in cities versus the rural areas where most African Americans lived at the 
time. The obvious point is that African Americans in cities found more 
opportunities for literacy development than those in rural areas. 

Last, but certainly not least, there was the obstruction of gender. De
bates were raging concerning the appropriate education of women, espe
dally by the last quarter of the nineteenth century. More insidious, nega
tive stereotypes of African American women grew out of "blame the 
victim" explanations of their moral character and out of the class- and 
race-bound images of the "cult of true womanhood" (Du Bois and Gor

don 1984; J. Hall 1993; Royster 1997). The dominant group placed African 
American women at the bottom of an evolutionary scale that privileged 
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white men by a process of "natural" selectivity. This scale defined African 
American women in the natural order not only as intellectually and so
cially inferior to others but also as amoral, licentious, and lascivious. After 
the Civil War, African American women lived in a nation that discouuted 
them at every turn, and it was their job to turn the tide, to acquire literacy 
in large numbers, and to make this resource couut. They faced these chal
lenges as women alone-and as women who came together in a whole 
collective of community organizations that converged in the 1890S as the 
Black Clubwomen's Movement (see chapter 5). 

Cominj tb Voice-: Mttr~ W. Stewzu't, tV CMe- iI1/ Pow 

As the story of African American women's literacy gained momentum 
during the nineteenth century, and especially after the Civil War, what 
stands out clearly is that during this era they huugered for knowledge in 
the interest of sustaining both themselves and "the race." They were 
helped in their struggles by many; they helped themselves; they also 
helped others. What becomes much clearer, as the contours of specific ac
tivities come into view, is that these early generations of women were lit
erally pioneers, who chiseled out for themselves and for others a place 
that had not been envisioned before. They incorporated into a reconsti
tuted sense of self-in-society traditional patterns of belief and action that 
remained useful to them throughout the transition from African contexts 
to American contexts. These pioneers forged new traditions that pro
pelled forward waves of African American women who wonld use lan
guage and literacy to meet expressive and transactional needs, and who 
wonld do so significantly in the interest of the community. The pioneers 
succeeded in going against the grain of cultural expectations by develop
ing what Paulo Freire (1988) calls a "critical consciousness:' They reenvi
sioned their context, reshaped their sense of reality, charted courses of ac
tion, including rhetorical actions, that would lay the fouudations from 
which a tradition of literacy and social action would emerge. Such is the 
case with Maria W. Stewart. 

From the testimony of Stewart's first essay (cited earlier), we learn that 
Stewart's opportunities for formal schooling were minimal and that she 
was able to acquire literacy mainly through the instruction she received in 
Sabbath schools. We also learn about the material conditions of her life . 

.... _._---. 
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Early in the essay she shares many biographical details, which have now 
been fleshed out by the research of Marilyn Richardson (1987), who ed
ited and introduced a volume of Stewart's writings." Maria Miller was 
born in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1803, where she was "bound out" (hired 
out to work) at the age of five in the home of a c1ergynIan. At fifteen, she 
had completed her indenture and left this household, and (by M. 
Richardson's reckoning) she supported herself as a domestic servant. At 
the age of twenty-three in Boston, MassacllUsetts, she married forty
seven-year-old James W. Stewart, a financially successful shipping agent 
who outfitted whaling and fishing vessels. With this marriage, Maria W. 
(from her husband's middle initial) Stewart moved into the African 
American "middle class" society in Boston, a small but politically active 
group who managed to acquire some level of financial security amid dis
crinlinatory employment and housing practices and who were very suc
cessful in achieving a status of respect within their own racial group. 

As members of this small group of elites, the Stewarts witnessed a time 
of lively social and political activities and the emergence of men, both lo
cally and nationally, who continued the struggle for change and who revi
talized long-standing commitments to abolition. Two examples of this 
leadership illustrate this point. The first example, the minister who mar
ried the Stewarts, is Reverend Thomas Paul (1773-1831), the fonnding 
minister of Boston's African Baptist Church. This church was the site of 
both educational and political activity in Boston during this era. Under 
Reverend Paul's leadership, not only was the church the site of a school 
for African American children, it was also the place where the first meet
ings of the New England Abolitionist Society were held, illustrating the 
close ties between literacy activities and political activism in the African 
American church, as a central community institution. 

The second example is David Walker (1785-1830), a person whom 
Stewart in her first essay called "noble, fearless, and undannted" (30) and 
,who was clearly an influence on her thinking. Walker was the prosperous 
owner of a clothing exchange shop, which was used to outfit sailors. This 
enterprise probably made authorities suspicious that Walker was a con
duit for abolitionist materials getting into the South-along with James 
Stewart, another person in the shipping business and a friend of Walker. 
Walker was considered questionable for reasons other than the nature of 
his business, however. He was an outspoken person and an active mem-
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ber of the newly founded Massachusetts General Colored Association 
(formed in 1826, the year of the Stewarts' marriage). This organization 
was dedicated to bettering the local conditions of African Americans and 
to agitating for the abolition of slavery. 

Walker was also an agent for and a contributor to Freedom's Journal, 
the first newspaper issued in the Uuited States by African Americans. It 
was begun in 1827 by John B. Russworm and Samuel B. Cornish with the 
intent of keeping African Americans abreast of political concerns of the 
day-including, for example, international liberation struggles (such as 
in Greece, Poland, and Haiti) and slave uprisings in the South. The per
ception of Walker as a militant radical, however, resulted in large part 
from the publication in October 1829 of his appeal, "To the Coloured Cit
izens of the World:' This manifesto was an incendiary declaration that 
unequivocally denounced American slavery as vicious and that, just as 
unequivocally, encouraged slave uprisings (see Walker 1993). 

In addition to the political activism within its African American com
munity, Boston was also the city where white abolitionists William Lloyd 
Garrison and Isaac Knapp published the Liberator, an anti-slavery news
paper, from January 1, 1831, to December 29, 1865. The printer for the pa
per was Stephen Foster, who was assisted in this responsibility by his 
African American apprentice Thomas Paul (Cain 1995:5), presumably the 
same Thomas Paul who was the pastor of the African Baptist Church. To 
be noted is that the readership of the Liberator was overwhelmingly 
African American. According to William E. Cain (1995): 

the bulk of the support-three-quarters of the subscription list--derived from 
the free black population in the North. By the close of the first year, there were 
only fifty white subscribers; after two years the number was still less than four 
hundred. Nearly half of the mailings were to NewYork,Philadelphia, and 
Boston, where significant numbers of blacks resided ... its maximum number of 
subscribers never exceeded 2,500-3,000 range. (5) 

The 1820S and 1830S, therefore, were a time of intense political activity 
in the African American community, as these decades most certaiuly were 
also a time of massive ill-treatment of African Americans. As a slavehold
ing nation, the United States was a place where racism and white su
premacy reigned uncllecked, such that despite their free status, African 
Americans in Boston and other cities were continually subjected to job 
discrinIination, inferior housing, insult, and injury at the will of those 
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who oppressed them (Quarles 1969). Maria and James Stewart were very 
much a part of this scene. 

On December 17, 1829, three years after their marriage, James Stewart 
died after a sudden illness, and Maria Stewart's financial status experi

enced a downward spiral. Although her husband was a relatively wealthy 
man and she should have received, therefore, a substantial inheritance 
(according to his will, one-third of his estate), the reality for Stewart was 
quite different. Her husband's white business colleagues were determined 
to get everything, and they had the power, privilege, and authority to do 
so. Stewart took them to court, but after two years of legal battling in 
which she experienced blatant displays of discrinlination for both her 
race and her gender, she found herself stripped almost totaliy of all that 
he had owned. She was incensed by the discrinlination and the injustice. 
Exacerbating this indignation was another event that occurred only six 
months after her husband's death. On June 18, 1830, David Walker, Stew
art's hero, was found dead near the doorway of his clothing shop. 

By all these events and more, Stewart was made keenly aware of the 
oppressions that encircled her and her race, from the harsh working con
ditions she had endured as a child to the discriminatory treatment she 
had received in court. In 1831, after two years of loss and debilitating cir
cumstances, Stewart's response to this situation was twofold. On one 
hand, she chose to cling to her spiritual beliefs, finding a strength and sol
ace that compelled her to confess publicly her faith in Christ. Her second 
response was more unusual. Stewart had the desire to speak out publicly 
about discrinlination and injustice and about the need for political and 
economic activism. In this era, women were not granted this privilege. 
The woman's role in society dictated that such actions were unseemly, a 
violation of "woman's place:' Women were not public speakers; men 
were. Women's domain was not politics or public discourse; it was in the 
home. Despite the many ways that African American women's working 
lives were not spent in their own homes, this view of woman's sphere still 
constrained how they were permitted to participate in their worlds. Re
gardless of whether women held complementary interests, or sustained 
parallel circles of activity among their own gender, the public political 
scene in the African American community,-as it was in the nation at 
largo,-was dominated by men. Maria Stewart's desires to speak, there

fore, went against the prevailing tide of her times. Consequently, it was 
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remarkable that she permitted herself the desire to speak; it was much 
more remarkable that she was assertive enough to find a means to do it. 

Against the backdrop of this era and the challenging circumstances of 
her own personal history, Maria Miller Stewart constitutes a distinctive 

case among African American women, and especially for an analysis of 
the convergence of literacy with the desire to be an agent for change. 
Stewart lived in the actively political context of Boston. She lived among 
men who worked energetically and aggressively to dainI their rights to 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as equals among men. She lived 
among women who seconded this dainl and worked just as energetically 
and aggressively to support their fanrilies and to sustain their communi
ties. These women contributed financially to the stability of their homes 
through the jobs they held. They worked actively in their churches and 
their dubs to educate themselves and their children, to keep informed 
about the community's needs, to find ways to lend a helping hand in ad
dressing these needs. Stewart lived among people who valued education 
highly and who used literacy, especially during this era of the rise of the 
African American press, to facilitate their activities and to prodainI jus
tice and empowerment for all. Stewart was situated, therefore, in a con
text in which reform was not just interesting but deemed critical to sur
vival. 

Not only was the context around her instructive, Stewart gained wis
dom also from her own experiences. She knew--concretely and person
ally-hard work, racial slurs and insults, discrimination, and domina
tion. She did not have to be told about racism, or white supremacy, or 
poverty and injustice. Her own life offered dear and present testimony to 
their existence and to the need for drastic social and political change. 
Moreover, she had experienced life in a community that was committed 
to resisting oppression; she had seen firsthand examples of activist lead
ership and models for lives dedicated to political struggle. Between her 
husband's death in 1829 and the end of her lawsuit in 1931, however, Stew
art had also reflected on her life and conditions. Both widowhood and 
the need to sue for her inheritance provided lenses (terministic screens) 
through which she could reconsider her options, or lack of options, as a 
free woman of color. She had the opportuuity to think about how com
munity leaders were responding to such problems, and, given her own 
frustrations, she was prinled to look for remedies. Moreover, Stewart 
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could see from all around her that the African American cause, as mir
rored by her own circumstances, was an urgent one. 

By these processes, Stewart envisioned a world in which the lives of 
African American people-and thereby African American women
should be better. She saw specific solutions for the multitude of problems 
that existed, and she was inspired to use writing to take a political stand, 
to fashion her own authority to speak, and to articulate mandates for 
community action. In keeping with Gadamer's view (see chapter 2), 

Stewart experienced a fusion of horizons. She had a buildup of frustra
tions in her life at a time when the spirit of reform in her community was 
intense. This fusion created a space in which she-as a linguistic being, a 
person capable of voice-was enabled to come to hermeneutic con
sciousness, that is, to a more substantive sense of herself in the world and 

to a more critical sense of what is questionable. She could ask with a 
clearer view of her own authority: Why is there no justice for African 
Americans? What are these wrongs about? How can we turn this world 
toward a better path? When shall we see justice? With such questioning, 
Stewart could also raise for herself the most consistent questions in the 
struggle among African Americans for change: If not now, when? If not 

me, who? 
Adding to this transformative moment, however, was something extra. 

As an African American woman, Stewart had an opportunity for the ex
pression of her thoughts in public. She came to voice; selected the essay as 
her genre of choice; and recognized the existence of a brand new forum 
for the participation of African Americans in public discourse-the peri
odical press. In the fall of 1831, she decided to enter the newly opened of
fices of the Liberator to see if Garrison and Knapp would publish her es
say, "Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality: The Sure Foundation 
on Which We Must Build:' They did just that, on October 8, 1831. 

From this base, Stewart began a three-year stint as a public figure in 

. Boston. During these years she published a pamphlet (1831) and a collec
tion of religious meditations (1832), and she delivered four public lectures 
(from 1832 to 1834) that were printed in the Liberator (xiv). At this point, 
Stewart ended her public career amid much controversy. She was a 
woman raising a strident voice and carving a brand new "woman's space" 
at the podium in a world that did not believe in a public presence for 
women. To some extent, Stewart was tolerated momentarily, given the 
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status that her husband had held in the community and given the "lib
erty" that she could demand as his widow, However, Stewart was still, ul
tinlately, a woman (and a youug woman at that), and what she did during 
those three years on the public page and at the podium was deemed inap
propriate, She was derided for these actions, and doors in Boston soon 
closed to her, 

Stewart left Boston in 1834 and moved to New York. In 1835, Friends of 
Freedom and Virtue (as inscribed on the title page) published a collection 
of her writings entitled Productions of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart, Presented to 
the First African Baptist Church & Society, Of The City Of Boston, This 
publication was used as part of a collection of abolitionist materials that 
served to shape and define the reenergized abolitionist activities of this 
era, Even more significant for African American women, perhaps, is that 

it also served as inspiration for women coming after Stewart to continue 
what she had beguu. With the growth of the abolitionist movement, there 
was a rising stream of women speakers--including Sarall Remond, 

'\', Frances Watkins Harper, Sojourner Truth, Charlotte Forten, Harriet Tub
man, and so many others, who would make their voices heard on the 
page and at the podium. 

Much later in her life, in 1879, Stewart published another edition of 
this collection, adding letters from friends and colleagues and a biograph
ical sketch. Between these two moments of public expression, however, 
Stewart's commitment to self-inlprovement, community service, and po
litical activism did not end. In New York, she began a career as a teamer 
at the Williamsburg colored schooL She joined a female literary society. 
She attended the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women in New 
York in May 1837. She also continued to lecture. According to the biogra
phical sketch included in the 1879 collection, Stewart left New York in 1852 
but continued her teaching career in Baltinlore and Washington, D.C. 
During these years, her accouut indicates she was constantly in dire fi
nancial straits, teaciling as she fouud the opportunity to do so. Ulti
mately, Stewart took a position as matron of the Freedmen's Hospital 
(now the Howard University Hospital), where she lived, managed house
keeping needs, and continued to teach. In December 1879, Stewart died in 
this hospital, but not before she had submitted and won a claim to receive 
a pension as the widow of a war veteran, based on federal legislation 
passed in 1878 permitting such claims. She was able to document that her 
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husband had served in the U.S. Navy during the War of 1812. With this last 

public act, Stewart demonstrated once again two of the moral principles 
that fired her soul: (1) the law should bring justice for all; and (2) African 

Americans, even a seventy-six-year-oldAfrican American woman, should 

insist on clainling their legal rights and should work tirelessly to make the 

system work for everyone. 

~ Forl4Uli:io/1/ of Ethos 
One of the first tasks a writer faces is the need to form an ethos, a way 

of being in the world, that permits the writer to create and present to the 

world a dynamic speaking and writing self. An analysis of ethos forma
tion among African American women benefits from the use of two terms 

used by Sharon Crowley (1994). Situated ethos acknowledges the existence 

of power relationships within the communicative environment, and the 

need, in this case, for African American women to define themselves 

against stereotypes and cultural expectations. Invented ethos acknowl
edges the need of these writers, therefore, to invent themselves in writing 

space and to create their own sense of authority, agency, and power 

within the text. 

Coming to voice for Maria W. Stewart was a multilayered act of defi

ance, but the very defiance of it serves to reaffirm the sense of mission she 

consistently articulates. In her first essay, "Religion and the Pure Princi
ples of Morality;' Stewart says: 

Feeling a deep solemnity of soui, in view of our wretched and degraded situa
tion, and sensible of the gross ignorance that prevails among us, I have thought 
proper thus publicly to express my sentiments before you .... [I] have merely 
written the meditations of my heart as far as my imagination led; and have pre
sented them before you in order to arouse you to exertion, and to enforce upon 
your minds the great necessity of turning your attention to knowledge and im
provement. (28) 

. First of all, clearly Stewart is not just meditating. She intends to have a 
public audience; she clearly wants to "arouse [them] to exertion;' to ac

tion, with the specific action including "attention to knowledge and inl
provement." Her ethical move, however, is to use a typical apologetic 

strategy in the classical rhetorical tradition, that is, to assume a stance of 

modesty and to appeal for the generosity of her audience's judgment. In 
assuming this stance, Stewart acknowledges how unusual it was for a 

-----.... -.-~--.--.-.-.•.•.. -. 
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woman to speak, but she justifies this breach of proper behavior on two 

counts. One is the claim of extreme circumstances. From her point of 
view, the "wretched and degraded situation" of African American peo

ple-both enslaved and free-signaled crisis and demanded voice, even 

her voice. 

A second claim, however, is that her authority to speak comes not 
from her own desire but from God: 

I am sensible of my ignorance; but such knowledge as God has given me, I im
part to you. I am sensible of former prejudices; but it is high time for prejudices 
and animosities to cease from among us. I am sensible of exposing myself to 
calumny and reproach; but shall I, fur fear of feeble man who shall die, hold my 
peace? Shall I for fear of scoffs and frowns, refrain my tongue? Ah, no! I speak as 
one that must give an account at the awful bar of God; I speak as a dying mortal 
to dying mortals. 0, ye daughters of Africa, awake! Awake! Arise! No longer sleep 
nor slumber, but distinguish yourselves. (30) 

Stewart acknowledges the distance between what she is doing as a 

woman in public space and what social mores dictate is more appropriate 

behavior. She claims authority, though, based on both the urgency of the 
need and her intention to do what God wills her to do. In centering this 

authority in God, she claims for herself and all "daughters of Africa" an 

equal right and responsibility to develop God-given talents and abilities 

and to use them for righteousness: 

From the moment I experienced the change [that is, the change brought on by 
her public profession of falth], I felt a strong desire, with the help and assistance 
of God, to devote the remainder of my days to piety and virtue, and now possess 
that spirit of independence that, were I called upon, I would 'Willingly sacrifice 
my life for the cause of God and my brethren. (29) 

With this essay, Stewart is indeed proclaiming that she has obviously 

been "called upon" to speak or she would not, out of respect for modesty 

and propriety, be speaking. Her very first words recognize the power 

structures surrounding her and the distribution, or lack thereof, of privi

leges. Stewart presents herself as a "true follower of Christ;' a woman 
made free of "former prejudices" and worldly concerns (such as female 

propriety, life and death) by her belief in the will of God and by her devo

tion to righteousness. In creating a speaking self, Stewart recognizes the 

social practices but situates herself outside these traditional expecta
tions-and righteously so. 
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In a different essay, "Mrs. Stewart's Farewell Address" (65-74)' Stewart 

continues to work on establishing her entitlement to speak, or ratller (in 
this essay), her right to have spoken. In saying goodbye, she does not sim

ply set herself outside social expectations. What she does instead is to 

subvert what constitutes tIlese expectations by extending tile boundaries 
to include her biblical and historical forebears, otller women who re

sponded to tIleir worlds in tile way she was responding to hers: Deborall, 
Estller, and Mary Magdalene from tile Bible; tile Greek Oracles; tile Ro

man Sibyls. She claims tIlem as models we should not forget, and she un

derscores by tIleir example tile notion tIlat women have indeed always 

spoken out. Stewart contextua1izes her behavior witl1in tile historical fab

ric of women's lives over tinle, demonstrating tIlat she is neitller tile first 
nor tile ouly one, and tIlat she should not be tile last. Witll botll claims, 

being entitled by God and situating herself witl1in tile history of women's 
public discourse, Stewart defines herself as an instrument of God, seeking 

to bring His word in Jeremiad fashion, to bear in order to "promote tile 

good of souls" (41) and to appeal for righteous behavior." 
Stewart conveys a view of herself as a politically conscious evangelist. 

She sees evils in tile world tIlat could be addressed tlrrough tile goodwill, 

hard work, and tile good sense of men and women, all in tile service of 

tile Spirit. In reflecting on tile atypical nature of her actions at tile end of 

her first essay, she says: 

what I have done, has been done with an eye single to the glory of God, and to 
promote the good of souls. I have neither kindred nor friends. I stand alone in 
your midst [my emphasis], exposed to the fiery darts of the devil, and to the as
saults of wicked men. But though all the powers of earth and hell were to com
bine against me, though all nature should sink into decay, still I would trust in 
the Lord, and joy in the God of my salvation. For I am full persuaded that he will 
bring me off conqueror, yea, more than conqueror, through him who hath loved 
me and given himself for me. (41) 

Stewart invents herself in tile text as a warrior for righteousness, whose 

voice becomes a mighty sword in tile defense of good against evil. When 

she says she stands "alone in your midst;' she implies she has assumed a 

place previously unknown in her community, and tIlat assUUling this 

place has come witll considerable cost in exposure and vulnerability. She 
emphasizes, tIlough, tIlat as one who "trusts in tile Lord" she is made 

strong enough to endure whatever comes her way. Stewart also says tIlat 
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(

from this place, where she has chosen to stand because of her principles, 
she has become much more attnned to herself in the world, and through 
this awareness, able to see what is questionable, to put her mind to the 
task of finding solutions, and to speak about her viewpoints in public. In 
the quotation above, Stewart indicates that the process of finding this 
space was for her a clarifying one. She was able to do what she felt she had 
to do despite "the fiery darts of the devil, and the assaults of wicked men:' 
She found strength in God-a strength that has helped her, and she be
lieves will help others, in the face of complex tasks. She presents herself as 
a person well fortified by her beliefs, dedicated to using her talents and 
abilities for good, and, more clearly perhaps than all else, free to speak 
and to act for righteousness. 

"Thh Writer,! choice" 
In analyzing Stewart's rhetorical choices, there is much to notice. First 

of all her creation of a speaking self who trusts in the Lord and follows 
His will serves as a primary mechanism for simultaneously making a 
space.in which her audiences would be willing tOlnter with her." In a 
sense, she creates a spot at which they can suspen . gme t against her 
as a woman in public by focusing instead on urgency 0 the subject 
matter. Centralizing the subject matter, then, m es it possi e for her to 
return to the woman speaking and to suggest that credible sources, such 
as the Bible, Greek literature, Roman literature, and so on, all chronicle 
examples of other women who because of similar moments of urgency 
have spoken out in public about important subjects. The critical differ
ence that Stewart underscores, again, is the urgency, the lack of desire for 

personal gain, and the need to use all of the community's resources, in
cluding the intellectual powers of its women. Stewart's essays put empha
sis on the message, not the messenger. 

Stewart directs her essay toward "people of color;' as Garrison's edito
rial remarks point out at the beginning of the text. She "calls out;' how
ever, a broad range of readers by direct or indirect address. Daughters of 
Africa, brethren, and friends constitute the primary audience to whom 
she speaks, but she also speaks to different configurations within this 
group, and to others who are more likely to constitute "overhearers;' peo
ple that she wished to have listen but who are probably not paying atten-

I tion. Beyond the three groups (daughters of Africa, brethren, and 
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friends), her audience categories include Africa's sons, parents, children, 
maidens, youths (males), those more powerful and eloquent, virtuous 
women, "the church" (that is, spiritually minded men and mothers in Is
rael), backsliding children, mothers. In the category of "overhearers:' 
Stewart speaks expressively, as indicated by the exclamatory form of the 
sentences, to "America" and to "great and mighty men of America.') With 
each of these groups, Stewart would like God to "Raise up sons and 
daughters unto AbralIam, and grant that there might come a mighty 
shaking of dry bones among us, and a great ingathering of souls" (34). 
She wants action. She states her purpose in short order, in the very first 
paragraph: "to arouse you to exertion" and "to enforce upon your minds 
the great necessity of turning your attention to knowledge and improve
mene' 

If we accept Stewart's construction of her authority to speak as ema
nating from her dedication to serving the will of God, then the message 
that she proclaims in support of these purposes is brought by her but 
from God, rather than from herself. She states these messages in several 
variations, but in the main she uses this essay to name (that is, to restate) 
a three-part problem: specifying, from her point of view, not just that the 
conditions for African Americans are wretched and degraded but to con
textualize this fact in a way that permits her audience to see and under
stand what could and should be going on in the face of this situation. 
Stewart says: "It is not the color of the skin that makes the man, but it is 
the principles formed within the soul" (29). 

In other words, she asserts that African Americans need to get clearer 
about the principles that "form their 'souls; to see that their souls are 
equal in value and possibility to other men's souls:' and to claim, there
fore, their rights. "We need never to think that anybody is going to feel in
terested for us, if we do not feel interested for ourselves. That day we, as a 
people, hearken unto the voice of the Lord, our God, and walk in his ways 
and ordinances ... that day the Lord will raise us up, and enough to aid 
and befriend us, and we shall begin to flourish" (38). She clearly presents 
the view that African Americans should not wait for others to do for 
them what they could do now for themselves. "Oh then, turn your atten
tion to knowledge and improvement; for knowledge is power .... Let 
nothing be lacking on your part; and in God's own time, and his time is 
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certainly the best, he will surely deliver you with a mighty hand and with 

an outstretched arm" (41). She reminds the groups that if African Ameri
cans do what they can do for themselves, then they can be quite confident 

the Lord will bring down his wrath-that is, vengeance--on those who 

continue to commit wrongs against them. 

In addition to the delivery of these messages in all their variations, 
Stewart offers specific strategies in their support, strategies that can be 

categorized generally in four ways: religious arguments, invoking pas

sages from the Bible that support the notion that all are created equal in 

the eyes of God; legal arguments, invoking the Constitution of the United 

States as a document that has inscribed this view into the law of the land; 

economic arguments, outlining in specific terms actions that can be taken 
by women and men in order to achieve financial stability for the commu

nity and to strengthen its institutions (schools, businesses, churches); and 

self-improvement arguments, asserting that the African American com

munity needs to take responsibility for moving itself forward and not 

wait for the kindnesses of others. Stewart takes her readers on a winding 

view of specific, concrete choices for making their world better. She draws 
together the heart, the mind, and the soul in suggesting across logical, 

ethical, and pathetic arguments that there really are many, many things 

that can be done if, as Freire suggests in his context, "there might be a 

thorough reformation among us" (1988:36). Freire's term for reformation 
was the development of a "critical consciousness:' Stewart, in a similar 

way, is talking about "religion" (listening to God rather than man) and 

the "pure principles of morality" (doing what we know to be right and 
good). Stewart's reformation calls for the uniting of a compassionate 

heart, a principled soul, and an active mind under the rubric of living by 
the word of God. It is no surprise, therefore, that although many of her 

arguments are rooted in logos and strongly rational, what shines through 

most distinctly are those rooted in pathos. One example of this latter 

strength is her exclamation to America: 

Oh, America, America, foul and indelible is thy stain! Dark and dismal is the 
cloud that hangs over thee, for thy cruel wrongs and injuries to the fallen sons of 
Africa. The blood of her murdered ones cries to heaven for vengeance against 
thee. Thou art almost become drunken with the blood of her slain; thou hast en
riched thyself through her toils and labors; and now thou refuseth to make even 
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a small return. And thou hast caused the daughters of Africa to commit whore
doms and fornications; but upon thee be their curse. (39) 

This passage especially, in its prophecy of retributions to come, illustrates 

that Stewart's essays can be comfortably placed within the Black Jeremiad 

tradition (Howard-Pitney 1990), as she situates her meaning against pre
vailing cultural myths about the glory of the nation. 

One last point to be made about Stewart's rhetorical choices is her use 

of the rhetorical question (or erotema) or an implied rhetorical question. 

Stewart was a passionate speaker, taking her cues in all likelihood from 

the evangelical practices of her day. As a woman speaking, this trope was 

particularly useful since it permitted her to raise and voice various ques
tions that she thought might be emerging in the minds of her audience. 

Her later essays take even greater advantage of this subtle way of influenc

ing response, but the strategy is evident even in this first essay. Two exam

ples illustrate the point. Stewart says, "I suppose many of my friends will 
say, 'Religion is all your theme'" (32); she then proceeds to discuss in 

greater detail the importance of spiri!ual strength and a commitment to 
moral principles. A few pages later, she says in rapid sequence, "Do you 

ask, what can we do? ... Do you ask where is the money? ... Do you ask 

the disposition I would have you possess?" (38). Stewart builds persuasive 

momentum as she answers precisely and specifically each of these ques

tions in turn, ending with this statement: 

Possess the spirit of independence. The Americans do, and why should not you? 
Possess the spirit of men, bold and enterprising, fearless and undaunted. Sue for 
your rights and privileges. Know the reason that you cannot attain them. Weary 
them with your importunities. You can but die if you make the attempt; and we 
shall certainly die if you do not. (38) 

Stewart's interest, in resonance with a critically conscious viewpoint, 

was to reclaim the "souls" of her people, to focus their actions toward 

positive change, and to inspire them as she had been inspired to be bold, 

courageous, and tireless in the struggle for a better world. As a writer, 

Stewart waS a woman with a mission. Although it may not be appropriate 
to label her a master stylist as an essayist, it is totally appropriate to ac-

I knowledge her intellectual power and her ability to display consistently 

I moments of both clarity and eloquence. She set a pace in essay writing 

that provided a noteworthy beginning for the use of this genre by African 
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American women for sociopolitical purposes. Stewart found herself at a 
moment of opportunity and she used it well. 

Stewart's most active participation in public discourse was short-lived. 
She was successful, however, in demonstrating a potential and a possibil
ity that had not been recognized or permitted before. Across the collec
tive of her essays, she envisioned a different world and laid out a mani
festo for belief and action. She fashioned a new space for herself as an 
unauthorized speaker, making a point of entry into a conversation that 
had previously been closed. She stepped into the fray and extended an in
vitation for others to follow, to make their own room, and to leave behind 
legacies of work well and righteously done. As one of the first African 
American women to take the public podium, to raise her voice, and to 
leave a written text behind, she (along with Lucy Terry, Phyllis Wheatley, 
Ann Plato, and others) signaled the coming of a new technology in a dis
tinctive set of hands. 

As we look now from a twenty-first-century vantage point at these 
early generations of women, we understand that they were separated 
from their original homelands by space, time, and cultural context. We 
understand that they had adjustments to make in new contexts. What we 
also know, however, is that those very first women did not leave behind 
their potential for growth and learning. We can see that over the cen
turies, on the continent of North America, they created legacies for those 
who would follow. As eighteenth- and particularly nineteenth-century 
women acquired literacy, they began to raise their voices via a new tech
nology, the written word. This technology, and especially the essay as a 
frequently chosen genre, enabled them to show to the world, as Maria 
Stewart advocated, distinctive intellectual powers. In using this new tech
nology, they remained true to imperatives that were in the interest of the 
community. Today, after so many generations of literate women have 
written in public for whatever causes and purposes they have identified as 
meaningful, African American women have built a tradition of literacy 
and action and have established a place for themselves as users of the 
word, as "dark spinners of word magic.» 
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Formal Training in the Development of Rhetorical Prowess 

The ultimate outcome of education as it touches upon the individual's life is to 

strengthen her freedom to become what she is willing and able to become. It would 

include a daring to dream as well as to labor, a daring to pursue as well as to con

form. a daring above all else to be true to herself, or to strive to realize what true

ness to self could mean, what it will involve and what it will cost. It would seek op

portunities to help students develop the courage to face their limits and capacities, 

their feelings and thoughts, with understanding, as each one strives to realize her 
own destiny. This is the key to human growth-to strive, to seek, to struggle toward 

self-fulfillment. 

Jeanne L. Noble. The Negro Woman's College Education 

If// 19S6 Jeanne L. Noble became the first researcher to publish a schol
arly work on African American women and higher education for a main
stream market.' Her book, The Negro Woman's College Education, pub
lished by the Teachers College of Columbia University, received the 1955 
Pi Lambda Theta Award from the National Association for Women in Ed
ucation. It was a landmark publication that examined the goals and aspi
rations of contemporary African American college-educated women and 
analyzed the types of curricula available to them, the opportunities that 
were encouraged and not encouraged for them as college-educated 
women, their attitudes about their training, as well as their views on pro
fessional and community leadership. Noble discussed what it meant dur
ing this time to be Black and female in American culture and what, there
fore, the education of African American women should take into 
account. In the very last chapter of the book, after acknowledging the 
need to prepare African American women to participate in the world of 
work, Noble makes the statement above and succeeds in articulating iur-
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peratives for education that resound through the decades and still ring 
true, not only for the women of the 1950S but also for the first generations 
of college-educated women as well. 

If we consider that higher education is defined ideally as a way of max
imizing one's talents and abilities and of expanding one's horizon, then 
two basic questions arise for the African American women of the nine
teenth century who were privileged to set the pace for educational 
achievement and for rhetorical performance: 

1. How might the enhancing of their rhetorical abilities through edu
cational opportunity have become a part of their agenda for using their 
talents well? 

2. How might they have conceived of their new, expanding horizons as 
a newly forming educated elite who wonld become leaders of the nation, 
or the race, or their gendered group? 

Chapter 4 makes a case for the high levels of motivation that African 
American women exhibited in acqniring literacy and learning, and it 
chronicles the many ways they found to use their knowledge in acts with 
social and political consequence. In this chapter my goal is to look be
yond basic literacy to higher education and the major resource it became 
as it extended both formal and informal means by whim African Ameri
can women could develop rhetorical expertise and use that expertise in 
accomplishing what remained a primary task-making the world a better 
place. 

The nineteenth-century women who became the first generations of 
college-educated women established a pattern of engagement. First of all, 
they demonstrated their strong desires to become all they might be. They 
wanted the freedom to learn, and to do whatever their talents and abili
ties permitted. Anna Julia Cooper, a prominent member of this group, 
was an eloquent spokesperson. She presented a poignant case for 
women's educational opportunity in a collection of essays entitled A Voice 
from the South: By a Black Woman of the South Cfirst published, 1892), us
ing her own experiences to suggest a pattern for others like herself who 
hungered for knowledge and for the opportunity to achieve. Cooper says, 
"I constantly felt Cas I suppose many an ambitious girl has felt) a thump
ing from within unanswered by any beckoning from without" C1998:76). 

/ For African American women, the privilege of claiming space for their 

.,,_ .. _------------ -.... -.---.---- ... --~ .... --------~.----..... - -.--.-_ ... _-
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own intellectual development, of asserting an entitlement to pay atten
tion to ilieir own dreams and ilie nourishment of their own spirits railier 
than to ilieir capacity simply to serve oiliers, was indeed new and un
usual. 

Second, African American women of this era wanted to participate in 

t 
ilie economy, in support of iliemselves and ilieir families, with options 
beyond farm work, domestic service, or personal service (as seamstresses, 
for example), the typical choices for African American women to gener
ate income until well into ilie twentieili century. These women wanted to 
enter ilie professions. Afrer the Civil War, iliere was a tremendous need 
for teachers for boili free-born and freed African American men, women, 
and children whose opportunities to learn had been denied by law in ilie 
Souili for well over a century and severely constrained by predominant 
practice iliroughout ilie nation. Fortunately, even before ilie Civil War, 
teaching was a type of work iliat was sanctioned as being appropriate for 
women, so African American 'women were able wiili this new opportu
nity to rise to ilie occasion and begin preparing themselves to fulfill ilie 
need. In particular, as evidenced for example by ilie enrollment records of 
Atlanta and Fisk Universities, iliey entered colleges and universities iliat 
offered normal school training, which would eqnip iliem well to teach. 

Third, iliis generation of African American women recognized ilie 
burdens iliey carried in the interest of ilie race. As ilie first of ilieir group 
to have educational opportunity, iliey were charged, not only wiili mak
ing use of iliose opportunities but also with extending iliem. They under
stood iliey were ilie keepers of a sacred trust, and iliey wanted to make 
ilie most of it. Their participation in public discourse concerning so
ciopolitical issues (such as the publication of Cooper's A Voice from the 
South) offers evidence of the central ways in which iliese women used 
their rhetorical abilities to make these issues (iliat is, ilieir issues) the sub
ject of concern in public space. They engaged in oratorical events; they 
wrote in ilie public arenas available to iliem (such as ilie African Ameri
can periodical press) about ilieir desires and aspirations, and about ilie 
forces and systems iliat constrained iliem and iliereby stood in ilie way of 
ilie progress and achievement of ilie community. As Cooper states: "Only 
ilie Black Woman can say 'when and where I enter, in ilie quiet, undis
puted dignity of my womanllOod, wiiliout violence and wiiliout suing or 
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special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me'" 

(1988:31). 
The barriers to success for African American women in this quest, 

however, were multiple, including those related to their being of African 
descent, female, and qulte often also of low socioeconomic status. Racial 
oppression, of course, and the limits it placed on educational opportunity 
were consistent across all educational levels. Consequently, the problems 
in higher education circles mirrored those related to the acquisition of 
basic literacy as well. People of African descent were deemed inferior and 
unworthy, generally, so it comes as no surprise that the acquisition of 
higher learning carried with it the ongoing struggles against these pre
vailing sentiments: to gain admission; to have talents and abilities recog
nized and nurtured; to create spaces-particularly within the often cold, 
unaccommodating environs of white institutions-that permitted at 
least a modicum of solace, affirmation, and reward. 

A second set of barriers is related to gender. In making a case for the 
higher education of women, again, Cooper's was a particularly eloquent 
voice. She cites a book by Silvain Marechal that appeared in 1801, entitled 
Shall Woman Learn the Alphabet. This book proposes a law forbidding 
women to learn the alphabet and cites authorities who suggest that 
women who are educated lose their "womanliness:' Cooper quotes 
Marechal as saying, "if women were once permitted to read Sophocles 
and logarithms, or to nibble at any side of the apple of knowledge, there 
would be an end forever to their sewing on buttons and embroidering 
slippers" (1988:49). As this essay, "The Higher Education of Women;' con
tinues, Cooper uses Oberlin College, her own alma mater, as an example 
of how unfounded such fears were at the turn of the nineteenth century; 
she acknowledges the growth of women's education, generally, and dis
cusses ways in which educated women have been a positive and powerful 
force in society. At this point in the essay, however, Cooper notes that "my 
pen is devoted to a special cause" (73), the cause of African American 
women, and she proceeds to make a case for higher education for this 
group. At the end of the essay, she states: 

I ask the men and women who are teachers and co-workers for the highest inter
ests of the race, that they give the girls a chance! We might as well expect to grow 
trees from leaves as hope to build up a civilization or a manhood without taking 
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into consideration our women and the home life made by them, which must be 
the root and ground of the whole matter. Let us insist then on special encour
agement for the education of our women and special care in their training. Let 
our girls feel that we expect something more of them than that they merely look 
pretty and appear well in society. Teach them that there is a race with special 
needs which they and only they can help; that the world needs and is already 
asking for their trained, efficient forces. Finally, if there is an ambitious girl with 
pluck and brain to take the higher education, encourage her to make the most of 
it .... Let her know that your heart is following her, that your hand, though she 
sees it not, is ready to support her .... Let us then, here and now, recognize this 
force and resolve to make the most of it-not the boys less, but the girls more. 
(78-79) 

On one hand, this passage illustrates the extent to which Cooper was 

influenced by the cult of true womanhood and its construction of 

women's place as domestic.' These values are clearly implicated as 

Cooper shapes and directs her arguments. Nevertheless, even as she ac
knowledges the prevailing view of domesticity as the right and true place 

for women, Cooper also succeeds in speaking eloquently for educational 

opportunity and for the freedom of women, even African American 
women, to become whatever they are willing and .able to become. 

Still, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century when Cooper was 

writing, the place of women in higher education was contentious. 

Women's sphere was considered to be in the home. It was not in the 

workforce, or in college, or in any other public place, and it did not mat
ter ideologically that the cult of true womanhood simply had never held 

true for the overwhehning majority of poor and immigrant white women 
or African American women whose experiences throughout their time in 

the United States had included, unquestionably, work outside the home. 

All women were held to this standard. 
One example of the problem is illustrated by Mary Churm Terrell's ex

perience. Terrell belonged to an affluent family and had the option, un

like most African American women, of actually living according to the 

codes of true womanhood. She was not compelled to work; she had the 

privilege of a comfortable, leisure-filled life. She, however, wanted to go 

to college and to use her abilities in an active way. Noble quotes Terrell as 

saying: 

It was held by most people that women were unfitted to do their work in the 
home if they studied Latio, Greek, and higher mathematics. Many of my friends 
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tried to dissuade me from studying for au A.B. degree. After I had finished col
lege my father did not waut me to get a job teaching. He felt that he was able to 
support me. He disinherited me, refused to write to me for a year because I went 
to Wilberforce to teach. Further, I was ridiculed aud told that no mau would 
waut to marry a womau who studied higher mathematics. I said I'd take a 
chauce aud run the risk. (23) 

Terrell did take a chance. She taught at Wilberforce University and at 

the well-respected M Street School in Washington, D.C. In 1895 she be
came the first African American to serve as a member of the Washington, 

D.C., Board of Education. And she did marry-Robert Terrell, the first 

African American to serve as judge of the municipal court in the District 

of Columbia; it was a marriage that continued to support her status as an 

affluent woman. 
In addition, Terrell built a reputation as a person of considerable 

rhetorical ability, through her contributions to the periodical press and 
through her work as a community activist. She was a founder in 1892 of 

the Washington-based Colored Woman's League, which joined in 1896 

with the Boston-based National Federation of Afro-American Women to 
form the National Association of Colored Women. Terrell was elected the 

first president of the new organization; served two consecutive terms in 

this position; gave the organization its motto, "Lifting As We Clin1b:' in 

her first presidential address; and remained extremely active in local, na

tional, and international causes as a social activist until her death in 1954 

at the age of 91.' 

Further complicating women's place in higher education for African 
American women were the stereotypes about character that continued to 
plague them because of their roles as "breeders" and rape victims during 

slavery and because of the inlages of them as being licentious, amoral, an

inlalistic. After the Civil War, as well as before, African American women 

were not just restricted in terms of sphere, as in the case of white women, 

they also remained degraded and devalued. The results were twofold. 

Like women in general, African American women struggled to be permit

ted to learn and to use their learning potential, as intellectuals. They also 
experienced a unique struggle-for respect and goodwill. A light was cast 

on them as people positioned sociopolitically as being in need of re

demption. In order to have even a chance of respectful treatment, behav-

/ ior needed always to be beyond reproach. 
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From the point of view of the social order, African American women 
were not women whose virtue was mandated to be respected and pro
tected, whether they wanted it so or not, as in the case of "respectable" 
white women. Instead, they were women whose morality, if indeed they 
were perceived to exhibit moral behavior, was a surprise, and by implica
tion therefore suspect. Education for African American women by this 
reckoning was not simply a matter of the development of the mind and 
guidance toward appropriate womanly activities. It was also a matter of 
emphasizing the importance of the development of moral character. In 
other words, if African American women students happened to come to 
college with good habits of morality (which these stereotypes suggest was 
doubtful), the sentiment was that their habits might not be really stable. 
The assumption was that their virtue, even more so than women gener
ally, was always in need of management.' 

The goal seemed not to be necessarily to treat them as ladies, but to re
press in them other inclinations and to make them ladies. In interpreting 
the difference by degree in attitudes toward white women and African 
American women, one might surmise that for white women, lady-ness, 
especially with a flattening of class distinctions, was an unmarked cate
gory, that is, a natural expectation. For African American women, how
ever, regardless of class, it was a marked category. The term "African 
American woman" (or Black, Negro, or Colored woman) did not auto
matically inscribe the assumption of "morality," By stereotype, "moraY' as 
an identity marker for African American women was acquired, not as
cribed, and thereby typically marked by descriptive language, that is, in 
language that pointed out or brought direct attention to the presence, 
rather than the assumed absence, of lady-ness. The focus, therefore, on 
"making ladies" was considerable--as illustrated by the curriculum of the 
Normal Course at Atlanta University, which included a course in good 
morals and gentle manners; by the existence of the White Shield Society, 
an organization designed to encourage virtuous and pious behavior 
among women students, at colleges such as Spelman and Hartshorn; or 
by a variety of rules and regulations throughout the network of African 
American colleges and universities to monitor women's behavior.s 

Issues of class presented obvious barriers as well. A few students were 
from more affluent circumstances (such as Frances Josephine Norris and 
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Mary Church Terrell at Oberlin, or Adelia Hunt at Atlanta University) or 

had parents or patrons who could put fortil tile extra effort to support 

tilem (such as Selena Sloan Butler or Clara Howard at Spelman). Many, 

such as Cooper and Ida B. Wells, were in need of financial assistance. 
More often tilan not, they were compelled to work and to disrupt tileir 

education periodically because of a lack of funding. As in Charlotte 

Forten's case (despite her being from an affluent extended family, as a stu

dent Forten was always needy), tile women who experienced financial 

need had to contend consistently witil an absence of tile resources re
quired to make learuing easier-from adequate food, cloiliing, and shel

ter to money to pay tuition and buy books. 

Consider tile appeal tilat Cooper makes in A Voice from the South for 

financial support from tile community and not just from tile family or 

even individual benefactors:' 

One mind in a family or in a town may show a penchant for art, for literature, 
for the learned professions, or more bookish lore. You willlmow it when it is 
there. No need to probe for it. It is a light that cannot be hid under a bushel
and I would try to enable that mind to go the full length of its desires. Let it fol
low its bent and develop its talent as far as possible: and the whole community 
might well be glad to contribute its labor and money for the sustenance and cul
tivation of this brain. Just as earth gives its raw material, its carbons, hydrogen, 
and oxygen, for the tree which is to elaborate them into foliage, flower and fruit, 
so the baser elements, bread and money furnished the true brain worker come 
back to us with compound interest in the rich thought, the invention, the poem, 
the painting, the statue. (1988:262-63) 

Cooper understood intellectual work and tile place of respect it should 
command in tile commuuity. She understood tile role it fills in tile inter

est of tile nation. She was clear tilat people--even women-who are ca

pable of engaging in this work should be appreciated, respected, unen

cumbered, allowed to flourish intellectually in whatever directions tileir 

talents might take tilem. She had the insight and tile skill to articulate for 

anyone who would listen just what tile injustices and tile inlpact of tile 
injustices were. In speaking out so clearly and so well, she opened a space 

for possibility tilat had not existed before, again making a case for tile 

higher education, not just of women in general, but of African American 
women. 

All of tilese factors and more combined to form the material contexts 
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and conditions under which rhetorical training took place and rhetorical 
actions were carried out during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
when the first cadre of college-educated African American women was 
assembling. What seems evident in the means and mechanisms of the as
sembly process is that the women had clear and specific relationships to 
the material world and these relationships were constant reminders of 
critical mandates for sociopolitical action. These women were beset by 
their own needs; but their needs reflected also the problems and concerns 
of the group at large and its collective interests in progress and productiv
ity. The constant presence of such materiality conveyed to them, there
fore, a visceral sense of urgency, the need for barriers to be dismantled 
and for encumbrances to be removed so that both they and the commu
nity could benefit from productivity and achievement. The women's re
sponse was to enter colleges and universities in ever increasing numbers, 
and the general pattern of their engagement while in these environments 
was to work hard and to take advantage of whatever opportunities and 

resources were available. 

Patitwayr to offbrtwW:y 8efty~ tfu. Civit War 
According to Carter G. Woodson (Woodson 1991:256-64), the first or

ganized efforts in the United States to provide higher education for 
African Americans were instituted because of the colonization move
ment. In 1817, for example, the colonizationists opened a school in Pasip
pany, New Jersey, and in 1829 they opened another in Newark. Both ven
tures failed, in significant part because of opposition from many white 
abolitionists and free African Americans who disagreed with the basic 
premise of preparing African Americans for relocation to Africa. The po
sition of those opposed to colonization was that African Americans 
should be educated for living in the United States. In addition, there was 
the sense among this opposition group that, given the apparent immobil
ity of white institutions in refusing to admit African Americans, there was 
a dire need to establish colleges especially for African Americans, but with 
a curriculum that suited the making of a life at "home:' 

This strategy gained momentum in 1849 with the founding of the Al
legheny Institute and Mission Church, a mission later renamed Avery 
Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church (the college part of the 
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mission was renamed Avery College). This renaming was a tribute to Rev
erend CMtles Avery who was the primary philanthropic supporter. Avery 
was a member of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, a minister, and a 
generous contributor to projects that promoted the intellectual equality 
of African Americans. Avery's wealth resulted from cotton mills and the 
pharmaceutical industry, and upon his death in 1858, he left an estate of 
three hundred thousand dollars to be applied to the education and Chris
tianization of Africans and African Americans (Blockson 1994:136-37). 

Although this college! church no longer exists today, in its own time it 
held the distinction of being operated primarily by educators who were 
African American (with the exception of its first principal), and after the 
Civil War it continued to build a reputation of excellence under the lead
ership of the highly respected Reverend Henry Highland Garnett, who 
became its president (Woodson 1991:256-72). 

In 1851 Myrtilla Miner opened a school for the higher education of 
African American women in Washington, D.C. With the help of the 
Quakers (including Harriet Beecher Stowe) and other contributors, she 
was able to offer signal opportunities to young women until her death in 
1866, even in the face of hostile reactions from the white community. By 
1856 the doors of Wilberforce University in Xenia, Ohio, were open, mak
ing this institution the first to be controlled by African Americans, with 
responsibility for the university being assumed by the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in 1862. Also in 1856, Lincoln University in Chester 
County, Pennsylvania, opened after having been incorporated in 1854. 

With regard to the American Coloni2ation Society, their repeated fail
ures to establish institutions served to shift the focus of their efforts. In
stead of confronting resistance from white abolitionists and free African 
Americans, they began to arrange more quietly for the education of indi
viduals at existing institutions. Moreover, instead of trying to educate 
those who were relocating to Africa before they left the United States, the 
society shifted its strategy to educating these folk after they reached 
Liberia, a primary site for relocation. To accommodate this policy, the 
College of West Africa was founded in Liberia in 1839, and Liberia College 
was incorporated in 1851 with doors opening to students in 1862. 

In the meantime, Oberlin College became the first white institution of 
higher education in the United States to offer women and people of color 
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entry into higher education without their having to petition on an indi
vidual basis. Needless to say, the path of petitioning had not been an easy 

one, as evidenced by the small numbers of African American men and 

.women who were successful in this venture, at any level, not just the col

lege level. Woodson reports that, before 1840, less than fifteen African 

Americans were able to enroll and successfully matriculate in an Ameri

can college, with Alexander Twilight becoming the first college grad
uate when he completed studies at Middlebury College in 1823, followed 

shortly thereafter by John B. Russwurm at Bowdoin in 1828 (Bain 1999). 

Oberlin Collegiate Institute, which became Oberlin College in 1850, 

was founded in 1833 and chartered in 1834.7 The mission of the institution 

was based on five ideas: the establishment and maintenance of a Chris

tian college by a Christian colony; the coeducation of the sexes; the estab

lishment of a school where work was considered honorable and where it 

was possible for industrious students with limited means to meet ex
penses; the development of high scholarly achievements with the expec

tation that students would go out into the world ready to do whatever the 

world needs; opposition to slavery, which by 1835 manifested itself in the 

opening of institutional doors to people of color. These ideas offered a 

compelling invitation to both women and African Americans, who at the 
time basically had nowhere else to go, and both groups enrolled inlmedi

ately-first in the preparatory program and then (in the case of the men) 

in the regular college course, which became known as the "gentlemen's 
coi;rse:' or (in the case of the women) in the literary course, which be

came known as the "ladies' course." 
With regard to women, in the college's first public announcement 

John J. Shipherd, one of the founders of the colony and the college, stated 

among its objectives: "The elevation of female character by bringing 

within the reach of the misjudged and neglected sex all the instructive 

privileges which hitherto have unreasonably distinguished the leading sex 

from theirs" (Hosford 1937:5). This statement came to be known as the 
Oberlin Magna Charta for womankind, a statement, according to Frances 

Juliette Hosford (1937), that did not serve to prescribe how women's op
portunities might be manifested at the college but that did open the way 

for women students to blossom and make their own possibilities, as was 

the case for African American students as well. 
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In 1860, in response to the accusation that Oberlin was a "colored" 

school, President James H. Fairchild asserted that Oberlin was never de

signed to be a "colored" school but, rather, 

to offer to the colored student one advantage, as pressing as any other-that is, 
to the extent of its influence, to break down the barrier of caste, and to elevate 
him to a common platform of intellectual, social, and religious life. This result it 
aims to secure, by admitting him, without any reservation or distinction, to all 
the advantages of a school, having a fair standing among the colleges of the land. 
Such a work, a distinctively colored school could not effect. However high its lit
erary character, it must lie on the other side of that barrier of caste, which a faIse 
system has reared between the races. (Fairchild 1871, 32) 

As was the case with women's education, what Oberlin offered to African 

Americans was opportunity rather than plan. In both cases students 

came and were inspired to achieve, but at no time did the percentage of 

African American students, men and women combined, exceed 8 percent, 

which was the high point during the decade inunediately after the Civil 

War. In "Oberlin College and the Negro Student, 1865-1940:'W. E. Biggle

stone reports: 

In reality the college never enrolled many Negroes. They made up four or five 
percent of the student body between 1840 and 1860, rose to seven percent or 
eight percent during the decade after the Civil War, and then declined to five or 
six percent. In the period 1900-1940 the number of black students rarely ex
ceeded four percent of the total student body. (1971:198) 

Bigglestone also reports that the educational environment wasjhot 

without problems. There were incidents of insult, inequity, and mistreat
ment. Nonetheless, Bigglestone states, "What was expected of Oberlin 

was not even asked of most schools. The fact it was expected left Oberlin 

much richer for it" (219), and so too the African American students who 

were educated there, especially during an era when they had very few 

other places to go. 

African American women, in this scenario, constituted a group that 

merged Oberlin's interests in two targeted constituencies. They were both 

women and African American, and, like the white women and the African 

American men, they too enrolled enthusiastically in Oberlin.' One of the 

first women of African descent to enroll was actually an African-born 

woman who at about seven years old had been captured, sold, and en-
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slaved.' She ended up on the Amistad, a small ship that became famous 

for the insurrection that occurred on it, and for the legal case that ensued. 

The insurrectionist group, including the child Margru (one of three girls 

on board with fifty men), were defended before the U.S. Supreme Court 

by former president John Quincy Adams. The group was educated during 
the long process of the trials, freed, and eventually resettled in Africa. 

Margru continued her education at a mission school under the tutelage 

of Reverend William Raymond, the leader of the missionaries who trav

eled with the Amistad group on their return to Africa. In 1846 Margru 

came back to the United States under the sponsorship of abolitionist 
Lewis Tappan, a New York merchant, to attend Oberlin where she re

mained until 1849. At Oberlin, she was known by her Anglicized name, 
SaraiI Margru Kinson, the name she preferred. In a letter to Tappan, Kin

son wrote, "I am studying very diligently so as to be qualified to do good 

in the world as this was my object in coming to Oberlin" (Lawson 

1984:14). 
Kinson returned to the mission station at Kaw Mendi in Sierra Leone 

where she worked as a missionary and teacher through the American 

Missionary Association (AMA), one of only a few Black women and one 

of even fewer unmarried women. lO A few years later, Kinson married fel

low missionary Edward Henry Green, and they both continued in their 
commitment to missionary work. In terms of her own work, Kinson and 

her fellow missionary, HanaiI More (a white woman who conveyed to the 

AMA a preference to work with white women instead of with Kinson), set 

up an African women's sewing society called the Modest Dress Society. 
The thirty-six women who formed the group were required to wear west

ern clothes to attendY 

As president of the group, Kinson told stories and delivered informal 

sermons. These acts of public speaking were not foreign to her since she 

had occasionally recited biblical passages in public as a child; spoken 

about Christianity at various churches in the town of Oberlin when she 
was in college; and participated without hesitation in formal and infor

mal learning experiences at Oberlin. In Africa, however, Kinson was at 

first reluctant to engage in public speaking in support of what she per

ceived to be the place of women. She soon became more assertive, how
ever, and as Ellen NicKenzie Lawson reports, she wrote to Lewis Tappan, 
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"I am not ashamed to tell you that I am preaching to my country people" 

(1984:22). In 1855, in support of her new role as preacher, the Greens set 
up their own mission, believing (unlike the AMA) that Africans should 

be converted by Africans. At this point, their support from the AMA was 

soon withdrawn amid controversy surrounding Kinson's husband, at 

which point Kinson faded from AMA records. 
As Robert Samuel Fletcher (1943) reports, the first African American 

woman student to graduate from Oberlin was Lucy Stanton in 1850. Stan

ton completed the nondegree literary course, the program deemed most 

appropriate for women. The curriculum for women offered its own chal

lenges and an interesting array of courses that complemented the classi
cally defined regular degree program (the gentlemen's course). The 

ladies' course prepared women to be good wives for professional men

and to teach before marriage." It did not, however, prepare them to en

gage in the world of public discourse as ministers, lawyers, scientists, or 

other professionals, as the men's curriculum was preparing the male stu
dents. Nevertheless, the ladies' course was indeed a four-year college-level 

course, and the fact that it was not a degreed program does not minimize 

Stanton's achievement (or the achievement of the other women who 

completed this course). Her level of preparation was far beyond the typi
cal educational preparation for women of her day (or for most men as 

well), and it placed her solidly among the highly educated intellectual 

elite. By 1860 President Fairchild reported that seventeen African Ameri

can women had completed the ladies' course (Fairchild 1871:32). These 

graduates included,· among others, Ann Maria Hazle, who became a 
teacher in Ohio; Sarah J. Woodson, who became the first African Ameri

can woman to become a college professor (at Wilberforce University); 

Blanche V. Harris, who worked with the AMA and who (along with other 

women such as Charlotte Forten) became one of the first African Ameri

can teachers to be sent to the South, in her case to teach the freed men, 

women, and children in Mississippi. 
In terms of formal training, in the preparatory course (where women 

students typically began), the focus of the curriculum was on reading, 

spelling, writing, arithmetic, ancient and modern geography, Latin, 

Greek, and English grammar, composition, world and U.S. history, and 
religion. In the ladies' course, Oberlin offered philosophy and religion, 



190 A Historical View 

Greek grammar and literature, English literature, mathematics, sciences 
(including chemistry and astronomy), geography, archaeology, and world 
and u.s. history, as well as granlffiar and composition. In composition, 
writing essays was considered more appropriate for women than engag
ing in oratory or public debate, deemed the territory of men. Notable, 
however, is that the ladies' course did include some direct training in logic 
and rhetoric as evidenced by the use of various textbooks of the day: 
Whately's Logic and Rhetoric, Paley's Evidences, and Butler's Analogy. 

During the nineteenth century, emphasis was on disciplining the 
thinking, paying systematic attention, especially by the end of the cen
tury, to rhetorical concerns related to both the art of speaking and the art 
of good writing. Instruction included class work related to invention, 
arrangement, the use of appeals, qualities of style that combined episte
mological and belletristic principles, and the management of voice, ges
ture, and expressiveness in oral delivery.!' To be reemphasized, however, 
is that women were encouraged to write, not to speak publicly. 

In 1837, four white women who had completed the preparatory pro
gram requested and obtained permission to enter the gentlemen's course. 
Three of them graduated in 1841, the first women in the United States to 
receive the bacl1elor of arts degree. The gentlemen's course was a classical 
curriculum, modeled on that of Yale University. As was typical of such a 
curriculum, the training included attention to and practice in public 
speaking, since the professions into which the men would be entering de
manded these abilities. The women enrolled in the gentlemen's course in 
the early years, however, did not find these opportunities available to 
them, given the view that women sinlply would have no need for such 
skills. Nevertheless, the women were able to participate indirectly or vi
cariously. They were privileged, as all students at Oberlin, to a lively com
munity of oratory from speakers on the campus and in the community. 
The women were able to listen and observe, to read and write, but not to 
speak in public before a mixed audience (that is, before men and 
women). For their first few years in the gentlemen's course, for example, 
since it was inappropriate by the codes of the day for women to speak, 
even their graduation essays, a major ritual of the graduation ceremony, 
were read by a male teacher (until they petitioned to read their own). 

Further, and perhaps most instructive of all for the rhetorical develop-
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ment of the women, were the literary clubs CHosford 1937; Fletcher 1943). 

The men of Oberlin organized the Oberlin Lyceum in 1834, and a second 
club shortly thereafter, but the men were quickly followed in these types 

of activities by the women, who organized the Oberlin Ladies' Literary 

Society in July 1835. In 1839 in a formal statement concerning their pur

poses and activities, a committee from the group wrote: 

We have connected with our Seminary, a Literary & Religious association, in 
which capacity we meet frequently and each one in turn, according to appoint
ment, writes and communicates to us her thoughts on some important and in
teresting subject. We hold correspondence with many distinguished & pious 
ladies of our own and other lands and with some who have left for pagan shores, 
by this means we collect much valuable information and often have our spirits 
refreshed. (Fletcher 1943:761-62) 

In the early 1850S a second society, the Young Ladies' Lyceum Crenamed 
the Aelioian Society in 1861), was organized to. rival these activities. Both 

groups read various works Cas the club titles indicate), wrote essays and 

poetry, and spent their meetings reading essays and poems aloud, listen
ing to musical performances, discussing the issues of the day, and occa

sionally even debating the issues of the day. Discussion and debate topics 
varied: from the frivolous, "Resolved that a cow is better than a dog"; to 

the literary, "That the influence of the writer is greater than that of the or

ator"; to the domestic, "That domestic happiness is eullanced by house
keeping"; to women's rights, "That women should enter the medical pro

fession"; to contemporary issues, "That a slaveholder can be a Christian"; 
to current events, "That the extension of [U.S.] territory is beneficial to 

this nation:' The lists of topics for both women's and men's clubs were 

long and provocative. 

By 1858 the two women's clubs and the two men's clubs had joined to

gether to produce a monthly magazine, entitled Oberlin Students' 
Monthly, modeled after the Atlantic Monthly, in whiclI they systematically 
presented thirty-five or forty pages of essays, stories, poetry, editorial 

comments, Oberlin news, book reviews, and musical compositions. Dur

ing this same period, Oberlin clubs joined with other colleges and univer

sities, both national and abroad, to publish an intercollegiate magazine, 

the University Quarterly, housed at Yale University. This publication pre

sented news and essays from students in over thirty colleges in the United 
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States, England, and Germany. Both these enterprises were disrupted by 
the outbreak of the Civil War, but they had laid the groundwork, along 
with other curricular and extracurricular activities on the campus, for a 
continuing commitment (after the country was again at peace) to both 
oratory and written expression. 

Into this vibrant intellectual environment, with its various and sundry 
opportunities for learning, generally, and the development of rhetorical 
expertise, in particular, African American women entered. They were en
rolled in courses across the preparatory, gentlemen's, and ladies curricula. 

They were privy to a consciously constructed atmosphere of academic 
achievement and public concern that gave rise to a richly endowed dis
course community. They were also active in the extracurricular opportu
nities provided by the literary clubs. Lucy Stanton, for example, was very 
active with Lucy Stone (a well-known white student activist who went on 
to establish a national reputation as a social activist) in bringing debate to 
the agenda of the Ladies' Literary Society, even though debating was not 
sanctioned as an acceptable activity for women students. In 1850, the year 
of Stanton's graduation, she was elected president of the society and 
presided, according to archival records, "with dignity and honor" at the 
society's annual celebration. A few days later at her graduation, Stanton 
delivered her graduation essay, "A Plea for the Oppressed;' which was 

published in the Oberlin Evangelist and also in Condition of the Colored 
People, a collection published in 1852 by Martin Delaney, a nationally rec
ognized African American abolitionist. 

After graduation, Stanton continued to exhibit skills as a writer, orator, 
and leader. In 1866, after the Civil War, she went south to teach in Geor
gia, then in Mississippi, and later in Tennessee, before retiring in the city 
of Los Angeles. She became an officer in the Women's Relief Corps, an 
auxiliary to the Civil War veterans' organization, a grand matron of the 
Order of Eastern Star (the sister organization of a Black Masonic Order), 
and president of a local chapter of the Women's Christian Temperance 
Union. In 1909, one year before she died, the Los Angeles Daily Times paid 
tribute to her as a person who had been a pioneer of change. 

Twelve years after Stanton's graduation from Oberlin, at the com
mencement of 1862, the historical record shows that Mary Jane Patterson 
became the first African American woman to receive a bachelor's degree 
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from an accredited American institution. Mary Georgianna Mitchem, 
however, was the first African American woman to enroll in the gentle
men's course in 1855. Mitchem completed three years of the program, 
leaving before graduation to get married and to follow a career as a 
teacher in Illinois and Wisconsin before dying from tuberculosis in Min
nesota in 1868. While at Oberlin, Mitchem (like Lucy Stanton) served as 
president of the Young Women's Literary Society, debated issues, and de
livered essays. Stanton and Mitchem set a pattern ofleadership by African 
American women students in the literary clubs, making way for others 
(Fanny Jackson Coppin, Anna Julia Cooper, Mary Church Terrell, and so 
on) to continue in the garnering of rhetorical experience and expertise. 

Mary Jane Patterson, the first to receive the bacl1elor of arts degree, en
tered Oberlin in 1858. Born in Raleigh, North Carolina, Patterson was 

brought to Oberlin by her parents, who left Raleigh during the 1850S 

when persecution of free African Americans in the South intensified. Like 
many parents of the first group of African American women college stu
dents,the Pattersons were impassioned to provide the best opportunities 
possible for their children and willing, therefore, to move bag and bag
gage to wherever those opportunities were available. From Oberlin, Pat
terson went on to teach for seven years at the Institute for Colored Youth 
in Philadelphia and then at the M Street School in Washington, D.C., 
where she became the first African American principal, a position she 
held until 1884, when she went back to full-time teaching until her death 
in 1894. In Washington, Patterson became active in organized social re
form activities, joining other women in these enterprises, including 
women who had graduated from Oberlin after her (Anna Julia Cooper, 
Mary Churcl1 Terrell, Ida Gibbs Hunt, all from the Class of 1884) as well 
as other college-educated women in the Washington, D.C., area who 
formed by the 1890S a significant core of educated elite. 

I do not wish to distinguish during this era between the women who 
graduated from college, still a very small number by 1900, and those who 
completed non-bachelor of arts programs, such as the normal course 
(that is, teacher-training sequences), or those who took courses of vari
ous sorts but did not graduate. Given the levels of literacy and academic 
achievement of their day all these women, graduates or not, belonged to 
an educated elite. The very fact of their enrolling in a college class was not 
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typical of the general population. It was emblematic of special opportu
nity and special success. Measuring success by matriculation in college 
environments rather than completion of the bachelor's degree permits us 
to credit one pattern in particular. Several women, including Ida B. Wells 
at leMoyne-Owen College and Fisk University and Selena Sloan Butler at 
the Emerson ScllOol of Oratory enrolled in college courses to receive elo
cution training rather than a college degree, a pattern that supports pay
ing more attention to African American women's clubwork, and to the 
occasions that arose in this work to participate in public discourse. 

To illustrate, the activities of the Washington-based women mirrored 
the activities of African American women across the nation. They formed 
a growing collective of women, active in their local communities, work
ing collaboratively to support social and political causes, including edu

cation, social welfare, political and economic participation, and so on. 
These were the groups to whom a clarion call for action would be di
rected in 1895-at the first national gathering of African American 
women, in Boston, Massachusetts. I. This meeting gave rise, a year later, to 

the founding of the highly active national network of African American 
women's clubs that was organized in 1896 as the National Association of 
Colored Women (NACW). The NACW was committed to social reform 
at the local, regional, and national levels. In the context of this history of 
reform, Patterson's status as the first African American woman to be 
awarded the. B.A. in the United States meant quite literally that she led a 
vanguard that signaled the beginning of a new era of possibility, the 
opening of a brand new door. By the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century, there existed across the United States a critical mass of African 
American women who were highly educated professional women primed 
to make a difference in the communities in which they lived and worked. 

According to Ellen NicKenzie Lawson (1984), by 1865 Oberlin had 
opened its door to at least 152 women who can be identified as African 

. American. They were enrolled in the preparatory school and in the col
lege. Those enrolled in the college programs (approximately 61) consti
tuted a significant portion of the first wave of college-educated women. 
They entered Oberlin, were formally trained as intellectuals, and were 
privileged to exist as budding rhetors amid a general spirit of social ac
tivism. They went forward, especially after the Civil War, to form a core of 
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African American women who saw themselves as agents of change, as 
people who could and should get things done. With this type of ethos, 
nurtured both formally and informally by a spirit of both intellectual en
gagement and social activism, these women made changes-at both local 
and regional levels-in the lives of individuals and whole communities 
through the professional and community services they provided and 
through the insights and leadership they offered. 

The Oberlin story, therefore, is a clear marker of a shift in educational 
opportunity. Mary Jane Patterson was followed in the completion of the 

B.A. at Oberlin by Fannie Jackson Coppin and Frances Josephine Norris, 
both of the Class of 1865; by Mary ChurclI Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, and 
Ida Gibbs Hunt, all of the Class of 1884; and by at least 150 other women 
who saw at Oberlin a bright and guiding star. These women were leaders 
while they were students at Oberlin, using the resources of the institution 
to eulIance their talents and abilities through the array of opportunities 
avallable to them. After Oberlin, they were inspired by their opportuni
ties to achieve. They demonstrated leadership abilities that were unparal
leled in terms of power and influence, and they set the pace for how lead
ership among African American women would be shaped for generations 
to come. 

patluv-ays to OPfDrtwdty After thh Civil War 
In 1856 Wilberforce University and Lincom University became two of 

the first institutions in the United States to be established for African 
Americans. After the Civil War, however, there was an increased interest 

in establishing additional institutions to meet the special needs of the 
newly configured free communities of African Americans. Adanta Uni
versity was one such institution. Educational activities that were its pre
cursor began in 1865; the university was officially chartered as an institu
tion on October 16, 1867. 15 It was established with the support of the 
AMA and a combination of both southern and northern clergy and busi
nessmen. This collective set up a curriculum, consisting of a preparatory 
department, a normal course, a scientific curriculum, a theological cur
riculum, and a college curriculum. In planning these areas, institutional 
leaders recognized the critical needs of the African American community 
to develop professional expertise, and to take care of itself rather than be 
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dependent on the kindness and support of the white community. Teacher 
training, therefore, was a top priority, as indicated by an appeal on the last 

page of the 1869-1870 university catalog: 

There should be a School in every community in the State, but there are no 
teachers. In every community, however, there is at least one young man or 
woman who, if educated, would make an excellent teacher. Let, then, the mem
bers of the community each contribute a small sum monthly for the support of 
some one whom they may choose to send here to school, and let that person 
agree to teach for them a certain time in return for this aid. In this way a large 
number of competent teachers might soon be raised up. Why will not many 
communities and churches act on this suggestion? 

As in the case of Oberlin, African American women heard this call for 
teachers and found the invitation compelling. 

In the first class enrolled at Atlanta University there were 178 students, 
27 of whom were women--one of whom, Lucy Craft Laney, was also 

listed in the 1871-1872 catalog as a member of the first college class, along 

with Adella Cleveland and Elizabeth Outlaw. Laney was born in Macon, 

Georgia, in 1854, the daughter of Louisa Laney and David Laney, a Presby
terian minister and a well-respected religious and community leader." 

After graduating from Atlanta University, Laney began a teaching career 

in Milledgeville, Georgia, but she taught also in Macon and SavannaII be

fore moving to Augusta, where she was an active participant in the strug

gle for the first public high school for African American students in Geor
gia. These events helped establish her reputation as a charismatic speaker 

and an educational leader and sigualed a growing pattern of activity for 
her as a social activist. In subsequent years, Laney participated actively in 
the NACW, the Southeastern Federation of Women's Clubs, the Georgia 

State Teachers' Association, the National Young Women's Christian Asso

ciation, and other community development activities. 

In 1886 Laney founded the Haines Normal and Industrial Institute in 

Augusta. As the leader of this institution, she was the only African Ameri

can woman to serve as head of an institution affiliated with the Presbyter

ian Churcl1. She also served as mentor and friend to Mary McLeod 
Bethune, who apprenticed with her at the Haines Institute before 

Bethune founded her own school, the Daytona Educational and Indus

trial Scl1o01 for Negro Girls, in 1904. Bethune would be recognized for 
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this work and would become advisor to leaders of the nation, including 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The Daytona Educational and In
dustrial ScllOOl survives today as Bethune-Cookman College. 

At Atlanta University, the curriculum of the Preparatory Department 
(in which Laney first enrolled) and that of the College Department both 
followed a classical model, very much like the Oberlin curriculum, using 
basically the same textbooks as was typical of the day. By 1874, also typical 
of the day, there were clearly gender-defined separations in the curricu
lum. Women enrolled overwhelmingly in the Normal Course, instead of 
the college preparatory, the scientific, the theological, or the college 
course, all of which were more academically rigorous than the Normal 
Course. 

The Normal Course was the teacher-training curriculum, which ac

counts in large part for the numbers of women enrolled. The first-year 
offerings included instruction in English composition; in mathematics, 
history, and science; in good morals and gentle manners; in reading, writ
ing, and spelling. During the second year, added to the list were the sci
ence of government, and the theory and practice of teaching. In the third 
year, the sciences were expanded and political economy was added to the 
list. Then, in the fourth year, rhetoric (the Art of Discourse) was added, 
along with mental and moral philosophy, logic, a course called Evidences 
of Christianity, and an expanded mathematics sequence that included al
gebra and geometry. Despite the gender distinctions, however, all stu
dents enrolled in the university were required to have rhetorical exercises 
and weekly Bible lessons. 

The women students at Atlanta University found themselves in an en
vironment where learning was taken seriously, whether they, as African 
American females with intellectual potential, were taken seriously or not. 
They read broadly and had the opportunity to engage with varieties of 
text under the guidance of their teachers and in the company of their fel
low students. They were privy to sermons, lectures, and other presenta
tions on campus and in the general community and were privy to the dis
cussions generated in response to these events. They received formal 
training in composition, logic, rhetoric, and elocution and had, therefore, 
the opportunity to think of themselves as readers, writers, speakers, and 
thinkers. In other words, these women were able to hone skills that 
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African American women before them had very few opportunities either 
to think abont or to develop. 

In addition to classroom-related activities, there were also extracurric
ular opportunities. As an institntion that had articulated one of its pur
poses to be Christian education, Atlanta University soon established the 
Young Women's Christian Temperance Union (YWCTU), an organiza
tion that offered opportunities for both leadership and rhetorical devel
opment. Through their membership in the YWCTU, the women heard 
prominent temperance leaders, including Atlanta University alunma 
Georgia Swift King (Normal Class of 1874), and they competed in orator
ical contests themselves, with the Demorest Prohibition Prize Medal be
ing the most prestigious prize. 

Debating at the university was another popular extracurricular activ
ity. The male stndents organized their first club, the Howard Normal De
bating Club, in 1869-1870, and activities gained momentum in 1905 with 
the emergence of the public debates of the Triangle Debating Union. This 
union involved an annual series of public debates that pitted Atlanta Uni
versity teams against the teams of two other African American universi
ties, Fisk and Howard. Records indicate that women were not members of 
these organizations and did not participate actively in the debates, but 
they were able to attend and enjoy the public events. In 1884, amid con
troversy about whether women of the Normal Course should be allowed 
to continue enjoying the activities, the women students decided to form 
their own organization and thus began the Phyllis Wheatley Literary 
Club. 

At the public meetings of the Wheatley club, the women recited quota
tions from African American authors, featured debates, presented instru
mental and vocal musical performances, and gave readings-presumably 
most, if not all, of which were their own writing. By 1903 two additional 
literary organizations were founded, the Athene Debating Society and the 
Douglass Literary Society, which was open to the first- and second-year 
high school stndents enrolled in the university.17 The purpose of this lat
ter organization was to train its members in English composition and 
parliamentary procedures and to offer entertainment. 

Perhaps the most striking extracurricular experiences for the students, 
though, were the campus lectures. Even though segregationist policies ex-
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cluded African Americans from many public lectures and concerts in the 

city of Atlanta, the university was consistent in making arrangements for 

national figures to speak on =pus. Stndents were able to hear political 
figures such as former President Rutherford B. Hayes; social activists such 

as Frederick Douglass; Julia Ward Howe, the writer of the "Battle Hymn 

of the Republic"; woman suffragist Susan B. Anthony; renowned educa

tors, such as the presidents of Harvard University, Johns Hopkins, and the 

University of Minnesota; and many, many others of equal renown. These 

visitors helped create for all students, including the women, a world of 
ideas and rhetorical engagement from which they could identify models 

of thought and action. 

The programs at Atlanta University and Oberlin were typical of the 

type of formal and informal training that the first generations of college

educated African American women were able to receive. Many of the 

women were interested in more, however. They recognized the nobility of 

teaching as a profession, but some of them were more interested in be
coming medical doctors or other health practitioners, or lawyers, jour

nalists, businesswomen, or community development specialists. In the 

nineteenth century the doors to these professions existed still with sub

stantial barriers before them, barriers that remained for African Ameri

can women until well into the second half of the twentieth century and 

the time of Jeanne 1. Noble's study. 

8~ NeurTralU to Projurwna.tlrien&y 
In Woman's Legacy: Essays on Race, Sex, and Class in American History 

(1982), Bettina Aptheker pays tribute to the early generations of African 

American women in their "Quest for Dignity" in professions other than 

teaching. She confirms that the numbers across professional arenas were 

extremely small, offering even stronger evidence that these early pioneers 

were unique and courageous. Based on her research, we can generate a list 
of "firsts" that underscores the remarkable ways in which African Ameri

can women were learning and achieving: 

Sarah Wmifred Brown was the first African American woman to receive the B.S. 
degree (from Cornell University in 1897)." 

Sarah Mapps Douglass, a founding member of the Philadelphia Female Anti
Slavery Society and director of the girls' department of the Institute for Colored 

------------------------------.- ----------------.--~------------
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Youth in Philadelphia, was the first to complete a medical course at a university 
in the United States (the Ladies' Institute of the Pennsylvania Medical Univer
sity) in 1858. 

Sarah Parker Remond, member of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society 
and abolitionist orator, was the first to receive a medical degree from the Santa 
Maria Nuova Hospital, a medical school in Florence, Italy, in 1871. 

Rebecca Lee was the first to receive a medical degree from an institution in 
the United States (from the New England Female Medical College in 1864) and 
to practice medicine. 

Dr. Halle Tanner Dillon was the first woman (white or African American) li
censed to practice medicine in Alabama; Dr. Verina Morton-Jones was the first 
in Mississippi; Dr. Matilda A. Evans the first in South Carolina; Dr. Sara G. Jones 
the first in Virginia. 

Mary Eliza Mahoney was the first to receive a diploma in nursing (from the 
New England Hospital for Women and Children in Boston) in 1879. 

Ida Gray was the first to receive a degree in dentistry (from the University of 
Michigan in 1890). 

Matilda Uoyd, Margaret A. Miller, Bella B. Coleman were the first women to 
receive degrees in pharmacy (from Meharry Medical College in 1894). 

Charlotte E. Ray was the first to receive a law degree (from Howard Univer
sity in 1872). 

Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander was one of the first three women to receive a 
Ph.D. (in economics from the University of Pennsylvania) in 1921. 

In addition to their achievements in the professional arena, these 

women were remarkable in terms of their social advocacy and activism 

and the consistency with which they wrote and spoke in public arenas in 

the interest of social change. Two examples from this early generation of 

achievers are Susan Smith McKinney Steward and Mary Ann Shadd 

Cary." 

Susan Smith McKinney Steward, born in 1847, was the seventh child of 

Sylvanus and Ann S. Smith, members of the African American elite in 

Brooklyn, New York. In 1867 Steward entered the New York Medical Col

lege for Women,20 and she graduated in 1870 as class valedictorian (which 

entitled her to present the valedictory address) and also as the third 

African American woman to receive a medical degree in the United 

States. Steward was the first African American woman to practice medi

cine in New York, specializing in obstetrics and gynecology but building a 

practice, despite race and gender barriers, that served both men and 

women from both the African American community and the white com-
/ 
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munity. She was the only woman on staff at the Long Island College Hos
pital, where she did postgraduate work. She was also on the staffs of the 
New York Hospital for Women, the Brooklyn Women's Homeopathic 
Hospital, and the Brooklyn Home for Aged Colored People, and she had 

offices in both Brooklyn and Manl1attan. 
Steward was an active participant in the Kings County Homeopathic 

Medical Society and in the Homeopathic Medical Society of the State of 
New York. As William Seraile reports (Hine 1993=1109-12), Steward pre
sented two papers before the state society, one in 1883 and another in 
1886, demonstrating her concern not only for her patients but for the 
knowledge-making enterprises of her professional community. Steward 
practiced medicine in New York for twenty-six years, and when she re
tired, she joined the faculty of Wilberforce University where she served as 

resident physician. 
Despite her active medical career, Steward was married twice (to 

William G. McKinney, an itinerant preacher, and Theophilus Gould 
Steward, chaplain of the Twenty-Fifth U.S. Colored Infantry), had two 
children, and led an active life as a community organizer. Her accom
plishments suggest she made little distinction between her commitments 
to professional service and her commitments to community service more 
generally. She was active in missionary work in her own church, the 
Bridge Street African Methodist Episcopal Church, where she was also 
church organist and choirmaster. She was a passionate supporter of 
woman suffrage and along with her sister, renowned educator Sarall 
Smith Garnett (who was married to Reverend Henry Highland Garnett, 
the president of the Avery Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church 
mentioned earlier), was a founder of the Equal Suffrage League. She was 
an organizer of the testimonial dinner honoring anti-lynching activist Ida 
B. Wells and subsequendy a founder of the Woman's Loyal Union, one of 
two leading women's clubs in the New York area that would participate in 
the founding of the NACW in 1896. She was president of the Women's 
Christian Temperance Union of Brooklyn and active throughout the lat
ter part of her life in women's club work, including NACW activities at 
the national level. 

Amid this slate of activities, Steward was a prolific writer and a fre
quent public speaker. Two events offer evidence of the ultimate range of 
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her potential impact on audiences. One occasion was the delivery of a pa
per, "Colored American Women;' in London at the First Universal Race 
Congress in 1911, and a second was the delivery of another paper, 
"Women in Medicine;' before an NACW meeting in Wilberforce, Ohio. 
Steward was obviously recognized for her talents, experiences, and 
achievements, as evidenced by the publication of the latter paper in panl

phlet form and its receiving wide circulation throughout the United 
States. 

Mary Ann Shadd Cary is another example of a professional woman 
who sustained a lively record as a social activist, not just in her profes
sional role as a journalist but in public arenas more generally. Similar to 
the better-known Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Cary began her professional work 
as a teacher who became a journalist. Cary later became the second 
African American woman to receive a law degree (from Howard Univer
sity in Washington, D.C.). She was born in Wllmington, Delaware, in 
1823, the first of thirteen children of politically active parents, Harriet and 
Abrallam Shadd. Her father, a local businessman, was a delegate to the 
annual Conventions of Free People of Color and served as convention 
president in 1833. He was also a subscription agent for William Lloyd Gar
rison's Liberator, and the Shadd home was a stop on the Underground 
Railroad. Cary was educated for six years in a Qualeer school in West 
Chester, Pennsylvania, where her fanilly moved when she was ten years 
old. With this preparation, she opened her own school at the age of six
teen, in WIlmington in 1840, and later taught in New York City and Nor
ristown, Pennsylvania. 

After the passage of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law, which permitted slave
holders to come North to recover their property and which cast aboli
tionists as criminals for helping fugitive slaves, Cary joined the exodus of 
free and fugitive African Americans to Canada.2l In Wmdsor, Canada, 
where she went first, Cary established an integrated school, supported by 
the AMA, and simultaneously became involved in a campaign against un
scrupulous anti-slavery agents who were more concerned with filling 
their own coffers than helping immigrants resettle in Canada. Only six 
months after her arrival, Cary had published a pamphlet, A Plea for Emi
gration, or, Notes of Canada West, in its Mora~ Social and Political Aspect. 
This"document was detailed in its data about Canada's climate, geogra-
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phy, job opportunities, and so on, and it remained in print for several 
years as a primary recruiting tool for immigration to Canada. While the 
pamphlet is evidence of her support of Canadian immigration and par
ticularly the opportunities that it offered for African Americans to be au
tonomous and self-reliant, Cary vehemently opposed the Refugee Home 
Society and its agents (such as Mary and Henry Bibb) of whom she 
deeply disapproved." 

Cary waged her first political campaign against this group and lost
an experience that helped her realize the importance of having a forum 
from which to speak. The Refugee Home Society had a weekly newspa
per, the Voice of the Fugitive, in whlch they attacked Cary and set up pub
lic sentiment against her. Cary had no such forum from which to defend 
herself. Her insight about space to speak led to her joining Samuel Ring
gold Ward, a traveling agent for the Anti-Slavery Society of Canada, and 
to her establishing her own newspaper, the Provincial Freeman, in 
Toronto and Chatham in 1853.23 This act established her as the first 
African American woman to own, write for, and edit her own newspaper. 

Cary's work in this campaign for the independence of African Ameri
cans shifted her life away from teaching and placed her on a path of ac
tivism that was extraordinary for women of her day. Much of her time 
was spent traveling, writing, and lecturing frequently on Canadian immi
gration. In 1855, for example, after much controversy she succeeded in 
speaking in Philadelphia before the all-male, eleventh annual Colored 
National Convention, something no woman had ever been allowed to do. 
During this same trip, she also lectured at a benefit given in her honor 
and participated in a formal debate on the question, "Shall the Free Col
ored People of the United States Emigrate to Canada?" Her male opposi
tion, a noted debater, was surprised when the judges awarded the win to 
Cary. 

Cary's husband died in 1860, leaving her and their children without 
funds at a time when her newspaper, always in need of financial support, 
was floundering. Cary returned to teaching to earn an income, but her 
writing activities also continued. She compiled a biography for Osborne 
Anderson, the printer of the Provincial Freeman, a man who was the only 
African American leader of John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry to sur
vive. In addition, Cary was a regular contributor to the weekly Anglo-
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African, a newspaper founded in New York in 1859 by Thomas Hamilton 
and supported after 1860 by the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church. However, Cary's most extraordinary activities during this period 
of the Civil War were connected with her serving as a Union Army re
cruiting officer at the recommendation of Martin R. Delany (medical 
doctor, Black nationalist, first African American to be commissioned as a 
major in the U.S. Army, and highest-ranking African American man in 
the Freedmen's Bureau). 

After the Civil War, Cary moved to Washington, D.C., where she 
opened another school, attended the Howard University Law School, 
and, after graduating, opened a law office. One of her first political battles 
was to challenge the House of Representatives Judiciary Committee for 
the right to vote. She won. She became one of the few women to vote in a 
federal election during the era of Reconstruction. At this time, Cary was 
also involved in women's rights issues generally. On February 9, 1880, she 
organized the Colored Women's Progressive Franchise Association. The 
purpose of the organization was to assert the equal rights of women 
through a twenty-point program. The program included gaining the 
right to vote; it also included a commitment to expanding women's work 
opportunities, establishing and supporting newspapers under the control 
of African American women, establishing African American banks, and 
developing African American businesses within the community, all of 
which offer considerable evidence that Cary's vision as a community 
leader included the general well-being of the community, not simply the 
interests of women alone. 

By all accounts, as a pioneering journalist, Cary used her literate abili
ties well with regard to professional mandates in communicating the is
sues of her day to the reading and listening public. The range of her par
ticipation as a public voice was not confined within the pages of the 
newspapers for which she wrote. Her activities indicate she held a pas
sionate regard for women's concerns and for the well-being and au
tonomous interests of the community at large. She campaigned on the 
page, at the podium, and also before the bar of justice, and she served as a 
model of literacy in action for the women in journalism who would fol
low her, such as Ida B. Wells and Pauline Hopkins. 
___ An easy conclusion to draw from Cary's work (and Steward's as well) 

----._----- .. --_._---- ----------_. 
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is that her concerns for the blossoming of African American potential 

wherever it may reside created a particular vision for action. She saw in 
teaching one opportunity to address needs, in journalism another, and in 

the legal profession yet another. All fitted well within long-standing 

African American women's mandates for how one should participate in 

one's community and fulfill roles significantly defined in the interest of 
the well-being of both self and society. 

After the Civil War, with the rise in numbers of college-educated and 
professional African American women such as Steward and Cary, there 

was indeed a blossoming of intellectual potential within this group, and 

an increase in opportunity for these educated elites to channel their ener

gies with greater impact than ever before. In A Voice from the South 
(1892), Cooper states: 

In this last decade of our century, changes of such moment are in progress, such 
new and alluring vistas are opening out before us, such original and radical sug
gestions for the adjustment of labor and capital, of government and the gov
erned, of the family, the church, and the state, that to be a possible factor though 
an infinitesimal one in such a movement is pregnant with hope and weighty 
with responsibility. To be a woman in such an age carries with it a privilege and 
an opportunity never implied before. But to be a woman of the NeglO race in 
America, and to be able to grasp the deep significance of the possibilities of the 
crisis, is to have a heritage, it seems to me unique in the ages. (1988:143-44) 

The material world around African American women of this era, the 
day-to-day texture of their lives across the multiple ways that those lives 

might be defined, was clear, a clarity that helped them to be well attuned 
to issues of equality, justice, and empowerment. This generation of 
women was fired within cauldrons that dictated the need for action. 
Within an environment of activism, they quickened their understanding 

of the sociopolitical context and refined their mandates for action. They 

garnered knowledge and experience in public discourse; they developed 

skills and expertise as language users through the variety of literate prac

tices in which they engaged. With enhanced abilities, over the years after 

their college and university training, these women were able to transform 
the communities in which they lived. They were movers and shakers. 

They were the "race women," the club women, the managers of programs, 
deliverers of professional and community services. They interpreted 
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African American experiences from their various and sundry profes
sional standpoints and were central players in the sustaining of life and 
culture. They were people who used language well, as writers and speak
ers. They got many critical jobs done in their communities, and done 
very well. 

This cadre of nineteenth-century pioneers-starting with the trail
blazers of the first half of the century and continuing with the standard
bearers of the latter half-created a space for the voices of African Amer
ican women, which had not existed before. What is noteworthy, given the 
material circumstances of their historical context, is that they were able to 
do so, not just with a vision for leadership and a passionate regard, but 
with specific training, both formal and informal. Their rhetorical acts 
were inspirited by mandates for resistance and defiance, in response to 
needs that were ever present around them. They set the agenda for advo
cacy and action that paved the way into the twentieth century. As Cooper 
states in the quotation above, this group of women believed they were 
privileged to a new day, to a new "woman's era:' What Cooper did not 
emphasize was that this belief could be attributed in large part to their 
own aggressive commitment to making it so. 

CrJoper~~r tUitiSocio~titicatM~ 

I have concentrated so far in this chapter on the sociopolitical context 
for literacy and rhetorical development and at the achievements of indi
vidual women. However, the story of the development of rhetorical 
prowess among nineteenth-century African American women would re
main lacking without attention to their cooperative reform efforts. In or
der to tell this story, it is important to draw in, once again, the habits of 
cooperative activity that are traditional among women of West African 
descent. 

As documented by Sylvia Ardyn Boone in her work on Mende women 
in Sierra Leone, traditional women's societies in African communities 

(which typically operated in secrecy) often encompassed dimensions of 
women's lives other than the primary purposes for which the society 
might be established or be perceived to operate. For example, in dis
cussing the Sande Society as a powerful patron of the arts in West Africa, 
Boone suggests that looking at women's lives through this organization 
brings into focus its influence throughout their lives more generally: 

:; 
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Mende women love Sande: they sing its praises; recite its virtues, dance in its 
honor. They treasure it, preserve its virtues, and pass it on to the next generation. 
In return Sande is the guardian of the women: their spokesman, shield, protec
tor, battling to give women life space, power, health, love, fertility, self-expres
sion. And, as it guards and cherishes the women, they in turn rally round it and 
hold its standards high. (Boone 1986:15) 

I do not seek in this analysis to make such a totalizing place for African 
American women's organizations in their lives, although I do acknowl
edge the potential for such a placement in the lives of some women. I am 
suggesting, instead, that looking through an organizational lens at elite 
nineteenth-century women is productive for us to come to a more gener
ative understanding of how their rhetorical practices operated as a re
source in service oflong-standing sociopolitical mandates. I am asserting 
that cooperative activity through the establishing of sociopolitical organ
izations was a traditional practice, which gained renewed vitality when 
employed by nineteenth-century African American women (and men 
also) in response to pressing community needs. I am also asserting that 
this work shaped how African American women, as they engaged in 
rhetorical practices, would form ethos and would consistently use lan
guage (spoken and written) as a tool for social and political change. 

If we accept the notion that African women came to this continent 
with the habit of working cooperatively to carry out day-to-day responsi
bilities, to meet their personal needs, and to meet the needs of the com
munity' and that they passed these habits on to subsequent generations, 
then it should come as no surprise that cooperative practices, including 
the formation of societies, are much in evidence throughout the history 

of African American women in the United States. The question is not, 
then, whether there were such activities, but the extent to which we can 
document such practices as they were contextually defined. For this 
study, the inquiry on cooperative reform is bifocal. Attention centers on 
(1) what the contextualized definitions of cooperative reform by African 
American women illustrate about the roles of literacy as a newly devel
oped resource for community progress and survival; and (2) elite nine
teentlt-century women, as a case in point for cooperative endeavor. High
lighting elite nineteentlt-century women also has two focal points. On 
one hand, I interrogate tlte process whereby African American club 
women were enabled to reaffirm deep-seated imperatives to use intellec-



208 A Historical View 

tual powers fully in order to sustain both self and community. On the 
other hand, I interrogate how these women actually exhibited rhetorical 
prowess in the use of literacy as a specific tool for engagement in public 
discourse and for social change. 

Shifting the analytical ga2e away from the fact that African American 
women worked cooperatively to address daily needs---<luring pre-Civil 
War days, for example, to get cotton picked or plantation homes cleaned 
or young children cared for, or to heal the sick-this analysis pays atten
tion in a more macro- rather than micro-level way. I position organized 
reform activities as behavior. They are an outward manifestation of a 
commitment to achievement in the completion of tasks, demonstrating 
personal ability and expertise. They are also a commitment to social re
sponsibility, to the obligation to use resources, both personal and profes
sional, in the interest of the welfare of the community. 

joilWtj Hands to Lifo a;u;{, cUmb 
It is ironic that-afier the American Revolution, which established the 

United States as an independent nation and which claimed inalienable 
rights for all men to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness-condi
tions actually grew more restrictive for the significant numbers of free 
African Americans across the United States, in both the North and the 
South. These deteriorating conditions set in motion the formation of so
cieties, a familiar tool among both women and men, in support of politi
cal activism and resistance." The emergence of organizations with such 
agendas suggests that, as a particular type of cooperative practice, African 
American societies have traditionally reflected and been shaped by the 
material conditions of the community, not just by a desire for the social 
engagement of individuals. African American societies have consistently 
shown evidence of a basic mandate--that is, the need for those forming 
such alliances to operate in conscious regard of political and economic 
forces. In the face of such forces, the autonomy of the 319,000 free African 
Americans living in the United States by 1830 was highly constrained, and 
it became more difficult for them to live lives of honor and self-respect. 

Exacerbating these conditions by the 1830S were the violent slave in
.surrections, which occurred early in the century (Gabriel in 1800, Den
mark Vesey in 1822, Nat Turner in 1831), and also the American Coloniza
tion Movement, established as an African resettlement program for free 

:~ 
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African Americans. By all accounts, free African Americans were a group 
curiously "misfitted" in a country that avowed liberty and justice for all 
but so openly accepted slavery as a "natural" condition for people of 
African descent. Within such an incommodious environment, the need 
for African Americans to organize in their own interests was evident. 

One of the first of these organizations was the African Society, organ
ized in Boston in 1796. The first item in the bylaws of this group stated: 

We, the African Members, form ourselves into a Society, under the above name, 
for the mutual benefit of each other, which may from time to time offer; behav
ing ourselves at the same time as true and faithful citizens of the Common
wealth in which we live; and that we take no one into the Society, who shall com
mit any injustice or outrage against the laws of their country. (Porter 1971:9) 

The first known African American women's societies were also estab

lished in the 1790S as auxiliaries to church organizations." The churches 
themselves had been formed typically in response to discrinlinatory prac
tices in the white churches. Within the newly formed African American 
churches, mutual aid societies quickly developed in support of church 
members who found themselves in distress. The African Methodist Epis
copal Church, an organization founded in 1787 by Richard Allen and Ab
salom Jones, is one case in point; the United Daughters of Allen was the 
women's auxiliary. According to Dorothy B. Porter, their mission was to 
take care of the weak and infirm, to feed the hungry, to clothe and shelter 
those in need, and to provide opportunities to the extent possible for 
learning and cultural enrichment (Porter 1936:555). 

In addition to the mutual aid organizations, however, African Ameri
can women were active also in other types of organized reform activities. 
Across the northeastern and midwestern states before the Civil War, they 
participated in Bible, missionary, and reform societies to develop reli
gious and moral consciousness; in educational and welfare societies in 
support of socializing values; by the late 1820S in literary societies for edu
cational inlprovement and for the training of leaders, orators, and writers 
(political and literary); and by the 1830S in separate anti-slavery societies 
in response to discrinlinatory practices in white anti-slavery societies. In
cluded, for example, among the organizations of the northeastern 
women was the Afric-American Female Intelligence Society, formed in 
Boston in 1832, the group before which Maria Stewart spoke. 
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After the Civil War, cooperative activity escalated. A slate of organi2a
tions in both the North and the South included groups of women who 
participated in the woman suffrage movement, in order to gain the vote 
for women; in temperance reform, which used an anti-drinking spring
board to refocus attention on issues of home and family and on commu
nity development; and in the literary clubs and benevolent organizations 
of various sorts in which the women were already experienced. By the 
post-Reconstruction era, African American women had accumulated a 
long, rich history of community activism. They were leaders, with skills 
learned from experience and expertise garnered in running different 
types of community organizations and engaging in different types of so
cial reform. Most consistent, across these networks of clubs, African 
American women acquired and refined skills as writers and orators that 
were unique for their day. 

Given this analysis, with its emphasis on rhetorical practices, I am as
serting that a critical view of women's participation in this organizational 
work offers an opportunity to look beyond the work itself to what this 
pattern of behavior suggests about the formation of ethos in rhetorical 
decision-making. As this group of women began acquiring professional 
identities, in addition to their personal identities, I suggest that their par
ticipation in organi2ations reaffirmed traditional social identities (that is, 
the roles of women as interpreters of life, teachers and transmitters of 
culture, and preservers of the community and the race) within a context 
of cooperative political activity. The merging, therefore, of these identi
ties (personal, historical, social, professional, even political) gave rise to a 
particular type of process for the formation of ethos among these women 
as writers and speakers in public domains. 

In being active members of these various and sundry organizations 
with their variable range of interests (social, political, religious, cultural), 
each woman was compelled to take into account (and some more con
sciously than others) her own intricate relationships to the material con
ditions around her, given the work of the organizations to which she ac
tually belonged. Each was called upon to participate in the setting of 
mandates for action, as this process became a central subject of discourse 
across the networks of cooperative endeavor. Some were often called 
upon, as organizational leaders, to articulate their own mandates-in or-
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der to join in the negotiation of what the group mandates should be and 
to define courses for both their own individual actions (uniquely ex
pressed) as well as the actions of the group itself or even a network of 
groups (as in the case of their international work). In such a scenario, al
though individual expressions of identity, ethos, and action are certain to 
differ, what becomes constant is the action itself-in this case the obliga
tion to speak up, to write, to engage in rhetorical action. Also constant is 
the extent to which this obligation is shaped by work and by context. 

From this perspective, the pattern-rather than the specifics--of 
ethos formation indicates an engagement with rhetorical decision-mak
ing that positioned "paid" work (professional activity) and "volunteer" 
work (community activism) as part and parcel of the same agenda. Along 
with other organizational activities, the obligation to speak up and to 
write in support of the sociopolitical agenda were normalized as appro
priate work, regardless of the person's other work or professional roles. If 
a club woman had the opportunity to speak or write, she was obligated
by the norms of her community and the sociopolitical agenda set by that 
community-to do so. 

We can take Susan Smith McKinney Steward as a case in point. As a 
physician and a community activist, Steward's sociopolitical mandate ap
parently included the work she was paid to do as well as work she was not 
paid to do, and rhetorical action (speaking and writing) were appropriate 
to both arenas. With this combination of paid and volunteer service, 
Steward created conceptual links that permitted both these commitments 
to hold a common space in her life, a space in which activities that might 
be perceived as dualities operated equitably and inextricably and a space 
in which speaking and writing were perceivable as usable tools. The ma
terial conditions of the world around Steward, particularly as she was en
abled through her organizational work to see the resonances between her 
view and the views of others, dictated that her volunteer work had prior
ity, just as her paid work did. The evidence of the linkage is that she 
worked untiringly in both fields, with each commitment coming within 
the purview of a commitment to self and community, and with each area 
offering her opportunities to speak and to write. 

The record of her life supports the assessment that Steward perceived 
herself to be the holder of particular personal and professional resources, 
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including rhetorical abilities, that she was privileged to bring to bear 
across needs. I am suggesting, therefore, that in her life and work she con
stitutes not merely the example of a busy, talented, competent woman, 
but also the example of a woman who saw her work as not limited in con
cept by either profession or volunteerism, making all the more useful the 
opportunity to maximize her talents and abilities by working coopera
tivelywith others who were likewise situated. These women, with a multi
plicity of personal and professional resources, could do more together 
than anyone of them could or should try to do alone. Cooperative com
munity activity became, for this group, a mechanism of choice in critical 
intervention. In making this choice, they participated in strategies for so
ciopolitical activism (including networking with African American men 
and other groups) that have successfully sustained the African American 
community through the centuries to the present day. 

Taking into account this history of activism, it is a sinlple step to inlag
ine the relative ease with which two club women in New York-Victoria 
Earle Matthews and Maritcha Lyon-could, in 1892, spearhead the host
ing of a testimonial dinner for Ida B. Wells in support of her anti-lynch
ing campaign that drew over 250 women from New York, Boston, and 
Philadelphia." It would be equally sinlple to inlagine that a few months 
later Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin of Boston (who attended the meeting) 
could send out a call and successfully convene the first national conven
tion of African American women. One co-organizer of this occasion for 
national organization was Victoria Earle Matthews. She wrote for the 
New York Age and for several other newspapers around the country and is 
perhaps best known as the founding director of the White Rose Mission. 
This mission provided a home and protection for African American 
women and girls who had recently migrated from the South. It func
tioned also as a social center for community women and children, and as 
a training ground for self-inlprovement and for Christian living. Mar
itcha Lyon, the other co-organizer, was a writer and an educator, one of 
the first African American women to be named an assistant principal, in a 
public school in Brooklyn. Both women were active in social reform and 
were experienced in ministering to the sundry needs of their communi
ties. Two months after the testimonial dinner for Wells, they founded a 
club, the Woman's Loyal Union of New York and Brooklyn, with 
Matthews serving as the first president. 
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In hosting the dinner for Wells, Matthews and Lyon wanted to pay 

tribute to Wells's work, which they deemed admirable and courageous, 
and also to raise funds to support her continuing to carry on her work. 

The dinner was successful in accomplishing these goals. The collective of 

women presented Wells with five hundred dollars and a gold brooch in 

the shape of a pen. The women attending the dinner considered the 

gathering to be more than just a tribute to Wells, however. By 1892, after a 

century of cooperative community action on the local level, these very 
active women had already begun to establish a nationwide network of 

African American women and to centra1i2e an agenda for the work they 

were already doing. Wells and her story of terrorism provided, therefore, 

a perfect occasion for them to gather, to support her and at the same 

time energize their own efforts toward establishing a national women's 

organization. This gathering signaled that the seeds for a national level 

organization had been firmly planted. As Dorothy Salem states: 

The national club movement among black. women was the cuhnination of three 
factors. First, by 1890 the women had developed local leadership attempting to 
respond to specific community needs. Second, common interests andlor issues 
brought women together as a group above denominational or regional rivalries. 
Finally, several incidents demonstrated the need for a national organization to 
promote a positive image of black women, to preserve their relatively privileged 
status, and to provide moral and educational guidance to the less privileged in 
their communities. (Salem 1990:12) 

After the testimonial, Josephine SI. Pierre Ruffin and her daughter Flo
rence Ruffin Ridley returned to Boston and played central roles in estab
lishing a few months later the Boston New Era Club." They also began 

publishing the first monthly magazine to be published by African Ameri

can women, Woman's Era. Ruffin served as editor of the paper and Ridley 

as assistant editor. Departmental editors were Medora W. Gould, Leslie 

Wilmot, M. Elizabeth Johnson, Marion Ridley, Irene De Mortie, and 

Hannm Smith. In the first issue, published on March 24, 1894, in the pre
mier editorial Ruffin skillfully acknowledged that there might seem to be 

no obvious reason for a group of African American women to start a new 

publication. She then made just as skillful a case for the void that she and 
her editorial team perceived to exist despite this sentiment: 

The need of such a journal has long been felt as a medium of intercourse and 
sympathy between the women of all races and conditions; especially true is this, 
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of the educated and refined, among the colored women, members of which class 
may be found in every state from Maine to Florida, but in nearly all of these 
places an important factor, and receives little or no recognition, and the one 
more than all others which prevents her from making the most of herself and 
taking her legitimate place among the advanced women, is the limitation of her 
surroundings and the circumscribed sphere in which she must move. (8) 

Ruffin made a place in public discourse for elite African American 
women, and she drew correspondents from women's clubs across the na

tion in the effort to make good use of the publication. Department heads 

included Victoria Earle Matthews in New York; Fannie Barrier Williams 

in Chicago; Josephine Silone-Yates in Kansas City; Mary Church Terrell 

in Washington, D.C.; Elizabeth Ensley in Denver; and Alice Ruth Moore 

in New Orleans. Woman's Era became a primary vehicle of communica

tion and of community formation, transmitting messages of political and 
social reform to elite African American women across the land. The pub

lication was a vital source of information about family life and fashion; a 

place for the discussion of critical issues, such as health care, educational 

opportunity, and the participation of women in community develop
ment; as well as a place to discuss issues such as lynching, the rising num

ber of Jim Crow practices, prison reform, and other issues of importance 

to the community at large. 
N. Ruffin, Ridley, and the other members of the Woman's Era Club 

spread their influence, the equally influential Colored Women's League of 
Washington, D.C., was engaged in similar operations. The Washington 

group was led by Helen A. Cook, Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, 
Charlotte Forten Grimke, Josephine B. Bruce, Mary Jane Patterson, and 

others. Both groups formed alliances among clubs in the interests of es

tablishing a national organization. Ultimately, the two national organiza

tions-the Washington-based National Colored Women's League and the 

Boston-based National Federation of Afro-American Women-joined to
gether to form the NACW, an organization that still exists, more than one 

hundred years later. The consolidation was achieved on July 21, 1896. 

One month later, the newly elected president of NACW-Mary 

Church Terrell from Washington, D.C.-issued a public armouncement 
in Woman's Era: 

We, the Colored Women of America, stand before the country today a united 
sisterhood, pledged to promote the welfare of our race, along all the lines that 
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tend to its development and advancement ... we hope to run the whole gamut 
of human progress and reform .... In myself I am nothing, but with the loyal 
support of conscientious, capable women, all things are possible to us . ... The 
magnitude of the work to which we seem divinely called and are solemnly 
pledged, far from affrighting and depressing us, inspires to greater effort. (Bev
erly Washington Jones 1990:131-32) 

Their motto was "Lifting Ai; We Climb:' and they called for the careful, 
conscientious study of questions that deeply and directly affected African 
American people in general, and African American women in particular. 
The national agenda included providing for the future of the race by 
changing the conditions (housing, education, health care, and so on) that 
make a difference in the lives of children; inlproving the conditions for 
working women; and maintaining a "healthy" public opinion about the 

race and its women. The NACW agenda also included paying attention to 
public policies and social issues, such as Jinl Crow laws, prison reform, 

and lynching. 
The momentum created by this groundswell of organized action 

among African American women at the turn of the nineteenth century 
carried this group forward into the twentieth century with considerable 
energy. Consider, for example, the activities of African American club 
women in support of their advocacy of literacy development. In the 
1890S, African American club women led the nation in establishing 
kindergartens for African American children, and in holding what they 
called Mothers' Meetings, meetings designed to address everything they 
could manage to address that could inlprove the lives and conditions of 
children by directing attention to women's needs as they reflected and re
vealed the needs of children and families. 

The story of Atlanta's Neighborhood Union, under the leadership of 
Lugenia Burns Hope (wife of John Hope, president of Morehouse Col
lege) illustrates the intensity and inlpact of these types of efforts over the 
next three decades. This group was organized in 1908 from a core group 
of nineteenth-century club women who had been particularly active in 
establishing daycare centers for children. Its purpose was to be "the 
moral, social, intellectual, and religious uplift of the community and the 
neighborhood in which the organization or its branches may be estab
lished" (Rouse 1989:65-66). The union was divided into four depart
ments: the Moral and Educational Department, the Literary Department, 
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the Musical Department, the Arts Department. Each department had 
standing committees on which the members served. 

These women became the watchdogs of the African American com
munity in Atlanta, signaling alarm, agitating for change, providing much
needed services. As early as 1908 they conducted surveys to identify 
urgent needs. They communicated these needs to local government offi
cials; garnered resources to address them; and did not rest until some 
type of action was taken, while they advocated additional actions. In 1913, 

for instance, the union began investigating the city's African American 
public schools. They found unhealthy sanitary conditions, poor lighting 
and ventilation, overcrowded classrooms, severe understaffing with dou
ble sessions being conducted by the same teachers, inequities in teacher 
salaries, and so on. They interviewed each member of the city council, the 
mayor, members of the board of education, African American ministers, 
other African American club women, and members of other African 
American community organizations. They solicited help from every in
fluential person and group possible, including their husbands (all influ
ential men in the community); they solicited alliances with influential 
white women. Through this agitation, they managed to get a school built 
here, or a salary raised there. 

One of their most successful campaigns grew from their opposition to 
efforts to deny African American children access to literature after the 
sixth grade, a policy supported by the industrial education movement. 
The union opposed ineqnities in educational opportunity and resources; 
they opposed especially a public education that sought to limit African 
Americans to industrial education, even though they were contributors 
to the tax base and thereby eligible for access to publicly funded educa
tion in all forms. The union waged their campaign for eleven years, and 
their efforts contributed significantly to the opening in 1924 of the first 
African American public high school in the city of Atlanta, Booker T. 
Washington High. 

In looking back at the Black Clubwomen's Movement and other 
movements to follow (including the Black Sorority Movement), what 
stands out clearly is that this national network for community activism 
was indeed a multiply defined network, made up of several different 
types of organizations with varying commitments. While there were 
striking similarities of interests within this group, and a consensus about 
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general commnnity needs (for example, the need for education and for 
political and economic power), the club movement actually permitted 
women with different matrices of identity, different perceptions of needs, 
and different priorities for sociopolitical mandates (cultural, social, polit
ica�' economic, religious) to form a shared space--a community. From 
the shared space of club work these women articulated "a common 
good," charted courses of action, raised voices in counterdistinction to 
mainstream disregard, and generated at least the capacity-if not the im
mediate possibility (consider, for example, the eleven-year commitment 
of the Neighborhood Union)-to make themselves heard and appropri
ately responded to. By this process, the club women sustained their roles 
as critical sources of support for the educational, cultural, social, political, 
and economic deVelopment of the African American community. 

Club work functioned as more than a simple community maintenance 
program. The arenas for club work were also arenas for the negotiation of 
action, and for constructing alternate access to spheres of power. Club 
work formed a space where African American women were able to gener
ate and convey messages and to influence public policy. With this sense of 
club work, African American women can be repositioned in terms of 
ethos, action, and sociopolitical location. Through their community ac
tivism, they served the communities, certaiuly. Simultaneously, however, 
they also created for themselves a means by which (1) to develop, en
hance, and make manifest their intellectual abilities-for example, in 
calling for, defining, and carrying out an agenda for community research 
and action; (2) to carry forth traditions of community leadership that 
emerged from their own uniquely situated sociopolitical place in society; 
and (3) to gain an informal training ground that facilitated the nse and 
refinement of their rhetorical abilities in public discourse. Although a 
group perceived by larger society as peripheral to public negotiations and 
public policy-making processes, African American women constructed 
and used persistently their own available means of persuasion for social 
and political change. 

Afr~Amer~ Women,i#/ pubLivspat» 
In "The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article (1964);' Jiirgen Haber

mas chronicles the emergence of a public sphere as an eighteenth-century 
phenomenon.26 He points out that public discourse was made possible 
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with the rise of the bourgeoisie and the movement of politics from the 
private domains of the monarchy to public areas such as republican 

clubs, cafes, political rebellions, and so forth, and with the emergence of 

an independent public press, such as newspapers. The periodical press 

has functioned traditionally as a basic tool for public discussion and de
liberation, whereby problems and issues receive attention from diverse 

viewpoints and whereby opinions of a readership (including readers and 

listeners) can be shaped and directed toward action. The periodical press 

has also functioned as a prinlary mechanism whereby the voices of coun

terpublics, as Nancy Fraser discusses them (see below), have been sus

tained in the midst of the exclusionary practices of the "official" bour
geois public. 

In talking about the ways in which alternative, parallel public spheres 

have always existed in the United States, Fraser cites the work of others 

(Ryan 1990; Eley 1992; Brooks-Higginbotham 1993) and reinforces the 
notion that groups who are not politically powerful by "official" defini

tions (such as African Americans and women) construct, nevertheless, 

their own access to public political life and to public discourse: 

Thus, the view that women and blacks were excluded from "the public sphere)) 
turns out to be ideological; it rests on a class- and gender-biased notion of pub
licity, one that accepts at face value the bourgeois public's claim to be the public. 
In fact, the historiography of Ryan, Brooks-Higginbotham, and others demon
strates that the bourgeois public was never the public. On the contrary, virtually 
contemporaneous with the bourgeois public there arose a host of competing 
couuterpublics, including nationalist publics, popular peasant publics, elite 
women's publics, black publics, and working-class publics. (Fraser 1997:75) 

The construction of a public sphere was essential to African American 

protest and to the amelioration of conditions for progress and change. 

Newspapers and magazines helped the community articulate its own 

problems, deliberate its own needs, celebrate its own achievements, and 

identify strategies capable of effecting change in the larger sociopolitical 

context. In this specific function, the periodical press has been a magnet

izing force in generating knowledge about the range of issues and con

cerns affecting the group and in directing this knowledge toward avail
able strategies. The process enabled both individuals and groups to form 

opinions and engage in appropriate, often resistant, action. Periodical 



From This Fertile Ground 219 

publications have served as a constant forum for the voices of African 
Americans to be heard. They have constituted a counterforce to the more 
dominant "official" voices that define the public agenda in a manner that 
usually excluded African American interests. 

While acknowledging that the African American periodical press was a 
vibrant arena for public discourse, we need also to emphasize how dy
namic, not one-dimensional, the genesis and development of these coun
tervoices were. In particular, we need to interrogate the dominant opin
ion that the arena for African American discourse was the church, that the 
influential voices were those of the clergy, that deliberation was initiated 
and operated under the specific influence of the churro and its interests 
alone. My view of the historical record, especially if the examination in
cludes antebellum activities, suggests that the variable interests of the 
African American community and the rhetors who actually participated 
in rhetorical action across the decades of the nineteenth century (despite 
the religious affiliations of particular rhetors) operated in both secular 
and religious contexts. What becomes more distinctive after the Civil War 
is the dynamic merging of sociopolitical interests, more broadly defined, 
and the interests of the church. As the most stable community institution, 
the African American church functioned to provide financial support, an 
ongoing cohort of educated leadership, and by the end of the century, in
deed, a central arena for political participation. The point, however, is 
that while there has been a merging of interests, there is, nevertheless, a 
need to distinguish between these two historical threads so that political 
activism as a literate enterprise and as a gendered one can be better theo
rized. Viewing both the church and the press as complex community in
stitutions permits an analysis that seems more adequate to account both 
for a multiple agenda and for multiple voices. 

Even without concentrating on the complexities of relationships be
tween the African American periodical press and the church, there is no 
doubt that, as a public domain with varying participation, the periodical 
press was successful in making room for African American community 
interests in political decision-making processes. In 1891, 1. Garland Penn 
in The Afro-American Press and Its Editors recognized the critical leader
ship role of the press in the progress and achievements of African Ameri
cans. Penn carefully documented the history of specific publications and 
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their editors, from 1827 (when John B. Russwurm and Samuel E. Cornish 
began the very first publication, Freedom's JournaQ through 1891 (when 

Penn published his book): 

Certainly, the importance and magnitude of the work done by the Afro-Ameri
can Press, the scope of its influence, and the beneficent results accruing from its 
labors, cannot fail of appreciation .... The object in putting forth this feeble ef
fort is not for the praise of men or for the reaping of money, but to promote the 
future welfare of Afro-American journalism by telling to its constituents the 
story of its heroic labors in their behalf. (Penn 1988:Preface) 

His desire was to have the African American press better supported with

in the African American community. His history establishes the multiple 

ways in which these organs opened public discourse to the participa

tion and the points of view of African American people in public deliber

ation. 
What is most interesting about the functioning of the African Ameri

can press given the focus of this analysis, however, is the extent to which 
African American women-particularly the members of the educated 

elite of the late nineteenth century-were very much involved, if not 

quite co-equal, in these enterprises. Penn, for example, even in 1891 in

cludes a chapter on women in journalism and cites twenty-nine women: 
"These are by no means all of our women in journalism"who have made 

themselves felt in that sphere of life. A host of them are doing local work 
upon newspapers and magazines" (1988:426).29 Examples of this local 

work are evident from the beginning. David Ruggles, for example, pub

lished the Mirror of Liberty (established in 1838) and included a section 
called the "Ladies Mirror:'" The mission of the paper was to report on 
the activities of the interracial New York Committee of Vigilance, a polit

ical reform organization of which Ruggles was the secretary. Ruggles, ob

viously, saw the need for women to have a place in this enterprise, even 

though he envisioned that place as separate. 

The periodical press was established right from the beginning as a pri

mary mechanism whereby African American women participated in 

public discourse, demonstrated their desires to be agents of change, and 
were enabled by this forum to act on these desires. Among the most fa

mous of this nineteenth-century group of women journalists and writers 

is Ida B. Wells, known by her fellow journalists as the "princess of the 
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press:'" Wells's journalistic experience began in 1884 when she became a 
contributor to the Living Way, a paper in Memphis, Tennessee, associated 
with the Baptist Church. From her days with the Living Way, Wells went 
on to own her own newspaper, to hold national office in her professional 
organization as secretary of the National Press Convention, and to build 
an excellent career as an outspoken investigative reporter, particularly 
concerning her lifelong anti-lynching campaign. 

Wells was neither first nor alone in this work. There were literally 
dozens of women who, since the 1830S, found the African American peri
odical press to be the platform from which they could speak and be heard 
both as creative writers of poetry, short stories, and serialized novels, and 
as nonfiction writers of informative prose, persuasive essays, personal 
narratives, biographical sketches, tributes, opinion pieces, and so forth. 

Their pens became the instruments through which their voices were am
plified and their agendas for action were brought to the table of public 

opinion. 
Most of the African American periodicals had women editing the 

women's page, and significant nurubers of women contributors. Women 
participated variously in the publishing arena (see appendixes)." Many of 
them (for example, Ida B. Wells, Gertrude Mossell, and Pauline Hopkins), 
as professional journalists, were involved in more than one role, some
times serving as editor of one paper and contributor to several others. On 
the other hand, several members of this group did not consider them
selves professional journalists. They were women who had professional 
commitments in other areas) as medical doctors, educators, or commu
nity organizers, but who (as Susan Smith McKinney Steward, described 
earlier) filled roles that extended the definitions of obligation and work 
and gave rise to practices sinlilar to what we have named in the contem
porary context "the public intellectual:' These women took responsibility, 
regardless of their professions, for engaging actively in public discourse
as people with intellectual, problem-posing and- solving abilities. They 
raised their voices in public discussion and deliberation and thus helped 
to reconfigure an arena in which the community could receive the atten
tion it deserves. 
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Co~ to Voice,.: The- Pelf/M a, Mijhty Sword 

Essay writing in the periodical press was a critical mechanism for 
African American women to participate in public discourse. One prime 
example of their use of the periodical press is a special issue of the Voice of 
the Negro, a monthly magazine that had a circulation of fifteen thousand 
within a few months of its founding in 1904 in Atlanta, Georgia. John 
Wesley Edward Bowen and Jesse Max Barber served as coeditors, al
though the magazine was funded by J. L. Nichols, a white subscription 
book publishing company with an African American book department. 
Despite the controversy surrounding the paper's connection to the white 
community, and its subsequent cessation in 1907 because of the contro
versy, during the years of its publication the Voice of the Negro was the 
major African American periodical publication in the South and was well 
received throughout the country. Barber, who became the principal edi
tor, was affiliated with militant civil rights organizations, including the 
Niagara Movement (which led to the formation of the National Associa
tion for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP]) and the National 
Negro American Political League, organized by William Monroe Trotter 
and Alexander Walters. No matter its controversy or its progressive con
nections, the Voice of the Negro was a periodical that consistently included 
the voices of African American women. 

The Julp904 issue of the Voice of the Negro is a stellar example (Special 
Collections, Clark Atlanta University). It was a special women's issue and 
may actually be the first anthologizing in a thematic way of the nonfic
tion, issues-oriented voices of African American women, in this case 
writing for a broader audience than usual. Newspapers and magazines 
typically directed women writers toward a women's page despite their 
topics of interest including both sociopolitical issues and other concerns, 
such as fashion and home decorating. Generally, though certainly not ex
clusively, women wrote for women and were published in women's sec
tions. This issue of the Voice was different. With some apparent need to 
justify the issue, Barber advertised it with this comment: "Anybody will 
profit by reading after these women. The women will occupy the greater 
portion of the Magazine, but variety is the spice of life." 

The contributors included prominent members of the National Asso
ciation of Clubwomen from across the country: Nannie H. Burroughs, 
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Addie Waits Hunton, Josephine Silone-Yates, Margaret Murray Washing
ton, Mary Church Terrell, Josephine B. Bruce, Sylvaniz Francoz Williams, 
and Fannie Barrier Williams. The articles included "Not Color But Char
acter (Burroughs), "Negro Womanhood Defended" (Hunton), "The Na
tional Association of Colored Women" (Silone-Yates), "Social Improve
ment for the Farm Women" (Washington), "The Progress of Colored 
Women" (Terrell), "What Is the Educated Colored Woman Doing?" 
(Bruce), "Good Out of Nazareth" (S. F. Williams), and "An Extension of 
the Conference Spirit" (F. B. Williams). As the article tides indicate, cen

tral focal points for the writers were the advocacy of social, educational, 
and economic issues relevant for African American women, a defense of 
their character, and a celebration of their achievements. 

Among the voices presented was that of Addie Waits Hunton (1866-

1943). At the time the articles were written, Hunton was living in Adanta, 
Georgia. She was married to William Alphaeus Hunton, the first African 
American to serve as international secretary for the Young Men's Chris
tian Association. She had grown up in Norfolk, Virginia, the eldest of 
three children. She graduated from Boston Girls Latin School and from 
the Spencerian College of Commerce in Philadelphia and, a few years 
later, attended Kaiser Wilhelm University in Germany. During her profes
sional career, Hunton served as a teacher in the public schools of Virginia; 
as a principal at the State Normal and Agricultural College in Normal, Al
abama; as registrar and accountant at Clark College in Adanta; in various 
positions with the Young Women's Christian Association; and as field sec
retary for the NAACP. She was active in women's organizations, not ouly 
the NACW, but others as well. She was a member of the Women's Inter
national League for Peace and Freedom, through which she served as the 
principal organizer of the 1927 Pan-African Congress in New York City, 
her permanent home. She was president of the Empire State Federation 
of Women's Clubs and a member of the International Council of Women 
of the Darker Races.33 She was a frequent contributor to the periodical 
press, and in 1938 she published a biography of her husband, William Al
phaeus Hunton: A Pioneer Prophet of Young Men, who had contracted tu
berculosis and died twenty-two years before. 

In her article, "Negro Womanhood Defended:' Hunton proclaims that 
her role was not as supplicant or apologist but as defender: 
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Out of that ever vexing and mysterious hydra-headed evil we name the (Crace 
problem:' there seems to have grown of late a sentiment, if you will, whose par
ticular function it is to magnify the moral weakness of Negro womanhood .... 
To her, at this time, is being charged every weakness of the race, even though this 
weakness may have been common to hnmanity since the days of Adam. Every
where, her moral defects are being portrayed by her enemies; sometimes, veiled 
in hypocritical pity, and again, in langnage bitter and unrelenting .... We are 
neither unconscious [n] or unmindful of our shortcomings; we are simply asking 
now that, in the clear light of truth and justice, her case be given a hearing by all 
who are interested in moral and social problems, and who value the principles of 
justice, freedom and fraternity, or even by those who regard all humanity as 
something above the common clod. (Voice of the Negro, Julyt904, 280) 

Hunton is hard-hitting in her non-acceptance of the charges against 

African American women. She takes a proactive stance, discussing how 

condition and environment are implicated in the negative reputations of 

African American women, and pointing out by implication the extent to 

which culpability has clearly been misapplied to African American 
women instead of to white men and to the systems of power and author

ity operating in the nation. She acknowledges, in subsequent paragraphs, 

human variety, even in moral action, and how African American women 
exhibit as much of a range of behavior as anyone else; and she under

scores how viIifications of African American women's character are 

rooted in ignorance of their lives and work: 

It is not strange that those whose prey she had been for so long should have fol
lowed her into her new environments .... With a blighted past, no fireside train
ing nor home life, driven to and fro at will in a world of poverty and ignorance, 
it would have been strange and unusual had she not, in many cases, fallen by the 
wayside. (Voice of the Negro, Julyt904, 281) 

Hunton makes a special point of saying, however, that, whatever inci

dences of immorality might be in evidence, it was no indication of 

"wholesale:' rather than particular, immorality, even in the South where 

the majority of African American people were living. She then proceeds 

to discuss fair wages for women and the need for opportunities for their 

development. She ends by redefining the problem, reestablishing ethical 
responsibility, and setting new roles and relationships: 

Finally, we are confronting new conditions which make stem demands upon the 
wisdom and conscience of both races. Let it not be forgotten that the high virtue 



From This Fertile Ground 225 

of the South has its basis on the souls and bodies of Negro women; therefore, it 
is now time that Southern chivalry, which ever proclaims its right to "keep pure 
and undefiled the spirit that worships at the family shrine;' should extend itself 
to the protection of the Negro man who seeks to establish the same principle for 
his home. In the light of Christianity all women must be protected if for no 
other reason than that they are akin to the Christ-mother. Until this is done, it 
would, at least, be charitable to leave the discussion of the morality of the Negro 
woman to those who are earnestly laboring for her uplift. (Voice of the Negro, 
July 1904> 282) 

Hunton advocates protection for African American men and their fami

lies, in keeping with patriarchal expectations, and she also suggests in evi

dent outrage, "If you-whoever you are-are not helping to solve the 

problem-as you should be doing, do shut up and get out of the way of 
those of us who are," 

Another view comes through in the article written by Farmie Barrier 
Williams (1855-1944).34 Williams grew up in an affluent family in Brock

port, New York, one of three children. She attended the local schools and 

graduated from the State Normal School at Brockport in 1870. After grad
uation, Williams joined the groups of northern teachers who went south 

to teach the African Americans recently freed from slavery. She found in

tolerable her positioning as racially inferior in the South and soon left to 

accept a teaching position in Washington, D.C., where she met and mar

ried S. Laing Williams, a lawyer. The couple moved to Chicago where 
both of them built reputations as community leaders. Williams was very 

active in African American women's clubs and in dismantling the barriers 
between this work and the work of white women in white women's clubs. 

Williams was an active community organizer and fundraiser. She was 
the Chicago reporter for Woman~ Era, and she was a frequent speaker be

fore many different types of audiences, most notable perhaps for her ad

dress at the Chicago World's Fair in May 1893 when she spoke before the 

Departmental Congress of the National Association of Loyal Women of 

American Liberty at the World's Congress of Representative Women. Her 

speech was entitled, "The Intellectual Progress and Present Status of the 
Colored Women of the United States since the Emancipation Proclama

tion." Her article in the Voice was entitled, "An Extension of the Confer

ence Spirit." 
In this article, Williams wrote about a three-day conference held in 
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Chicago by the Chicago Woman's Club, an elite white women's group in 

which she became the first African American member. The purpose of 

the conference was to study "Women in Modern Industrialism:' In her es

say, Williams connects this work immediately to the annual conferences 
in the African American community that had been held at Tuskegee, 

Hampton, and Atlanta Universities and positioned the Chicago confer

ence as "the extension:' rather than the core of such work. She high

lighted the resonant calls during the conference for attention and action. 

She cites particularly the call for equal pay for equal work and the agree

ment of this conference with the Hampton conference and asserts: "there 

is no reason why a woman of character, graciousness and skill should not 

change the whole current of public opinion in regard to the respectability 

of domestic service" (Voice of the Negro, July 1904, 302), where, of course, 
many African American women were employed. In effect, Williams's es

say connected the concerns of African American women, and the African 

American community at large, to a national agenda, underscoring the 

worthiness of the struggles of African American women, in terms of both 
race and gender, for justice, equity, and empowerment. She finishes: 

The strong language used in this conference by those who are oppressed in vari
ous ways and compelled to live below their rights as citizens, sounded at times 
like the lamentations we so often indulge in. The interest taken in these high and 
perplexing questions, by women of wealth and position, and the sympathy re
vealed for those who are without the power to protect themselves, happily show 
that the forces that are to solve both the black and white problems, are in course 
of preparation. The largeness of soul and breadth of conception that are now en
listed in these economic problems. must certainly include within the range of 
their corrective influence, the wrongs under which we smart and suffer and 
justly complain. (Voice of the Negro, July 1904, 303) 

Williams was advocating ongoing struggle, but she was also acknowledg

ing a recontextualizing of that struggle as one that connected us all, 

African Americans and others. 
This special collection of African American women's essays is a show

case, albeit ouly the tip of the iceberg, of African American women's 

rhetorical talents and sociopolitical interests. The issue serves as a firm 
foundation from which to suggest a developing expertise among African 

American women as writers of essays. Further, it constitutes a twentieth-

- - ----- -- -----------------------------------------'-"" 
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century marker of the predilection for this form of women who came of 
age as activists in the nineteenth century. It simultaneously serves as a 
foreshadowing, indicating that the essay would continue to be a form of 
choice for public engagement throughout the twentieth century. This col
lection also does more, however. 

This issue of the Voice of the Negro suggests that African American 
women's nonfiction writing, as preserved in the periodical press, is a 
source for recognizing the manner and means by which African Ameri
can women actually created on this continent three noteworthy tradi
tions. As their resources expanded, with increasing levels of knowledge 
and experience, nineteenth-century African American women (and those 
before them) laid the groundwork for traditions of intellectualism, com
munity leadership, and rhetorical prowess. In this way, the women's issue 
of the Voice at the turn of the twentieth century (and in the company of 
other nonfiction writing across the decades since the 1830S and the emer
gence of Maria Stewart) serves as a milestone. Both before and after this 
moment, a steady stream of contributions have constituted and reconsti
tuted the cultural sea of rhetorical knowledge and experience, the body of 
richly defined community resources that have given rise to the manifold 
achievements of contemporary African American women writers. 

Tk Errayid Traditibn, Auwffj Afit:a,n, Auwrit:a,n, WOmel(., 

One tradition to be highlighted among this configuration of African 
American women's achievements is the tradition of essaying itself. The 
first point to make about the essayist tradition, as Claire De Obaldia says, 
is that "corpuses and traditions tend to be constituted retrospectively" 
(1995'7). Typically, a tradition is not actually defined solely on what prac
titioners at the founding moments of the tradition were doing, from their 
own points of view. In other words, it is not typical for someone to say, 
''I'm going to start a tradition now." Instead, we embody a tradition by in
voking a sense-making process-after whatever is perceived to be the 
starting point is identified and deemed meaningful enough to replicate. 
So, it is the looking back, the retrospective eye, that sets the possibility. A 
tradition operates in the resonating heart and eye of a beholder, and in 
the commitment of that beholder to affirm by word or deed what the tra-
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dition upholds. Potential practitioners of ways of seeing, being, and doing 
can be influenced or inspired by others-and subsequently their ability 
consciously or even tacitly to continue the perceived practice or adhere to 
the values and concepts is enabled or nurtured, thus demonstrating the 
continuity that we acknowledge as a defining feature of this term. 

My view is that for researchers-rather than practitioners-the notion 
of a tradition is inverted. While we too are looking with a retrospective 
eye, the term tradition functions more as an analytic category than as a la
bel or even an enabling identity. Through the use of this term, we signal a 
moment in time when we can garner evidence for coalescing forces, 
events, and interests, a moment in which we can discern features and see 
continuities in practice. With the tools of scholarship we can make, then, 
a case for the existence of a tradition by documenting the manifestations 
of it. At that point we are called upon to apply the identified features to 
practitioners over time. The basic goal of such an analysis, as in this case, 
is not to romanticize the experiences of forebears but to observe and doc
ument behavior and to contextualize that behavior within meaningful 
frameworks. 

After more than a century and a half of productivity, we can cite the 
beginuing of the use of the essay by African American women in 1831 with 
the publication of Maria Stewart's "Religion and the Pure Principles of 
Morality:' Now, we can look from that point, make connections, and see 
patterns, even though the women themselves, especially the pioneers, 
quite probably did not think about whether they were participating in 
such an endeavor or not. The first feature to be acknowledged is contex
tual. There has been a continuity of oppression of African American 
women over time. The consistency of social, political, and economic en
cumbrances in the lives of African American women has been notewor
thy, if not simply amazing. What is also noteworthy is the continuity of 
African American women's resistance to these constraints and the mani
festation of this resistance in essaying practices. 

The nagging question, however, is not about continuities in oppres
sions and resistance, but the question of delivery, that is, the transmission 
of practices, beliefs, and values from one generation to the next. We know 
what the basic message was. In effect, all of them mainly asserted, "Use 
language by whatever means of persuasion available to you to engage in 
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sociopolitical action in support of community mandates in order to cre
ate a better world for yourself and for others." The question is how these 
messages, especially about rhetorical expertise, were transmitted when we 
have presumed that mainstream mechanisms so clearly operated against 
such privileges. After all, it has been only recently that we have recovered, 
in sasa time, even the names of Maria Stewart, Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Anna Julia Cooper, Mary Church Terrell, 
Fannie Barrier Williams, and the hundreds of other nineteenth-century 
women pioneers of these achievements. How conld we receive advice and 
counsel if we do not know the women? For many, many decades we have 
not even known their shadows, for example, their general achievements 
even without their names. They have been absent from mainstream his
tory books. They have not been included as American heroines. They 
have not been included in literature anthologies as models of rhetorical 
genius. Evidence of their lives and work was only sprinkled, here and 
there. How could we have a sense of tradition when presumably our in
formation about these types of activities is so limited? 

This question has indeed been a challenging one, especially if we keep 
to the mainstream perspective. However, if we shift the viewpoint to the 
lives of the women as we have come to discover them through more re
cent scholarship, we can see a different story. We can begin by assigning 
credibility to the tradition of community leadership among African 
American women, a leadership that often does not get inscribed in his
tory books but, rather, in the hearts and minds of the people served. It is a 
leadership that gets encoded often anecdotally by our images of African 
American women as "strong;' "regal," "no nonsense,» even "mean." With 
an acknowledgment of African American women as community leaders, 
we can see that a major mechanism for the transmission of practices is in 
the body itself. As Carla L. Peterson inscribes in the title of her analysis, 

African American women are Doers of the Word (1995). They do language 
and action. They embody it by their presence as people who use their re
sources, including rhetorical resources, to get things done. With this per
spective the scope and the possibility of transmission changes. 

Because of the constraints imposed on them by race, gender, and class, 
African American women have not had easy access to the mechanisms for 
credibility and national visibility in historical mainstream arenas, al-

~ .. -----... -.-.---.. ~---.----.-.---.-.-------------~-- .--~~-- .. ---
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though some among them have managed to attain such visibility anyway. 
Neither have they been able to easily sustain a historical presence, even in 
the case of the few that have attained high levels of visibility. Ida B. Wells's 
achievements illustrate this point. Although Wells attained national and 
international recognition in the nineteenth century for her anti-lynching 
campaign, by the twentieth century she was "disappearing" as an easily 
recognizable figure. Her prominence and scope as a heroine faded, such 
that by the 1980s her name was not on the tip of most people's tongues as 
a woman of achievement. She needed to be "recovered;' except in two 

arenas: in Chicago, where she lived and continued to be active until her 
death, and in particular circles such as the Black Clubwomen's network, 
where her achievements are recorded in the historical records. In Chicago 
Wells's leadership was celebrated when that city named a housing project 
in her honor. In sources connected to the Black Clubwomen's Network, 
references to her contributions are referenced in a variety of records, and 
she exists in this history to be re-rendered by others. 

In local arenas, therefore, Wells remained a physical presence. At this 
level, her achievements were incorporated in community lore as part of 
the general fabric of cultural life. In Chicago, especially, her life con
tributed to the building of images of African American women, perhaps 
not so specifically as a speaker and writer, but certainly as a strong 
woman whose actions, including speaking and writing, were deemed 
valuable. Local communities recognize many women in this way as peo
ple dedicated to the survival and progress of the community, assigning to 
them as "publicn women places of status and respect. 

By rendering Wells's achievements in global contexts that are so per
sistently unaccommodating, she becomes invisible. By a rendering of her 
in a more local context, her impact as a public woman of excellent repu
tation in her own community becomes clearer. In the localized version, 
Wells was deemed valuable throughout her life, not just while she occu
pied a national and international limelight. I am suggesting with this ex
ample that hundreds, if not thousands, of nineteenth-century women ac
tivists were possibly also in this category, thus making the transmission of 
critical messages (including messages about the uses of literacy) from one 
generation to the next into an ordinary rather than an extraordinary ex
perience. African American women speak and they write whenever they 
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need to, and often in public. These speaking/writing women have lived 
and worked in and for their communities, doing what they do, using their 
speaking and writing abilities in schools, in churches, in other commu
nity organizations, in various walks oflife, with whatever inlpact they can 
manage to achieve. These women embody the rhetorical performances 
that form the tradition. 

Sometimes African American women have operated in larger circles, 
with women sinlilarly involved in local, regional, national, and interna

tional organizations. Sometimes they have not. In other words, I suspect, 
from the anecdotes publicly acknowledged about women as local models, 
mentors, and friends, that the stories of the local transmission of 
women's traditions by both formal and informal mechanisms are actually 
manifold, not few. Consider, as an instructive example, the rhetorically 
effective women who have been cited as inspiration by any number of 
contemporary African American women writers, including Maya An
gelou, ben hooks, and Paule Marshall (just to name a few). My sense is 

that messages of the uses of literacy for action have not been dependent, 
therefore, on our knowledge of extraordinary models in national and in
ternational arenas alone (such as the women cited in this book), but on 
the local examples of language and action, as these outstanding women 
have been connected and have connected themselves to the day-to-day 
practices of women who lived their lives and did their work among us in 
close-up and very personal ways. 

At the end of the twentieth century with the actual recovery of specific 
names and practices, however, the potential to benefit from both ordi
nary and extraordinary stories of achievement shifts the landscape dy
namically. With our current hindsight, we can see that indeed traditions 
exist and we can be made wiser by knowledge of this history and the 
habits of performance and achievement. Contemporary African Ameri
can women essayists have the opportunity to operate in awareness of an 
ancestry and in a context informed by meta-knowledge and experience 
and meta-narratives as they continue to do what African American essay
ists have always done, to read and write the world. 

A second feature of essaying practices to be acknowledged is that 
African American women writers used language to disrupt sociocultural 
expectations strategically and to defy predominant interpretive frame-
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works. This process of disruption and defiance made the essay a particu
larly accommodating expressive form, one which they used frequently to 
be both read and heard (since as rhetors they often presented their ideas 
from written texts)." To review some of the generic elements of the essay: 
it is self-authorized; it privileges the first-person "I" perspective; it is 
grounded in experience; it shows a mind at work; it is exploratory; it rec
ognizes a listening audience and expects response; it invites skepticism; it 
is situated in a particular time and place and responsive to the material 
realities of that time, place, and writer; it permits the writer's knowledge, 
experience, and insight to merge; it is protean in form. 

With the essay as a primary instrument for action, nineteenth-century 
African American women found two specific arenas for exercising their 
rhetorical abilities. They wrote for the periodical press; and they spoke 

before varied audiences such as church groups, club groups, community 
organizations, political gatherings, professional organizations, and so 
forth. Through these two practices, in particular, they acquired rhetorical 
experiences within their own circles of expression, large and small, but 
particularly within the African American community and within local, 
regional, national, and international women's communities." Myatten
tion in this analysis, therefore, has been particularly drawn to the devel
opment of rhetorical prowess in public domains. 

In focusing on African American women's participation in public dis
course, I acknowledge the predominant view that official mainstream 
public discourse formed originally in European cultures as a bourgeois 
male domain. I acknowledge also that when this type of public sphere 
was constructed in the United States, as a new European-centered nation, 
it excluded African American interests, gendered interests, and several 
other types of interests as well. These acknowledgments, in fact, make it 
easier to see how, historically, African American women were multiply 
positioned in society as not entitled to speak. They were not even entitled 
to listen. By these constructions of the public sphere, they were rendered 
unimportant and invisible. It is no wonder, then, that making a case for 
literacy and social change among this group at the end of the twentieth 
century would begin with essentially unnoticed trace evidence, rather 
than with evidence that has been preserved and valued as part of main
stream knowledge-making processes. 
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By taking into account the circumstances and conditions of African 
American women's lives over time, we cannot help noticing that their 
rhetorical activities have had greater visibility in what might be called ei
ther counterdiscourses or (as I prefer to consider them) simultaneous 
discourses, rather than in the discourses of the powerful and privileged. 
To the extent that mainstream arenas have permitted African American 
women a presence, these systems have most habitually relegated them to 
positions of powerlessness and basic disregard. If they are noticed at all, 
they are viewed typically as outsiders or interlopers in the conversation, 
rather than as official participants. In not permitting status and authority, 
such positioning encourages the sense that their voices are ephemeral, 
disembodied, muted. Their words float on the wind or are experienced as 
"the random brushings of birds" (Lorde 1990:xi). 

The ongoing task of African American women, therefore, has been to 
create a space where no space "naturally" existed and to raise voices that 
those who were entitled to speak did not welcome and were not particu
larly compelled to acknowledge. As Victoria Earle Matthews stated: 

if this woman who stood upon the auction block possessed of no rights that a 
white man was bound to respect, and none which he did respect, if there had 
been no other awakening of the Afro-American woman than this, that she made 
a home for her race, and abiding place for husband, and son, and daughter, it 
would be glory enough to embalm her memory in song and story. As it is [given 
the many other achievements cited in the essay], it will be her sufficient monu
ment through all time that out of nothing she created something. (Logan 
1995:152-53) 

Matthews was herself born a slave, but she, like the women she cele
brates in the essay, was a woman who raised her voice for others to hear 
and focused her energy on social welfare and political action. Her life and 
the lives of others of her generation illustrate in full measure an assertion 
by contemporary writer bell hooks, "To speak then when one was not 
spoken to was a courageous act-an act of risk and daring" (hooks 

1989:5). 
Historically, African American women have held within themselves 

what hooks describes as "the craving to speak, to have a voice, and not 
just any voice but one that could be identified as belonging to me" 
(1989:5). In speaking and writing, nineteenth-century African American 
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women claimed for themselves, as hooks does today, a "legacy of defiance, 

of will, of courage" (9). They embraced their own sense of reality, as

sumed positions as agents of change, and responded, not in defeat but in 

defiance-speaking up and out, in their case quite consistently, in the in

terests of peace, justice, equality, and empowerment. As William Cook ar

ticulates this type of marginality (1993), as rhetors positioned in the mar

gins of public discourse African American women were able to see what 
was represented in official discourse and what was not. With this insight, 

given the traditional social roles they were indoctrinated to fill, these 

women accepted the social obligation to act in the interest of the commu

nity, and they used language and literacy to do just that. 

This group blazed trails into uncharted space. Not ouly did they pre

sent themselves as distinctive voices, they also brought in their own top

ics. Through the lenses of race, gender, and class, Maria Stewart and 

Mary Shadd Cary brought forth political and economic autonomy; Ida 
B. Wells, anti-lynching reform and woman suffrage; Anna J. Cooper, the 

right of women to higher education; Gertrude Mossell, the rights of 

women to time and space in their own lives and the contributions 

of African American women to the professions; and so on. In blazing 

suell trails in terms of both the speaking subject and the subject spoken, 
these women created legacies of power, ricllly endowed practices in using 

language while fully aware of their own locations as language users 

and while sharply attuned to the interests of the communities around 

them. 

Ultimately, then, within a context of iullospitable circumstances, nine
teenth-century African American women used language and literacy as a 
tool to authorize, entitle, and empower themselves; as an enabler for their 

own actions; and as a resource for influencing and inspiring others. They 

set a lively pace in taking tile autllority to look at, define, discuss, and sug

gest solutions to all manner of problems, and to hold accountable for 

their words, actions, and inactions all manner of public figures and social 

institutions. In this regard African American women's voices can be envi

sioned, not just as revolutionary, but as evolutionary. They have spoken 
often against tile grain, but tIley have just as often engaged in positive re

covery-tIlat is, in the identification and construction of places from 

which to begin making tile world anew. This approach as a general prac-
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tice becomes, therefore, interestingly inclusive, healing, and generative. 
These features-inclusive, healing, generative-are particularly evident 
in the places which they construct as starting places for communicating 
with others and making a difference. Often, these women began by pos
ing solutions in which all of their targeted constituencies can be encour
aged to think again or to have a role to play in negotiating common inter
ests and implementing them. 

This latter practice typically manifests itself in their habit of speaking 
to several audiences at once. They may recognize and call the name of a 
first audience, as Stewart does the African American community of 
Boston. But they are just as likely to shift the gaze, in order to speak to 
others whom they apparently recognize as also present or implicated, as 
Stewart does African American men, white women, African American 
women, the American public (that is, white men). This recognition of au
diences behind the primarily targeted audience permits no one who can 
be held responsible-either in the problem or in the solutions-to go un
addressed. 

In keeping with Freire and Macedo's analysis of literacy and critical 
consciousness (1987), nineteenth-century African American women 
"read" and rewrote the world. They succeeded in developing a critical 
consciousness by which they envisioned their context, shaped their reali
ties, and charted courses of action. They redefined their sphere of opera
tion, inlagining intersections for themselves among private, social, and 
public domains, and inventing ways to effect mange using whatever plat
form was available to them. For example, as public speakers, Stewart au
thorized herself as the instrument of God and Wells authorized herself as 
a Christian woman who was obligated by righteousness to speak the 
truth. Each of them invented an intellectual ancestry through women and 
men who had gone before: Stewart through women in the Bible and in 
history and through radical activist David Walker; Wells through the her
itage ofloving parents who were politically active and within a commu
nity of activists such as Frederick Douglass, various African Methodist 
Episcopal Church (AME) bishops, poet and activist Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper, and others. As evidenced by the various recovery proj
ects and the efforts to re-historicize these women and their contributions, 
the result of such legacies is the identification of enabling resources for 
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ongoing rhetorical action: people, practices, and events that have offered 
both inspiration and remarkable models for ongoing action. 

A1; we approach a third century of African American women's uses of 
language and literacy for sociopolitical pnrposes, we see behind us: 

• traditions of ethos formation shaped by the materiality of their rela
tionships to work and by the material conditions of the world around 
them; 

• patterns of rhetorical engagement that have been shaped by man
dates that have emerged from those very material conditions; 

• traditions of community leadership that have been rendered invisi
ble by gendered and racialized views of what constitutes the concept of 
leadership but that are now being unearthed and made available for 
scrutiny and replication; 

• traditions of intellectualism from which contemporary African 
American women and others can draw in response to ongoing needs to 
solve complex problems and to create a better world. 

From this fertile ground, we have the advantage of the shifting analyti
cal paradigms that have invited in recent research and scholarship new 
and different interpretations of reality and achievement. These para
digms push us toward a more multidimensional view, one that offers a 
broader, deeper, more dynamic sense of the implications of social and 
political location. With frameworks that take into account a gendered 
and racialized experience and an economically and ideologically sensitive 
viewpoint, we are much better positioned than we have ever been in the 
past to make visible the literate practices of African American women 
(and others), to note the impact and the consequences of these practices, 
and to take into account their ongoing viability. 

Herein lies an immediate benefit of this shifted historical view, an en
hanced capacity to see the current practices of African American writers 
more dynamically. One feature of current practice that is gaining in
tegrity as a site of inquiry, for example, is a notion that is well articulated 
by Stacey Young in Changing the Wor(l)d: Discourse, Politics, and the Fem
inist Movement. In discussing the concept of "discursive political ac
tivism," particularly as it relates to the women's movement, Young states: 

The defining characteristics of these texts are that their authors engage in theo
retical reflection, grounded in feminism and anti-essentialist attention to diver-
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sity and historical and cultural specificity; and that they turn that theoretical re
flection to their experiences of domination and resistance as they are shaped by 
the particular combination of gendered, racial, sexual, economic, and cultural 
requirements and restrictions they face. These writings are part of a feminist 
strategy of discursive struggle. (1997, 236) 

Contemporary African American women essayists are using their au

tonomous experiences to articulate theoretical positions and to make 

those positions speak to the hearts, minds, and souls of others in vivid, 
lively ways. Their theories are well rooted in and grow organically from 

the subjectivities of their lives with a sense of "I-ness"-that is, autobiog

raphy and autoethnography. They are demonstrating a capacity to exca

vate the terrain of experience and to create from these excavations textual 

space. They are creating a speaking self and a listening and responsive 

community. They are certifying a viewpoint, articulating a mandate, and 

clarifying a mode, manner, and direction for action. Although an au
totheoretical perspective is not new to African American women's essays, 

writers in contemporary arenas seem to be using this strategy with both 

presence of mind and particular eloquence. 
This feature is one example. Another is the frequency with which the 

writers are not writing across genres necessarily, as their foremothers did, 

but blurring genres in one text, using multiple forms, as Walker does for 

instance, to engage with expressive distinction. A richly defined historical 

view permits us to locate these variations in practice as part of a mean
ingful matrix of activities, as we discern with greater clarity that contem

porary African American writers are indeed traces of a stream. With an 
enhanced view we can see meaningful connections over time, as we deter

mine with greater interpretive power the extent to which African Ameri
can women writers of nonfiction are still pushing boundaries. We can see 

that they are still questioning who is entitled to speak, as bell hooks does 

throughout most of her essay collections; still broaching topics that are 

taboo, as Toni Morrison does in her edited collection, Race-ing Justice and 
En-gendering Power (1992); still going against prevailing sentiments, as 

Morrison does with literary analysis in Playing in the Dark (1992). They 

are re-creating traditional spaces, as Lani Guinier does with the nature of 

equitable political representation in The Tyranny of the Majority (1994); 
or, as Patricia Williams does in The Alchemy of Race and Rights (1991), in 



interrogating the social construction of race and rights within the law. 
Contemporary African American women writers are breaking new 
ground, a ground that will apparently be no less suggestive than the 
ground their nineteenth-century progenitors traversed. What remains 
clear is that those of us who have been fascinated by the making of 
African American women's literate traditions will continue to have much 
to think about, and much more to do. Apparently, two centuries signal 
that these women have only just begun. 



Af~ Am,er~ Wom.en" J<.he;tors.. 
whuv and where" They EnJ;er 

Only the Black Woman can say «when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed 
dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patron

age, and there the whole Negro race enters with me." 

Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South, 31 

Ajrica;vAmerica;v WbU/.eft, speak and write in public arenas, so the say

ing of when and where they enter, they certainly did. They entered every 

arena they could, with Anna Julia Cooper being one of the most eloquent 

among them in articulating their rights and abilities to do so. Cooper was 

born a slave in 1858 in Raleigh, North Carolina. Despite such humble begin

nings, however, over the course of her life and work her accomplishments 

were manifold. She became one of the first African American women to re

ceive a doctorate degree, the first African American woman to be named 

president of a college, and she built a national reputation as an educator, 

scholar, and community leader. Cooper made the statement above in an es

say entitled "Womanhood a Vital Element in the Regeneration and Progress 

of a Race," which was included in her 1892 collection A Voice from the 

South. This statement was representative of the sentiments of African 

American women during her era who saw the opening doors of opportunity 

in the late nineteenth century to be a godsend but who recognized that the 

progress of the race as a whole depended on the ability of those at the very 

bottom in terms of esteem and access (that is, the women) to achieve and to 

be respected. 
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Cooper's generation was keenly aware of the burden of opportunity and 

their obligations, therefore, to "do good" in the interest of social and political 

change and the survival and progress of the race. Because of this work and 

commitment, these women were called the "race" women, women who 

found many ways to use their talents and abilities in various and sundry 

public arenas. They were recognized by their communities for their astute 

abilities to see problems, for their tenacity in solving them, for the eloquence 

with which they used their language abilities in speaking and writing to con

vey their viewpoints and sociopolitical commentary, for getting critical jobs 

done, and for inspiring others to take responsibility both for themselves and 

for sociopolitical action. 

We talk about this generation using many terms (race women, club 

women, professional women, elite women, community organizers/workers, 

activists, and so on) but the term most appropriate for this book is that they 

were rhetors, people who engaged actively and with consequence in public 

as speakers and writers. Highlighted on the following pages are just a few 

among them, the traces of a stream, as we continue to recover names and 

lives, recount stories, and become inspired by their work and achievements 

for a new day. 



By 1881 and the founding of the Spel

man Seminary (later Spelman Col
lege)j African American women were 
already acting on their desires to edu

cate themselves, as opportunity per
mitted, but the opening of institutional 

doors more generally to women after 
the Civil War constituted a critical 
moment. The photograph above (cour

tesy of the Spelman College Archives) 
shows the first graduating class of Spel
man (1887), including Clara Howard 

(front row, middle, seated in chair). 
Howard and others of her generation, 

as indicated by the photograph to the 
right (Quarles Memorial Library, 

courtesy of the Spelman College 
Archives) were enhancing their knowl

edge and skills through formal training 
and building a more broadly based so
ciocultural experience, processes that 

facilitated the development of rhetori
cal prowess. 
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Featured on the left of the page is Charlotte 
Forten Grimke (courtesy of the Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black Culture, the New 
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden 
Foundations); on the right is Lucy Stanton, 
and on the facing page is Blanche V. Harris 
(both courtesy of Oberlin College Archives, 
Oberlin, Ohio). All were among the first 
African American women to complete post
secondary education. Grimke at Salem Nor
mal School in Salem, Massachusetts, and 
Stanton and Harris at Oberlin. All were also 
among the first waves of courageous northern 
teachers who went to the South to teach re

cently freed African Americans during and af
ter the Civil War. The later achievements of 
Harris are unclear, beyond her continuing to 
teach, but records clearly indicate that Grimke 
and Stanton were successful in building excel
lent reputations as community activists, and 

in Grimke's case as a poet and contributor of 
essays to the periodical press. 





Mary Jane Patterson (above), a highly respected educator who spent 

most of her career in Washington, D. c., was the first African American 
woman to receive a bachelor's degree from an accredited college in the 
United States when she graduated in 1862 from Oberlin. Patterson was 
followed in this accomplishment by Fanny Jackson Coppin (facing 

page, top left) in ,865. While still a student, Coppin opened an evening 
school for freed people in Oberlin; upon graduation she became the 

principal of the female departtnent at the prestigious Institute for Col
ored Youth in Philadelphia, making her the most highly placed African 
American woman educator of her day. She wrote children's books, 
maintained a woman's column in the Christian Recorder (the news-

. __ .. -.....•... ----.. --- .. _._._-_ .... _ .. _._ .. 



paper of theAME church), and con
tributed to other periodical publica
tions. Anna Julia Cooper (top right) 
and Mary Church Terrell (bottom 

right), also renowned educators, were 
both in the Oberlin class of 1884. All 
these women were active leaders in 
the NACW and other community or
ganizations. Coppin, Cooper, and 
Terrel( especially, spoke frequently in 
public and wrote frequently for the 
periodical press, establishing them
selves among the most well-known 
women of their day. (All four photo
graphs courtesy of the Oberlin College 
Archives, Oberlin, Ohio.) 
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Pictured on the right is Susan 
Smith McKinney Steward 
(courtesy of the Schomburg 

Center for Research in Black 
Culture, The New York Pub-

lic Library, Astor, Lenox and 
Tilden Foundations). Stew-

ard was one of the first 

//African American women to 
complete a medical degree in 
the United States and also a 
very active member of the 
NACW and other commu-
nity organizations. 
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The nineteenth century was an era that 
witnessed the rise of African American 
women in the professions. Pictured on the 
left is Mary Shadd Cary (courtesy of the 
National Archives of Canada), the first 

African American woman to edit and write 
for her own newspaper, the Provincial Free
man, in Canada. She was an outspoken po
litical activist and businesswoman who 
went on to complete a law degree from 
Howard University and to advocate through 
various community organizations for 
women's rights. 
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The Black Clubwomen's Move
ment was an incomparable 
mechanism for the sociopolitical 
work of African American 
women and for their develop
ment of rhetorical experience 
and expertise. Maritcha Lyon, 
right, was a well-respected edu
cator in Brooklyn, New York, 
and Victoria Earle Matthews, 
below, was founder of the White 
Rose Mission, a settlement 
house for African American girls 
and women. These two activists 
organized the first tribute to 

Ida B. Wells in 1892 in support of her anti
lynching campaign, an event that served 
also as an occasion for energizing the for
mation of a national political organization 
among African American women. This ef
fort resulted in the emergence of the 
NACW in 1896. (Both photographs are 
courtesy of the Schomburg Center for Re
search in Black Culture, the New York Pub
lic Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foun
dations.) 
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The most striking record of African 

Americarl women's participatiOfl 

in public discourse in the nilw

teenth and early twentieth cen

turies is ill the periodical press, es

pecially the African American 

periodical press. Women activists of 

this era owned newspapers and 

magazines, served as general edi

tors, editors of women's pages, staff 

writers, and contributors. They 

were also active in women's and 

other community organizations, 

fUllctioning frequently as provoca

tive voices in support of both their 

gelldered and their racialized 

groups. Pictured at the top is Ida B. 

Wells-Barnett (courtesy of the 

Schomburg Center for Research ill 

Black Culture, The New York Pub

lic Library, Astor, Lenox and 

Tilden Foundations), the best

known African American WOmall 

journalist of her day. On the bot

tom is Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin 

(Moorland-Spingarn Research 

Center, Howard University), the 

founding editor of Woman's Era, 

the first official publication of the 

NACW. 
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Afrafeminist Ideologies and Rhetorical Studies 

One key role for Black women intellectuals is to ask the right questions and investi

gate all dimensions of a Black women's standpoint with and for African-American 
women. Black women intellectuals thus stand in a special relationship to the com

munity of African-American women of which we are a part, and this special rela

tionship frames the contours of Black feminist thought. ... While Black feminist 
thought may originate with Black feminist intellectuals, it cannot flourish isolated 

from the experiences and ideas of other groups. The dilemma is that Black women 
intellectuals must place our own experiences and consciousness at the center of any 

serious efforts to develop Black feminist thought yet not have that thought become 

separatist and exclusionary. 

Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought 

I", rero;uuu;e. ~ f:Iri" ep-ijraplv, my goal here is to share knowledge 
and experience, not about the literate practices of African American 
women as in the previous chapters but about my own standpoint as a re
searcher and scholar in the process of completing this book. The first and 
most consistent challenges have come hand in hand with the very choos
ing of the work itself, that is, with identifying myself as a researcher who 
focuses on a multiply marginalized group; whose interests in this group 
center on topics not typically associated with the group, such as nonfic
tion and public discourse rather than imaginative literature and literary 
criticism; and who is called upon by the material conditions of the group 
itself to recognize the necessity of employing a broader, sometimes differ
ent range of techniques in garnering evidence and in analyzing and inter
preting that evidence. In declaring my interest in a non-mainstream aca
demic area, I have benefited from an array of practices in rhetorical 
studies, literacy studies, and feminist studies. However, I have not been 
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privileged to have a guide in identifying appropriate analytical frame
works for the use of such practices with my targeted group or in either 
choosing or developing a set of methodologies that were actually ade
quate to the task. 

In forging ahead in uncharted territory, I have also had to confront di
rectly, in the rendering of text, my own status as a researcher who identi
fies unapologetically with the subjects of my inquiries. In terms of my 
own invented ethos, within contexts that would position me otherwise 
because of the "marginality" of what I do, I have had to create proactive 
spaces rather than reactive spaces from which to speak and interpret. The 
task of creating new space, rather than occupying existing space, has en
couraged in me the shaping of a scholarly ethos that holds both sound 
scholarly practices and ethical behavior in balance and harmony and that 

consistently projects this balancing in research and in writing. 
As I have discussed in the essay "When the First Voice You Hear Is Not 

Your Own" (1995), despite my constructions of a proactive scholarly self, 
many who have responded to presentations of my research have resisted 
viewing my work in this way. They have consistently demanded, subtly 
and not so subtly, that I prove my worth and the worth of my subject 
matter using measures that seem to me to suggest the reader's or listener's 
own needs to contain, limit, and control both definitions of authenticity 
and rights to interpretive authority. For example, in the early days, when I 
explained my focus on nineteenth-century African American women, re
sponses were often a statement of surprise, "Ob!" or statements of in
credulity, "Were African American women really writing anything back 
then?" "How large a body of texts could we be talking about here?" "Who 
would have been their reading audience? After all, very few African Amer
icans could read back then, right?" These responses were typically con
veyed with more an intonation of declaration than inquiry. Such reac
tions suggest that the questioners expected me to fail in talking back to 
them, in making my case, rather than succeed in establishing my interests 
and viewpoint as reasonable and indeed valuable. 

Further, whatever my counter-response, I have occasionally con
fronted a "so what?" factor, which seems to emerge in the guise of ques
tions related to the saliency of evidence. In other words, given the source 
of the evidence I use (that is, the experiences and achievements of African 

-.__ ......... -._. ___ . ____ ._ ........... ___ . _. ___ ........ 'c· 
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American women), I have heard, between the lines, "How instructive 
could African American women possibly be in the grand scheme of 
things?" "How could the lives of these women possibly suggest anything 
important enough to notice that has not already been noticed by looking 
at others?') 

Interpretations such as mine that take African American women into 
account as being not just redundant but valuable--<>r as agents of change 
rather than simple victims of oppression and dominance--seem particu
larly vulnerable to requests, even now in contemporary academic dis
course, for comparisons with African American men, white women, and 
white men, comparisons in which the parameters of comparison are set 

by the other group.' My sense of the attitudes motivating such calls for 
comparison is that they arise all too often, still, not simply in the interest 
of comparative analyses (which have the potential to inform) but more 
from a belief that the marginal status of African American women in so
ciety requires that anything related directly to us is "naturally" inconse
quential in larger interpretive frameworks. In effect, African American 
women are perceived to occupy positions, especially historically, of so
ciopolitical unimportance, which inevitably dictate that whatever point is 
made about such a low-status group gains credibility, validity, and relia
bility only as it can be redefined through the lives and contributions of 
others more credible, more legitimate, and more salient. The uniqueness 
of African American women's standpoint from such a view becomes a 
sign of weakness, not strength. 

In other words, Charlotte Forten's story becomes secondary to Laura 
Towne's story. The significance of Anna Julia Cooper translates not by 
means of her own scholarship but through the master narratives of 
William E. B. DuBois or Alexander Crummell as preeminent African 
American male scholars. The political actions of Margaret Murray Wash
ington or Amy Jacques Garvey become minor themes in accounts of their 
more highly esteemed husbands, Booker T. Washington and Marcus Gar
vey. The essayist traditions among African American women become ab
sorbed and neutrali2ed by our habits and practices in valuing Emerson, 
Thoreau, and their more recognizable progeny. 

The mandates of this type of questioning have appeared to be in the 
interest of sustaining predominant views of material reality and resisting 
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interpretations that might permit the emergence of alternative realities, 
such as the ones inherent in my research. From my point of view, I have 
operated, therefore, within systems of deep disbelief, which go beyond 
the doubts rooted in mere ignorance to those seemingly more deeply 
rooted in arrogance. Deep disbeliefs seem so ingrained they actually 
short-circuit a more inclusive knowledge-making process and limit the 
impact of challenges, however large or small, to predominant interpretive 
frameworks. The result is that researchers such as I have spoken, but we 
have not been believed, and our viewpoints have remained largely unac
knowledged and unincorporated into predominant ways of knowing and 
valuing. The circles of people who are well informed about African 
American women and their work remain relatively small and specialized. 

Over the years I have come to view the systems of deep disbelief as 
contending forces, as prevailing winds that push against scholarly proac
tivity and toward a continual reinscription of the status quo. My response 
has been to resist being circumscribed. Although I recognize that re
sponding to disempowering sociopolitical mandates is unavoidable, I 
also recognize that responding only to these mandates would just as in
evitably mean positioning myself as a defender of African American 
women's experience, rather than an interrogator of it. I prefer the latter 
since my own deep beliefs are keyed to the notion that African American 
women's achievements are fully capable of standing on their own merit, 
once that merit is articulated. 

In a fundamental way, therefore, my response has been to define my 
own mandates. & a researcher and a scholar, I seek to develop scholarly 
practices that are theoretically sound, systematic, and generative. I recog
nize as valuable the perspectives of the scholarly fields in which I operate; 
simultaneously I respect the wisdom of the community with which I 
identify. I seek to position myself in academic writing, therefore, in a way 
that merges membership in two communities: the one I am studying and 
the ones in which I have gained specialized knowledge. A central task is to 
establish a sense of reciprocity between my two homes and to keep in the 
forefront of my thinking the sense that negotiations of these territories 
are ongoing. 

My role as a researcher has been to look theoretically and philosophi
cally at the data, to bring meaning to it. The very first order of business by 

- - ---- -------------------------------
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necessity has been to establish an interpretive viewpoint that clearly 
places African American women at the center of our own story. The as
sumption is that viewpoint matters. As Anna Julia Cooper stated in 1892 
in A Voice from the South, "what is needed, perhaps, to reverse the picture 
of the lordly man slaying the lion, is for the lion to turn painter!" 
(1988:225). In scholarly research and analysis, the question to be ad
dressed is more than whether African American women occupy a passive 
position of object or an active position of subject. Rather, the question, at 
the level of interpretation, is how-as objects or subjects-we are placed 
on a landscape or within a material reality. 

In this analysis, I rejected images of African American women that 
would position us interpretively as a mirror or a reflection of others, or as 
a room accessed by other people's doors and windows, or even as a back
drop against which other stories are told, invigorated, or clarified. In
stead, this analysis positions African American women as the "lions" in a 
"lion's tale." My intent has been to consider African American women as 
the embodiment of our own dreams and aspirations, our own created 
and re-created selves, in a world with others, certaiuly, but without the 
need at critical points in the analytical process (that is, in the initial 
stages) to be filtered through the experiences of others, no matter how 
resonant or dissonant those experiences might be. In making such a com
mitment to creating a working space amid dualities, I believe I have ac
quired an understanding of both ScilOlarly positioning and knowledge 
production in this arena from whicll advice to others might be ab
stracted. In choosing an appropriate mecllanism for sharing advice in a 
more direct manner, however, without suggesting the notion of easy pre
scriptions, I realize once again that theory, like history, also begins with a 
story. 

Theory 8~iIu witIv tv Sf:bry Too 
My first archival project on African American women began without 

much fanfare in 1979 when I was named coordinator of the Spelman Col
lege centennial celebration. Over the next two years of preparation for the 
celebratory year of 1981, I had the good fortune of discovering women 
about whom I had previously known precious little or nothing, and 
about whom (I was quite certain) most others knew even less than I. I 
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was so amazed by these women's stories of life and learning that I wanted 
to do more research. When the centennial celebration was over, I re
quested and was granted release time by the college to become in the fall 
of 1982 the first research associate of our new Women's Research and Re
source Center. 

The project I constructed focused on seven women from among the 
first graduates of Spelman, all of whom were missionaries, health-care 
providers, and/or teachers. My first opportunity to share my discoveries 
was in the form of a low budget photodocumentary exhibit and an ex
hibit catalog, which I developed for the First National Conference on 
Black Women's Health, held in TUlle 1983. The exhibit was entitled Women 
as Healers: A Noble Tradition. This project actually catapulted me into the 
world of Black feminist scholarship. Despite the title of the exhibit, how
ever, the project actually pushed me in an identifiable way, not as a gen
eral researcher on African American women but as what I now refer to as 
an afrafeminist researcher in the field of rhetoric and composition.2 

In setting up the lines of inquiry for the project, I chose women who 
were generally unknown in the annals of history buiwho were stellar in 
terms of their contributions to and inlpact upon the commnnities in 
which they lived and worked. My task waS to consider factors such as 
race, gender, class, historical period, and cultural context as I tried to clar
ify and interpret their pathways to learning and achievement. As I became 
more knowledgeable of who they were, what they did, and how they did 
it, it became clearer to me that the lives of these women actually told 
quite a representative story among women of African descent, in terms of 
their collective quest for literacy and of the mechanisms whereby women 
who are marginalized in multiple ways might still find a means of partic
ipating in public domains and ways of working to make the world a bet
ter place. 

With this insight I refined the task, whim by this point had become a 
lifelong project. First, as I explained in the introduction of this book, I 
wanted to recover, flesh out, and reconstruct the ways in which women of 
African descent generally, and African American women in particular, 
came historically to acquire written language. I was even more curious, 
however, to figure out and dOCUlllent the texture of these women's lives 
and their patterns of behavior, not just in terms of their being hard-work-
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ing people, which they certainly were, but more direcdy in terms of their 
being literate women who, regardless of their life's work, helped to form 
the first critical mass of college-educated women, many of whom 
demonstrated by their productivity as speakers and writers that they val
ued langnage well used. 

My basic questions were: Under what circumstances did these women 
acquire literacy? What did literacy and learning mean to them? In what 
ways were they empowered to act in the world by their knowledge oflan
guage and how it might be useful in achieving particular rhetorical ef
fects? Most of all, after they acquired these tools and abilities, what did 
they actually choose to do? What did their actions show evidence of? 
What differences did their actions make? 

To answer these questions, I realized I had to operate quite differendy 
as a researcher than I ever had before. I was no longer a person examining 
a literary text in terms of a theory of literary criticism, or even a person 
examining linguistic data in terms of a theory of language. Instead, I was 
looking at a collection of dO~gJ.Js~yarious,printand,visual,texts,,(phQc,. 

'KJ 
" 

tographs, for exarnple).'.~n.<i_()tI1_e~ .. a!!if,,<:t,sc!hUIg.teriaLeYid.eJ).-,.e_Qfued ~ 
expenznce, and I ":':8 tryi:rl~!':'_rr.',al<e_~~ofthelivesofthepeQple:with _, ,~ 
whom these materials were connectecr:9"saw it as my task to extend the ,f ,", 
b~e of s~~c.~~'@S~a.Y@~~le:~nili~iI:JiY~J;,~<!iqi;"lii.~~ii~~~_b.a;se "K';' 
in a useful w~~_~r .~ll!,~ders~~diIlg,~f ",omen's ,equc,,?oniIl_gelleral ~ 'c, 
and e£ their use of literacy for sociopohtlCaJ ",-tion in Ehcular. ~ . 

The 'proj~ct'~eq--;;;;eiftfiatij~ something ;bo~t histo;f, economics~ 
politics, and the social context of women's lives. For the first time, I had to 
spend more tinIe considering context than text. I had to take into account 
insights and inquiry patterns from disciplines other than those in which I 
was trained. I had to take into account the specific inIpact of race, class, 
gender, and culture on the ability to be creative and to achieve-not in 

some generic sense, but in terms of a particular group of human beings 
who chose deliberately to write and to speak, often in public. This shift in 
analytical perspective toward a multi-lensed approach is in keeping with 
techniques that are now quite recognizably interdisciplinary and femi-

nist. 
I had set myself on a pathway that strikes me now as more transdisci

plinary than interdisciplinary and more afrafeminist than feminist. By all 
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accounts, my basic vision as a researcher was deeply affected, changing 
rather significantly the paradigm through which, from that time forward, 
I would draw meaning from women's experience. Before the shift, I had 
understood that there was much to know about these women because 
they were people of African descent. After the shift, I became conscious of 
how much more there was to know because these people were women 
and mostly poor, held certain cultural values, and can be placed at a par
ticular point in time within a particular set of socioeconomic conditions. 
In this latter case, the women were all either employed outside the home 
or very actively involved in community service. Iu keeping with what 
HilI-CoIlins indicates in her analysis of Black women's experiences, the 
relationships of this group of women to material reality were unique.3 

Iu becoming sensitized for the first time to a fuller understanding of 
this uniqueness, I conclude all these years later that I was developing the 
habit of caring as a rhetorician (as a researcher who centralizes the use of 
languaI<;J0>urrwllrcomtructing meamng with a transdiscipnnary view 

in.defi.a.R<;\!_ of "!!'.ID:!Yr.ende~~]i~~i£~~_loundart:,s. I pulled into my 
rhetorical schema a richly defined material world and brought texture to 
the conditions for learning and rhetorical action. 

By coincidence, two other sets of activities supported the development 
of these transdisciplinary and afrafemiuIst habits. The first occurred in 
1983 when I becanle a founding member of the editorial collective of 
SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women with Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Pa
tricia Bell-Scott, and Janet Sims-Wood. We canle together from across 
four disciplinary areas (American literature, sociology, history, and of 
course rhetoric and composition) to edit a semi-annual interdisciplinary 
journal focused on women of African descent.' By participating in this 
collaborative, I was privileged to read and to become intimately involved 
in knowledge production from across disciplinary boundaries, and to do 
so in ways that centralized the conditions, lives, and achievements of 
women of African descent wherever they might reside. I was required by 
this work to read more broadly than was my habit or training, and thus to 
think more comprehensively about women of African descent. My re
sponsibilities as editor created systematic opportunities for me to partici
pate in lively discussions around interdisciplinary issues. This work 
changed dramatically the terms by which I engaged with text. My per
spectives for raising questions and perceiving details to be instructive 
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were made clearer, more open-ended, and more inclusive, positively af
fecting both my research habits and my writing, that is, how I composed 
lives and drew meaning from written expression. 

Essentially, as a researcher I used my linguisitic training to center con
cerns within a conceptual frame that is rooted still in traditions of rhetor
ical criticism (see chapter 2). Simply stated, I retained my interests in 

looking at who says what to whom under what circumstances and with 
what motives, intentions, impact, and legitimacy. From a more complex 
view, however, I became more curious about the ways in which knowl

edge, experience, and language merge, as African American women, 
through language, make decisions that have sociopolitical consequence. I 
became curious about how these women gain access to knowledge, con
struct new knowledge, and operate with a sense of agency. I became con
cerned with issues of authority, certification, validation, power, privilege, 
and entitlement. These concerns led me to pay closer attention to dis
course communities and to constructions of voice and vision within 
those communities. I look now (as this book demonstrates) at the acqui
sition, uses, and consequences of literacy, at African American women's 
rhetorical expertise, at their use of language as a tool for living and work
ing alone and in communities. 

In reflection, I think it significant that at the same time as I was engag
ing in the intellectual work of my research project and with the SAGE ed
itorial team, I was also teaching and coordinating the Spelman College 
Comprehensive Writing Program, a writing across the curriculum pro
gram that included a writing center. All three activities-research, edito
rial team activities, program administration-worked together in creat
ing a generative environment in which I was able to discover new ways of 
being as a researcher and scholar. A remarkably synergetic dimension of 
this interface was that, at the same time as I was coming to understand 
that the convergence of gender, race, class, and ethnicity offered a 
provocative point of departure for considering historical issues of literacy 
and learning for African American women, I was also responsible for co

ordinating systems for developing the literate abilities of contemporary 
African American women through the activities of the Writing Program. 
One project in particular becomes instructive in demonstrating this 
point. 

In 1985, I became the co-coordinator (with Beverly Guy-Sheftall, coed-
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itor of SAGE and director of the Women's Research and Resource Center) 
of a new program we had created, the SAGE Writer/Scholars Internship 
Program.' It was a cooperative endeavor of the college Women's Research 
and Resource Center, the Comprehensive Writing Program, and SAGE: A 
Scholarly Journal on Black Women. By its very definition this program 
sought to support women who indicated a desire to work on their writ
ing. It sought also to support the development of an intellectual pipeline 
that would carry forward the traditions of productivity and leadership 
that I had found so compelling in my work on nineteenth-century 
women. The program was supported during its first few years by the 
Fund for the Improvement of Post Secondary Education and then con
tinued throughout the remainder of my tenure at Spelman with support 
from the United States Office of Education.' The goals of the project were 
various: 

1. to introduce undergraduate women students to the process of writ
ing as part of scholarly inquiry; 

2. to provide opportunities for students to deVelop their critical and 
analytical skills and to demonstrate these through their writing; 

3. to expose students to women of African descent who are writer/ 
scholars and who would serve as mentors; 

4. to provide opportunities for students to participate in the writing, 
editing, proofreading, and supportive research necessary for the produc
tion of a scholarly, interdisciplinary journal. 

Fundamentally, the project was designed as an enrichment experience 
for students who had demonstrated academic excellence but who needed 
to build strength in scholarly writing as opposed to creative writing. In 
1985, in the midst of the new attention being afforded African American 
women writers, we were acting against a prevailing inIage of African 
American women writers as writers of novels, short stories, poems, plays, 
and so on, rather than as writers of scholarly books, articles, and essays. 
Our intent was to shape the program by definitions of African American 
women as intellectual beings and not just creative beings. 

In keeping with statistics at that time documenting the paucity of 
African American scholars across the nation, this program sought to en
courage people with intellectual potential to rethink the territory of writ-
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ing, and to consider graduate school rather than professional school. We 
sought to enrich their understanding of what it feels like to engage seri
ously, if not passionately, in research and scholarship, including scholarly 
publication. Students who participated in the program were generally 
self-selecting, based on their desires to enhance their critical skills and to 

know more about themselves as writers in a scholarly arena. Generally, 
they were quite active in several other classroom experiences and in ex
tra-classroom work on and off the campus, such that a constant challenge 
for the program was finding times to schedule meetings. Over the years, 
the "culture" that emerged in the program encouraged me to name and 
respect this "busy-ness" as in keeping with the lives of African American 
women intellectuals. 

Our administrative response was to adjust the definition of what "in
terning" with the program meant. Over the course of the project, we con
tinued to offer an ever-growing array of experiences, as originally 
planned, but we developed an escalating sense of what we were really try
ing to do. We encouraged the students to be deliberative and selective 
about the level and intensity of their participation. We considered this 
process to be practice for the decision-making and juggling we antici
pated they would be doing for the remainder of their lives. In essence, we 
shifted from a sense of the program as an "internship:' designed to extend 
experiences, to a clearer sense of it as a "mentoring" program, designed to 

help developing scholars think about what it means to be a writer/scholar. 
The students responded variously. Typically over the course of a year, 

there was a small core of students who participated in almost everything. 
There were others who picked and chose. There were others who became 
occasional participants. Some students called themselves SAGE Interns; 
some did not. All were welcome whenever they came. All were kept on the 
active roster and received announcements and updates about activities. 
Without a prescription for participation, however, our new challenge be
came finding ways to counteract our sense of disintegration in the pro
gram. We noted, though, that we were not the ones setting parameters; 
the students were. We came to see that we were not "structuring) an in
ternship as such. We were helping students to engage in a particular kind 
of inquiry. We were advising them, directing them toward various and 
sundry opportuuities for growth and inspiration, and offering ourselves 
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to them as resources in support of particular needs that we all identi
fied-together. We had placed the authority to shape, define, and meas
ure in their hands. There were no grades. There was no credit. The idea 
was that, in as nonexclusive a manner as possible, we were nurturing in
tellectual potential and the students were developing it. This model
given the more structured ways in which such programs typically pro
ceed--did not come automatically. 

Very early in the project, I happened to ask the student interns two ob
vious questions: How many of you consider yourselves writers! How 
many consider yourselves scholars, intellectuals? The answers to the sec
ond question caught me off guard. I found <as I expected to find) that the 
interns were quite comfortable claiming themselves as writers, and as 
competent and capable people who expect to be successful. But in 1985 
they were not so eager to claim and name themselves as scholars or intel
lectuals. I was surprised. Given the workings of gender, race, and culture 
in this country, though, I should not have been. 

At this college in 1985, a women's college, there were no pedagogical or 
curricular structures in place to encourage these women to claim space as 
"intellectuals:' We did not yet have, as a reflective model, the African 
American woman scholar who became president two years later. We did 
not have, as the writing program developed later, a Thinking Across the 
Curriculum project designed to raise intellectual development from tacit 
levels of understanding to conscious awareness and systematic attention. 
The "Life of the Mind" series had not yet begun; and at that point the Liv
ing-Learuing Program did not operate as an extra-classroom experience 
to nurture relationships between faculty and other mentors and students. 
In effect, then, when the SAGE Writer/Scholars Internship Program be
gan, there were no programs on the campus that directly "mentored" in
tellectual development. There were internship programs of various sorts, 
but they were designed to broaden the horizon <as this program was orig
inally intended to do) but not to nurture specifically intellectual potential. 

In essence, campus discourse did not include, in any systematic way, 
talk about women of African descent as intellectuals. What we talked 
about and nurtured was an image of women as achievers, as creative and 
ingenious beings, as leaders-not really as thinkers, or scholars, or intel
lectuals. So, I should not have been surprised that the students in this 
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program were able to talk about themselves as writers, as achievers, as ac
ademically talented, but were not so comfortable talking about them
selves as scholars and intellectuals. Fortunately, times and images change, 
however. Shortly after 1985 the intellectual lives and actions of women in 
general and women of color in particular came to bolder relief across the 
landscape of higher education, and particularly through the research and 
scholarship in feminist stndies. 

At the inception of the internship program, however, I considered it 
very good fortune that I actually asked the stndents questions about these 
self-perceptions.' If! had not, we could have assumed too much about 
them and contributed unwittingly to a sort of stereotyping that could 
have been just as disintegrating to progress and development as the more 
negative stereotyping of women of African descent has been. Without 
such questions, I may not have given much conscious thought at all to the 
actual workings of education and literacy in people's lives. Having asked 
those questions, however, I was able to use the stndents' hesitations at 
that moment to inform and to energize how we went about operating the 
program. We became more conscious of the actual people before us and 
of the task at hand. This tidbit of information, this moment, became a 
window of opportunity that we used consistently to maintain clarity and 
direction. 

One of our fundamental assumptions about how the program should 
work was intensified. We were much clearer about the need for change in 
the material conditions of the stndents' institntional lives--that is, 
changes in the cultnral context of the institntion and changes in their ma
terial relationships to academic work. We became more determined than 
ever to use the program as a testing ground. We felt the extra-classroom 
environment of the program could provide a lower-risk place to think 
about how to eullance learning and to operationalize learners. We were 
strengthened in our hopes that such efforts would be useful: in the class
room environment, in other activities of the Writing Program, and in in
stitntional planning. We assumed also that-even though this project was 
designed especially for a specific group of stndents in a specific context
the experience still might have implications for other stndents, both mar
ginalized and nonmarginalized. 

Basically, we sought to euliven the intellectual atmosphere through a 



264 An Ideological View 

specific array of extra-classroom activities. We coordinated workshops on 
writing, thinking, and publishing; visits with mentors; trips to scholarly 
conferences. We encouraged students to submit manuscripts to SAGE. 
We encouraged students and faculty in joint research efforts. We struc
tured dialogues on issues that impact upon our contemporary lives. We 
encouraged them to use their classroom experiences more boldly, to lis
ten carefully, to read broadly, to question, to take authority and responsi
bility for themselves as learners. We urged them to be self-directed-to 
listen to the voices from within for what Howard Thurman, a noted the
ologian, called "the sound of the genuine" (1981). In actuality, we freed 
ourselves to structure a program we wish someone had structured for us 
as young women two decades before. The internship program became es
sentially a mentoring program, which recognized the advantages of join
ing hands collaboratively with other programs around the campus that 
sought to engage with students along complementary lines (by this point 
in time, the list of mentoring activities on the campus had grown expo

nentially). 
With the interns, we were inspired to shape mentoring experiences 

based on the implications of questions such as the following: What socio
cultural influences have shaped African American women to the extent 
that academically successful students would readily claim authority as 
learners and as creative writers but would be more reluctant to claim a 
comparable authority as scholars or intellectuals? What historical condi
tions and circumstances have given rise to how African American females 
feel about themselves and about scholarly achievement? What resonates 
about these conditions and circumstances in the lives of other women or 
people in general? How have those who have found degrees of comfort as 
writers, scholars, and/or intellectuals come to feel and operate as they do? 
What kinds of instructional practices have euilanced and hindered stu
dents who are well centered as intellectuals in terms of their comfort with 
the power and authority to write, to speak, to think, to learn, and to pro
duce? How can students, female students, female students of African de
scent, assume the authority to speak, to think, to learn, to write, to claim 
anything? What is the genesis of authority? What are pathways to per

sonal power and achievement? 
These questions encoded the interface that I felt between my work 



A View from a Bridge 265 

with nineteenth-century African American women and my work with 

contemporary women. I was able to identify resonant patterns of engage
ment with issues of authority, agency, privilege, and entitlement across 

time. Moreover, seeing the continuity of African American women's 

mandates supported the shaping of my administrative style in the pro

gram in a way that I suggest now is very much in keeping with afrafemi

nist practices. From my point of view, this categorization of my adminis

trative style gains integrity in two specific ways: 
1. We relinquished our exclusive authority to define the program and 

our control of its sense-making with each act of listening to the students 

and responding actively to the material realities of their lives. 

2. We centralized the notion of reciprocity in the roles and relation
ships that we were nurturing as mentors and participants each time that 

we shifted dialecticaliy between program (that is, specialized perspec

tives) and participants (that is, the individual perspectives among this 

particular community of women). 
In other words, the SAGE Writer/Scholars Internship Program, as we 

developed and refined it, was begun with a Black feminist standpoint, as 

the objectives indicate, and it grew stronger in this standpoint over time.8 

In pedagogical terms, I became more focused on what I thought it meant 

to help students gain authority and move productively toward intellec
tual empowerment. My strategies were designed to enhance the literate 

resources of young African American women who would potentialiy join 

the stream of their rhetorically productive ancestors. The impact of try
ing to carry out these strategies in terms of my own ideological develop
ment, however, is that I was led to two conclusions that now form consti

tutive parts of my ways of thinking and operating from an afrafeminist 

view: people who do intellectual work need to understand their "intellec

tual ancestry"; and people who do intellectual work need to understand 

power and how they are affected by it. 9 

PeopLe- wlw Do rl1i:elLectuat Work N~to undersf:a.nd 
Their rl1i:elLectuat AltCedry 

In the beginning, we thought of the SAGE Internship Program as a 

rather innocuous enrichment experience, but the time we spent on con

sciously structuring mentoring activities proved an ongoing strength. 
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The central task became the structuring of specific experiences that 
might move these women toward a more concrete sense of their personal 
power as writers, scholars, and intellectuals. After all, each of them al
ready had a claim to a history of academic success. We did not need to 
convince them they were competent and capable women. Instead, a criti
cal task became helping them to broaden their definitions of their 
strengths--in ways that, at the time, women in general and women of 
African descent in particular did not habitually do so. Our task initially 
was to help them situate themselves within a community of women (es
pecially women like themselves, that is, of African descent) and to help 
them see a historical continuum within which they were participating, 
consciously or not. Based on our own personal experiences as women 
scholars, we operated on the hypothesis that the students' pursuit of in
tellectual authority can be informed and sanctioned by their conscious 
and specific awareness of the historical conditions and circumstances of 
others like themselves. As Deirdre David (1987) terms it, "inventing and 
discovering intellectual ancestry" becomes an "informing event" (226). 

Dialogue was a basic strategy. There was talk one-to-one, between the 
students and myself. There were periodic meetings for the full group, and 
conversations between the students and visiting mentors and faculty 
mentors about research, scholarship, life choices, life experiences. There 
were all manner of workshops, seminars, conferences, which formed a 
community of discourse wherein the students could participate actively. 
We talked and talked and talked in dialectical ways, with springboard re
sources and experiences and without them. We looked closely and criti
cally at a broad range of issues that seemed to relate to what the students 
were observing, reading, writing, and also to how they were thinking, 
feeling, and believing. We encouraged them-always-to place their own 
sense of reality at the center and to question this sense of reality intensely, 
using various analytical frames without fear of accountability outside of 
their own accountability to themselves. The students benefited from this 
community. So did I. 

The most frequent types of responses to the internship experience 
were affective. Generally, the students reported they had previously had 
little or no idea that African American women through the years had 
done all the things that they read about in the journal or that they learned 
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about through internship-supported and -encouraged activities. The stu

dents particularly liked getting to know Beverly Guy-Sheftall and me bet

ter, since we were the faculty most centrally involved with the program, 

and getting to know other faculty who worked with us periodically. In 
these interactions they gained a more concrete appreciation of faculty as 

scholars, with intellectual lives of their own, over and above their previ

ous recognition of faculty as teachers in classrooms. They were encour

aged and inspired by the visiting mentors who participated in the pro

gram. The periodic opportunity to talk with other students who cared 
about the same issues, problems, and concerns as they cared about helped 

them to feel less "singular" or "different" as developing intellectuals

feelings they might have characterized earlier in the life of the program, 

as feeling alone and isolated. The change in vocabulary from "alone" and 
"isolated') to "singular" and ('different" offers evidence of a change in 
awareness for both self and situation. They came to understand that their 

intellectual desires were not so singular or different. They belonged to a 

community. They also began to understand that their lives as African 
American women intellectuals ran a high risk of placing them in worlds 

that might indeed contribute to their feeling alone and isolated. They be

gan to notice the systems and forces sUrrounding them, many of which 

are hostile. 

An advantage during the formulation of this model was the growing 
body of scholarship across the disciplines on African American women. 

The students were able to use this type of scholarship to contextualize 

their own experiences and to be strengthened by the knowledge that oth
ers have gone before. With a combination of historical and contemporary 
mentors, we found that the students could identify specific torchbearers, 

pathfinders, heroines, women before them who have endured, who have 

soared, who have traversed, if not the same territory, at least similar 

paths. They could see what success looks and feels like and be energized 

and strengthened for their own struggles. 

In addition to making use of this type of information, however, we 

found that the interns also needed the ability to contextualize their per
sonal genesis as writers and scholars within the broad cloth of human ex

periences globally. We operated on the belief that students are in a much 

stronger position to fashion for themselves their own authority to speak, 
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to write, to learn, and to produce when they can determine, not just the 
resonance of their own lives with others, but also the dissonance. The 
general result was that we developed a three-pronged approach as an op
erational model, determining that students need to: 

1. reconstruct their pathways to the present point in time, to think 
specifically about how they have come to be as they are and to think, be
lieve, and act as they do; 

2. situate their experiences within the historical context of the lives of 
others like themselves, in this case the multidimensional lives of African 
American women generally; and then 

3. examine the specifics of global conditions, circumstances, systems 
of oppression and privilege so that they can see more fully what possibil
ity and productivity mean and often do not mean across communities. 

Our assumption was that if students can take stock of the maze of ma
terial realities in various communities and cultures, taking into account 
both the ties that bind and the lines that divide people, then, perhaps, 
they can have a clearer sense of their own psychic wholeness and also of 
those factors that can contribute to fragmentation. 10 

People- wlu> Do Inteilectuai Work Neetif:tJ uKdurtal1.d Power 

aJ1d HOurTkey Are-Ajftctedby It 
The second conclusion I drew from the internship program is that 

fleshing out intellectual ancestry reveals a need for students to articulate 
oppression and the making of victims in both personal and systemic 
ways.u Within models that traditionally operate in curricula and class
rooms, the history, experiences, and achievements of marginali2ed people 
are, to a significant degree, imperceptible and uncredited. Marginali2ed 
students find ways of adjusting to these contexts, but sometimes their ad
justments are more intuitive than conscious, making it more difficult 
upon occasion to maintain a positively defined sense of self and poten
tial. My experiences have convinced me that students can more easily 
maintain balance when they understand power and how individuals, in
cluding themselves, are affected by it. This type of understanding is facili
tated by the examination of conceptual models beyond Eurocentric, pa
triarchal ones (the examination of afrafeminist and feminist models, for 
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example) and by the application of such models to varieties of human ex

periences. 
In their explorations of power, authority, and privilege, feminist schol

ars (Lerner 1986; McIntosh 1988, for example) have been particularly 

helpful in clarifying factors and conditions that constitute systems of 
power and others that support the formulation of strategies for personal 

and group empowerment. Such research constantly reminds us that 

women in pursuit of learning, African American women in this case, are 
operating within instructional environments that are not designed for 

the personal benefit and interest oflearners marginalized by race, class, or 

gender. This scholarship, therefore, echoes questions about whose knowl
edge is being privileged in schools and about whose interests are being 

served.12 Fundamentally, these scholars question, as Lois Weis has done, 

[the 1 ideological analysis of the strategic implications of school knowledge, its 
silences, and its deletions of the self-affirming history of the oppressed .... The 
attempt to explicitly link knowledge to power also partially opened up a fecund 
ground of possibilities for the investigation and exploration of school life 
around issues of the formation and constitution of racial and sexual identities 
and representations .. .. For writers such as Baldwin and Shange, American 
schools are principal sites for the production and naturalization of myths, half 
truths, silences and obfuscations about the socially disadvantaged. (1988:t!}-26) 

Speaking to the dynamics of race, class, and gender, such analyses take 
note directly of how these factors interact consistently as traditional pat

terns of power, authority, and privilege are made manifest in curricula 

and in classrooms. These analyses also acknowledge complicity and re
sistance in how the marginalized inevitably internalize prevailing values 

despite their needs to resist these same values. 
This type of dichotomous existence between margin and center was 

powerfully articulated in 1903 by W. E. B. DuBois in The Souls of Black 
Folk when he talked about the two-ness of being Black and American. Bell 
hooks extended our thinking in Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center 
(1984) when she focused on the insights and resiliency that can be engen
dered by such thinking. On one level, like the African American women 

who are the objects of my research, marginalized srodents who are well 

centered in their personhood seem to learn a type of multiconsciousness, 
a consistent awareness of otherness. They fashion multiconscious mecha-
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nisms (information, skills, strategies, attitudes) that support academic 
work while simultaneously building up a resistance against oppositional 
forces to positive and productive personal development. Even in the face 
of opposition, they seem able to create for themselves a proactive rather 
than a reactive vision of reality." They see sources of possible fragmenta
tion and find a way to transcend them. Because we are just beginning to 
document this type of transcendence,I4 empirically documented patterns 
of proaction and reaction are yet to be established. 

In working simultaneously with historical case studies and with con
temporary students, I noticed that, when African American women de
fine and empower themselves, they often think and operate from the 
margins-in opposition to central authority. They see, for example, what 
is marginalized or ignored in their own lives, as well as in the lives of oth
ers. Dialectically, however, they think and operate from the center in reso
nance with that authority. They are able to find and use their strengths, to 
bring their fully recognizable selves into the focus of mainstream values 
and expectations. These women are called upon to create a place of com
fort in a stream that seems-by nature, but more likely by design-to 
seek to drown or, at the very least, to dilute them. Typically, they fashion 
for themselves their own authority to speak, to write, and to produce. Yet 
they also look at themselves, as DuBois says, "through the eyes of others 
... measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity" (1994:45). What seems central to creating a sense of 
place-that is, the space to be productive-seems to be an informed un
derstanding of power, authority, and privilege. 

What I learned from this program as an administrator and teacher was 
that the continuum of African American women's uses of literacy as pro
fessional women created learning occasions for the students, especially 
since these professional arenas were often the ones in which the students 
envisioned themselves participating as leaders. I learned that making in
tellectual ancestry more explicit helped the students to a more visceral 
understanding of struggle-and (given the intent of this program) intel
lectual struggle. The students could see connections and disconnections 
between themselves and others and fashion within the context of their 
historical knowledge lines of authority, privilege, and entitlement. IS 

What I realized in terms of my own development, as we fashioned in-
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tellectual experiences for the interns and created a community of engage
ment for them, was that this work and the privilege of sharing culturally 
engaging experiences with the students were creating material connec
tions for me as well. I was being nurtured and affirmed in my own ideo
logical transformation. Being a codirector of the program, engaging in 
my research project on nineteenth-century women, working with SAGE, 
all contributed to my sense of ideology in action, and thereby to the dy
namic evolution and transformation of my own ideology, an ideology 
that was manifesting itself at this point not only in my research and 
scholarship but also, by means of the internship program, in my work as 
a teacher and administrator. 

Within this highly charged context, I became more conscious of how 
my own authority as researcher, scholar, and teacher was transforming 
into the afrafeminist ideology that now shapes my professional practices. 
I view the African American women that I study (and by extension the 
varieties of students that I teach) as sentient beings who are capable of 
proactive engagement in the world. I deal consciously with the world as a 
place that is materially defined by social, economic, and political relation
ships. I continue to struggle in determining an appropriate place for my
self in performing research. At the same time, however, I have become 
more comfortable with the notion that "place"--especially in the partici
pant/observer roles I often take on-is continually negotiated and rene
gotiated, a process that offers peculiar challenges when (as in my case) 
many of my subjects are no longer living and the time frame for them is 
obviously the past. 

There is a constancy in the need for negotiation, beginning with the 
uncomfortable question of how much I actually do share identities with 
the women I study and how much I do not. I share what I claim as a cul
tural heritage. I share in kind, though perhaps not in degree, some of 
their material realities. I do not share their time or place. I have known, 
for example, the oppression and domination of the segregated South, but 
not slavery or Reconstruction. I write about northern, mostly urban 
women, and I grew up in the rural South. I recognize the important cul
tural resonances that exist across African diasporic communities, but I 
understand also the existence of dissonance, especially as these distinc
tions become complicated by the passage of time and by cross-cultural 
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Duv~-
fusions that I hay'e_exp"riGnced,-and_whicl1th~LII1ay have experienced 
differently. I am contil!ll(llly]J'JnJ!lgedJ_however,_ofu,,;;;:points::the-fust 
point;mKeepliig;ithKenneth Burke's view of "identification" (see chap
ter2);-1sili~jijifiOjiThai::TdeiititY:i;;'~t';;~t~;~:i;;;~~;'~t;:;;;;~cLlha~
de_ediae;;tjfi~" __ I11_1)lJi!lk_connectionshe~eeJLthese_women and myself, 
despite ()Ur!1QChei!lg perfectly matched. The _~eqmd_p9i!lt iLtlJ":!, the 
needJ:ornegotiation is, therefore, not arbitrary. It is part and parcel of the 
consubstantial process. Theiieed[pr negotiatioIJ.jsy()ked~i;;:-th~need for 
a well-baiancea-aiiaJyricaJ View that takes into acc:o\lIlLiliifti!'g condi
tions, vaIues, aridtircumstancesbetween human beings. This mate,iality 
for Sch()j~~iYl';oducti()n an:drepresentation brings mereGl;~~iyto two 
questions: What is an afrafeminist ideology?.Howdoes_.this viewpoint fa
cilitate g~~di)J:~Cticesin scholarship? 

Thb Cbndrudio/1/oj tU'VAjr~ ldeoWjy 
In "The Social Construction of Black Feminist Thought:' an essay that 

preceded the book from which I draw the epigraph at the beginning of 
this chapter, Patricia Hill-Collins presents a compelling case for the emer
gence of a Black feminist standpoint. As she explains, she does not intend 
to suggest either a uniformly shared experience for all African American 
women or a uniformly articulated and recognized consciousness among 
us. Instead, she posits a plurality of experiences within an overarching 
concept that supports the idea that African American women have not 
passively accepted their domination or oppression but actively resisted it. 
She theorizes that these acts of resistance nourish the development of 
sensibilities among African American women as a variable group, sensi
bilities that form collectively a cultural worldview.16 

In explaining this idea, Hill-Collins presents two interlocking charac
teristics of this standpoint. One is that African American women's politi
cal and economic status, as enacted through the paid and unpaid work we 
do, has provided us with a material reality that is unique. The second is 
that having a unique relationship to material reality inevitably shapes 
across a spectrum of political and economic conditions a comparably 
unique way of perceiving the world and ourselves in it. The relationships 
of African American women to the material world have yielded, at mini
mum, tacit perceptions of that world and the "places" we occupy. These 
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perceptions, in turn, have enabled us to define ourselves in counterdis
tinction to the externally defined perceptions that have been assigned to 
us over the generations. Hill-Collins names this counterdistinction a Black 
feminist consciousness; I have been calling it an afrafeminist ideology. 

In positing a theory of Black feminist consciousness, Hill-Collins ac
knowledges that making tacit connections between the "work" one does, 
paid and unpaid, and what one thinks, especially about self and possibil
ity within the world, does not lead automatically to a clear theoretical ar
ticulation of this positioning as an intellectual standpoint, or as ideology. 
Quite the contrary. The expression of an afrafeminist ideology within a 
sociopolitical milieu set up to privilege other ideologies is inherently 
problematic. Societal apparata support other standpoints, which because 
of their places of power, prestige, and privilege are hegemonic. The cen
tral systems of belief, the predominant systems of practice, the master 
narratives of the social order do not invite the creation of counter-ideolo
gies that would by their very existence have the potential to subvert pre
vailing authority or to resist domination. Hegemonic systems by their 
very nature are set up to liroit resources for resistance, to absorb the mo
mentum generated by resistance, and to maximize the resources for re
silience in maintaining the status quo. 

In light of hegemonic systems that give rise to a hostile environment 
for the development of afrafeminist ideologies, my sense of the challenge 
to an afrafeminist theorist is twofold. On one hand, the task is basic. The 
challenge is to make overt connections, as Hill-Collins emphasizes, be
tween the everyday understanding of African American women as they 
live their lives by whatever means and the specialized understanding that 
an African American woman intellectual might bring as she contextual
izes these lives within meaningful frameworks. My goal as an afrafeminist 
researcher in rhetorical studies is to interrogate the literate practices of 
women of African descent in ways that enable me to find and collect data; 
to sort through, interrogate, and assess those data meaningfully; to draw 
iroplications that are well centered in the knowledge and experience of 
the group; and also to render interpretations that are recognizable by the 
group itself as meaningful, instructive, and usable. 

On the other hand, the task is more complex. The challenge is not siro
ply to operate well in terms of scholarly enterprises but to articulate an 
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ideological view. Hill-Collins articulates this task as an identification of 
an overarching concept based on a collectivity of Black feminist stand

points. The purpose of fulfilling such a task is to use the concept, the ide

ology to enable action despite hostility. In intellectual pursuits, the effort 

is to assume a viewpoint that permits African American women to be 

imagined as embodied by our own values and beliefs; to root that view
point in both community knowledge (recognizing and valuing the speci

ficity of the material context of African American women) and in special

ized knowledge (recognizing and valuing the extent to which critical 

perspectives of that context become imperative). The idea is that afrafem

inist theories permit Black women intellectuals to paint the contours of 
research and scholarship with a different brush and with a different sce

nario in mind. An afrafeminist approach, as an enabling site of operation 

for both thought and action, suggests in rhetorical studies a paradigm 

shift. The shift begins with a reconsideration of who the primary and sec

ondary audiences of the scholarship are and who, even, the agents of re

search and scholarship include. 
My intent in this book, for example, is to acknowledge and credit com

munity wisdom and the roles that this knowledge might play directly and 

indirectly in affirming validity, reliability, and accuracy. My tendency has 

been to assign the women a point of view, authority, and agency in their 

intellectual work. The women emerge not just as subjects of research but 
also as potential listeners, observers, even co-researchers, whether silent 

or voiced, in the knowledge-making processes themselves. In contrast to 
their being the slates on which I write, I permit them to assume a pres

ence. I think of them as real and not controlled by me. My job in analysis 
and interpretation is to account for their point of view and interests. 

Critical to such methodological practices, therefore, is the idea that, 

whatever the knowledge accrued, it would be both presented and repre

sented with this community, and at least its potential for participation 

and response, in mind. This view of subjects as both audiences and agents 

contrasts with a presentation and representation of knowledge in a more 

traditional fashion. Typicaliy, subjects are likely to be perceived in a more 
disembodied way, that is, without allowing a central place of considera

tion for the material interests of the subjects in the knowledge-making. 

The differences here between approaches might be signaled by the con-
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trasts between two questions: "How is this knowledge informative to or 
representative of the group on whose lives the knowledge is based?" in the 
first paradigm; and "How is this knowledge abstractable and relatable to 
larger meaning-making structures?" in the second. The first approach, 
which I claim not as exclusively afrafeminist but centrally so, assumes 
that the researcher has obligations to the community. The second, a more 
traditional approach, does not. 

The contrast is one of values and assumptions. Afrafeminist models, in 
recognizing direct connections to lives and experiences of African Ameri
can women, situate the intellectual work within the values and assump
tions of this specific raciaIized and gendered group." As African Ameri
can women intellectuals doing this work, we are obligated, as are our 
counterparts within the community, to be holistic, to remember our con
nectedness in both places. Wj' are free to do our own intellectual business, 
and at the same time we are al~!2QJ:)l.jgated to have that work respon4 to 

-~-- .. --- -_._----.- ... _-._- . 
soci0p.Q.litical imperatives that encumber-th(l-£ommunity itself. We, lik~ 
our .sisters < the ~ AfflerkaInVomefrWhom-we-study},-are-acco_unt
able Eltimately to the merging of the int~r~J!Lol ming, body,JUlcLsoul as 
part and parcel of the wholeness of the knowledge-making enterprise, 

which mcIudes accountmgforo~owns6CiarODIIgatlOnsasmepibers of 
the group. We speak and ill.texl'ret with_the_fQl!1m@ity,notj!l~Lfor the 
comrrmnity, or about the community. 

In other words, as participant/observers within the community, 
African American women intellectuals are accountable to those with 
whom and about whom we speak. I. As I see the challenge, our work is ex
pected by this view to recognize that research and scholarship have the 
potential to empower and disempower, that a primary site for the valida
tion of knowledge is the community itself, and that there is an inherent 
expectation that knowledge carries with it a mandate for appropriate ac
tion, again, in the interest of the general welfare of the community, both 
narrowly and broadly defined, a mandate on which the research and 

scholarship quite literally rest. 
Further, my view of afrafeminist thought is that African American 

women intellectuals as participant/observers are indeed the obvious orig
inators of afrafeminist ideologies <as compared with nonmembers of the 
community), because of the very fact of our participant/observer status. 



276 An Ideological View 

We have deeply vested interests, which, by their very subjectivity, lay 
claim, not to biases as an abnormal condition but to biases as a normal 
condition and to levels of commitment to the work that such biases are 
likely to engender. Because of our potential as researchers with both in
sider knowledge and outsider knowledge, it seems obvious that we 
should be central to the formation and development of knowledge pro
duction in this arena. African American women intellectuals are the ones 
within intellectual circles who should generally care (and, I would ven
ture to say, do generally care) the most. I suggest, then, that afrafeminist 
ideologies acknowledge a role for caring, for passionate attachments. In 
effect, the status of participant/observer suggests interests that cover a 
wide and deep range of caring. This range certainly includes our own re
flexive interests as part of the group, but also it includes concerns cen
tered as well in our disciplinary and transdisciplinary needs to know in 
keeping with typical scholarly practices and pursuits. 

In positioning ourselves in this work as central players, African Ameri
can women intellectuals are charged with creating bridges from which to 
speak and interpret, as compared with the bridges by which African 
American women in general have envisioned the world and operated 

within it. l
' This distinction relates more directly to the merging of spe

cialized knowledge and community knowledge. As researchers and schol
ars who identify with the subjects of our scholarly gaze, Black women in
tellectuals occupy positions in the synergetic space at the in-between. 
From this bifocal standpoint, we have a priroary responsibility for seeing, 
defining, naming, and interpreting our own reality within a sense-mak
ing schema (such as the theory for language and sociopolitical action I 
propose in chapter 2) and also for suggesting and taking appropriate ac
tions in our own interests and in the interests of whatever alliances for 
progress and change across the sites and sources of knowledge-making 
that we may be able to forge. 

In this latter regard, the second part of the epigraph at the beginning 
of this chapter becomes cautionary advice. I agree with Collins that 
afrafeminist ideologies cannot flourish in isolation from the ideas and ex
periences of others outside the group. A recurring question in ethnic and 
gender "studies;' however, is whether researchers and scholars who do not 
share the identities of the subjects are capable of assuming an appropriate 
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standpoint and of operating well. Is it possible, in this case, for someone 
who is not an African American woman to do good work in afrafeminist 
scholarship? I think most people would answer affirmatively, but the real 
question in this scenario is how is this so? In my estimation, the answers 
to such questions are multidirectional. 

From one perspective, with special insider/outsider knowledge-mak
ing potential, African American women intellectuals are challenged to 
build bridges between afrafeminist insights within the group and the vi
sions and experiences of others. The objective of such bridge-building is 
to maximize the interpretive power of various standpoints, by bringing 
all that we know together kaleidoscopically.20 The assumption is that the 
whole of a kaleidoscopic view has greater interpretive power than a sin
gularly defined view would have. The forging of knowledge-making 
coalitions and alliances, therefore, becomes an important dimension of a 
long-range developmental process for knowledge-making. 

To restate the point, the work of making sense of the lives of African 
American women originates as a territory perfectly-if not naturally
suited to African American women. It is our work. However, as fuJJ
fledged members of humanity, this work is not by necessity ours alone. 
Others can also have interests and investments in it that can be envi
sioned from their own standpoints, from their own locatio~at be
comes critical to good practice, however, is that these researcl:iers--who 
are indeed outsiders in the communities they study-have special obliga
tions that begin with a need to articulate carefuJly what their viewpoints 
actually are, rather than letting the researchers' relationships to the work 
go unarticulated, as is often the case with practices of disregard.\My view 
is that noncommunity scholars are called upon by their outsidefstatus to 
demonstrate respect for the communities they study. They are obligated 
(by afrafeminist ideologies anyway) to recognize overtiy their ways in 
which their authority, as it may be drawn from dominant systems of 
power and privilege, intersects with the authority of others. They are ob
ligated to hold themselves, rather than just their subjects, accountable for 
and responsive to disparities. 

In other words, the intellectual work of afrafeminist scholarship is 
multidirectional. By the measure of this analysis, it originates with 
African American women intellectuals, and it can be extended and/or nu-
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anced by the work of others. The idea is that scholarship can handle mu
tual interests, without setting aside the politics and privileges of "first 
voice" (Royster 1996). The concept of first voice acknowledges a need for 
scholarly practices to show a deliberate sense of both analytical and ethi
cal regard. Given this dialectical expectation a persistent dilemma, how
ever, continues along methodological lines. How do we clarify the distinc
tive roles of participant/observers, that is, those who speak and interpret 
as members of the community and those who speak and interpret as non
members? On what bases do those of us who are community members 
articulate our own locations in the research and in the rendering of schol
arship? How do others engage likewise from their own locations? How do 
we each find "credible" places to stand? How do we develop methodolo
gies that are both "credible" and accessible as touchstones for each other? 
In other words, what does it mean to do good work in researching the 
lives, conditions, and contributions of women of African descent and in 
interpreting that information in both insightful and respectful ways? 

"Ways of Doinj" it& /tf~ ScJwwsltip-
The actual articulation of an ideological perspective, as in my own 

case, may not be a task that can be done alone and in isolation. I suspect 
that ideology grows in the material world and in the company of others 
with sinlilar interests and concerns (for example, in the ways I was en
abled in my thinking and practices by the specificity of my work with the 
SAGE editorial team and, among other experiences, by my advisory role 
with the SAGE Interns). In other words,lc;kQ!slgy formation, as a knowl
ed~aking process, is so~ially constructed. 

Moreover, as eVldenced by the stories of African American women 
writers,2l there is also a lively notion of apprenticeship, a sitting at the feet 
or by the side of others as we develop habits of seeing, doing, and in many 
cases also of being. We find "teachers," "mentors:' ((guides:' many of them 
indirectly rather than directly related to our specific goals, but who 
nonetheless have necessary advice and insights for us to complete our 
transformations. Octavia Butler, for example, enacts this need for "guid
ance" in her Dawn trilogy (see chapter 2) by illustrating that effective 
transformation is possible in the good and loving hands of others who 
assist in whatever ways the transforming subject needs the help. 
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In the case of the researcher who is more outsider than insider in rela
tion to the community targeted for study, such guides are invaluable. 
With or without guides, however, it may be helpful to distinguish be
tween the construction of personal identity (ways of being) and the artic
ulation of research and scholarly methodologies (ways of seeing and do
ing) as we try to imagine a fuller spectrum of how participation in 
knowledge-making might optimally function. My sense is that, despite 
the coincidence of being or not being an insider, researchers and scholars 
still have systematic behaviors (habits of seeing and doing) in which they 
can engage that demonstrate a commitment to both scholarly and ethi
cally responsible actions, such as those indicated in this explanation. 

Setting aside the value of apprenticeship, my view of afrafeminism is 
very much definable in material terms. This approach embodies the no
tion that the mind, heart, body, and soul operate collectively and requires 
intellectual work to include four sites of critical regard: careful analysis, 
acknowledgment of passionate attachments, attention to ethical action, and 
commitment to social responsibility. From my perspective, these sites oper
ate together to create a well-functioning whole with each site involving 
practices forged in light of critical ways of doing that are also capable of 
being touchstones for critical ways of being. 

Careful analysis suggests typical concerns about scholarly behavior. I 
see the necessity of using systematically the vocabulary, theories, and 
methodologies of our field or fields of study, with attention to clarity, ac
curacy, and precision. In other words, it makes good sense to me that we 
should not discard the disciplinary views we have refined over the years, 
as they have helped us to draw out meaning in abstract and concrete 
terms. Instead, my view is that we can take supreme advantage of this 
specialized knowledge, merge it with the knowledge of the community, 
and then build interpretive frames that have more generative power, that 
is, the power to be dynamic and to have within their purview both gen
erallandscapes that speak to the whole and specific ones that account for 

varieties within the whole. 
In other words, when I use a particular analytical model my caution is 

to make sure it is well rooted in the accumulated knowledge of the field 
and also useful in shedding light on the subject. Questions come in, how
ever, through the application of the model. The opportunity for inquiry 
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emerges at points where the subject of analysis exhibits characteristics 
that are likely to be specific rather than general, local rather than global, 
or outside the assumed and the valued. The imperative is both to use the 
framework and to interpret it. The act of both using and critically ques
tioning the analytical framework makes it possibile to notice both the 
predictable and the unpredictable and of taking note, thereby, of discrep
ancies and distortions between the expected and whatever might be un
seen. By this process, I am suggesting that discrepancies and distortions 
can be perceived as normal rather than abnormal, and that the degree 
and extent of discrepancy and distortion often depend on the point of 
view. Paying attention to point of view clarifies the notion that anyana
lytical framework reveals some characteristics and obscures others, a 
process that often opens up secondary questions: How can we make ad
justments or refinements to the sight line and to the value system that sets 
the sight line? How can we see both more and differently? How can we 
engage in analysis in a more thorough way and develop interpretations 
that are more useful and meaningful? 

An acknowledgment of passionate attachments reminds us that knowl
edge has sites and sources and that we are better informed about the na
ture of a given knowledge base when we take into account its sites, mate
rial contexts, and points of origin. My point here is that knowledge is 
produced by someone and that its producers are not formless and invisi
ble. They are embodied and in effect have passionate attachments by 
means of their embodiments. They are vested with vision, values, and 
habits; with ways of being and ways of doing. These ways of being and 
doing shape the question of what counts as knowledge, what knowing 
and doing mean, and what the consequences of knowledge and action 
entail. It is important, therefore, to specify attachments, to recognize who 
has produced the knowledge, what the bases of it are, what the material 
circumstances of its production entail, what consequences or implica
tions are suggested by its existence, and for whom the consequences and 
implications hold true. 

Thus, attention to ethical action acquires considerable significance. 
This site suggests, on one hand, a scholarly mandate to be theoretically 
and methodologically sound, but on the other hand, it also indicates a 
need to sustain a sense of accountability. & researchers, scholars, and 
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teachers, we are accountable to our various publics. We are challenged to 
think metacognitively about lines of accountability throughout the intel
lectual process. We see the inlportance of monitoring and measuring our 
methodologies from the beginning to the end of our actions. Based on 
this ongoing assessment, we recognize the need to negotiate working 
space and working relationships within this context of ongoing critical 
reflection. What also becomes clearer is the need to represent our work 
(whether in textual form or otherwise) in conscious regard of our ethical 
obligations. 

In this paradigm, therefore, a commitment to social responsibility (and, 
I might add, social action) reminds us that koowledge does indeed have 

the capacity to empower and disempower, to be used for good and for ill. 
As researchers and scholars, we are responsible for its uses and, therefore, 
should think consciously about the momentum we create when we pro
duce koowledge or engage in koowledge-making processes. Our intellec
tual work has consequences. I believe the inevitability of these conse
quences should bring us pause as we think not just about what others do 
but about what we are obligated to do or not do. 

In being useful, however, ideology should be able to translate into ac
tion. In my own articulation of an afrafeminist ideology, I note the need 
for researchers and scholars to articulate their own ideological stand
points systematically, not sinlply as a personal or professional flag to wave 
at a convenient moment but in support of ideological clarity; in recogni
tion of how our viewpoints are inlplicated in scholarly presentation and 
representation; and also in support of "humility;' as we locate ourselves 
within the text as scholars, and thereby as people who have interpretive 
power. In addition to seeing one's own standpoint, however, I note also 
the need to look for the standpoints of others; to be sensitive to the inl
portance of "location" as a specific scholarly value; and to be prepared, 
therefore, to reconstruct the standpoints of others as we analyze and in
terpret data, and construct a sense of audience or spectator. My sense of 
the advantage of such practices is that being able to articulate a stand
point ideologically makes use of an understanding of both self and others 
as both historical and sociopolitical beings and, more important, as peo
ple in specific relationships to power, privilege, authority, and entitle
ment. 
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To re-state the idea, my use of an afrafeminist approach centrallies the 
need to develop and consistently enact a regard for material reality, which 
in turn shifts the inquiry toward a more multidimensional viewpoint. 

~ The imperative is to recognize that, by its very existence as a concept, 
~_. point of view means that some things become visible while others are cast 
\ ~ in shadow. We benefit, therefore, from an intentional shifting of perspec-

'-l:§ tives. In my work, I have sought to demonstrate this commitment by tri
~ angulating types of evidence. See, for example, the attention I assign in 

chapter 2 to an examination of the formation of ethos, the context for ac-

~';_"~;: tion, and the rhetorical expertise of a given writer. I garner evidence from 
;} / ~ transdisciplinary sources; look,diachronically, not just synchronically, at 
~ '"---literate practices; and look across genres for resonances among a given 
~ ~2"" writer's habits and concerns. 
<:- '} 

~ \~'-_ In other words, I consider myself to be operating ethnographically. 

~.. .;/ What I find challenging, though, is using such an approach with histori
; . ¥ subjects who can no longer be interviewed. Ethnography and histori-4 .... ~; cal subjects, in fact, make strange bedfellows. For me the combination has 

I . meant that the crisscrossing of available data becomes a necessity, not 
'-{ ~.'-; simply an option. The practice of merging sight lines, regardless of my in
\~ 
-.lability to gather data as I would with contemporary subjects, is the key to 
~ '<~. ~at makes these practices fit within an ethnographic schema. The goal 
~ :'1 ~ith historical subjects strikes me as the same. As a researcher I seek to 
"'-~ .:t r-educe distortion by positioning various views in kaleidoscopic relation-

'f ~ ships to each other. 
~ ~ One type of evidence that gains authority in this type of triangulation 

\ of data is personal experience, or more accurately stated, the reporting of 
\U personal experience. The imperative in seeing and using reports of per-

sonal experience as evidence becomes a function of finding substantive 
and systematic ways to interrogate it and particularly to have a discrimi
nating view of the behaviors that constitute it. In literacy studies, we have 
developed inquiry paradigms (such as the analytical model I posit in 
chapter 2) that permit an exploration of the physicality of experience, 
and, in the case of rhetorical studies, permit us to examine in context spe
cific behaviors related to literate production. The focus is on material cul-
ture, on (1) the researcher's capacity to be specifically attuned to the ma
terial context and (2) the conditions for meaning-making. Ethnographic 
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methodologies, therefore, are useful, since interrogating experience and 
discriminating among specific behaviors demand typically that we make 
the familiar strange and the strange familiar. We need, as Clifford Geert2 
established, "thick" descriptions from which we develop the ability to see 
more of what is really there and what is actually going on. 

In addition to embracing the disciplinary methodologies that are cur
rent in my field (such as trends and practices in rhetorical criticism, dis
course analysis, ethnographic analysis, and so forth), I acknowledge, still, 
the need to be responsive both to the community that is the object of my 
scholarly gaze and to that community's own articulations of values, be
liefs, and protocols. I look at and listen to what the women say and have 
said in writing over time. When I have the opportunity, I speak before 
contemporary African American women and listen to their responses to 
my work. I take their responses as advice, as wisdom to be consciously re
garded as I make decisions about scholarly presentation and representa

tion. 
In recognizing the intersections of specialized and community knowl

edge, the afrafeminist paradigm that I am suggesting also makes room for 
the in-between, the liminal spaces where the threshold for new possibili
ties is high. New possibilities suggest there is a room in this viewpoint for 
imagination to enter and to find a useful place as an interpretive tool. In 
my work, the deliberated use of imagination has been eye-opening. In 
constructing a place for the imagination (in chapter 3), I was able to tra
verse the cavernous space between the known, the unknown, and, in the 
case of African American women's history, quite probably the unknow
able. 

In offering these sample practices of how I manifest an afrafeminist 
ideology, I emphasize that I have encoded careful analysis, an acknowl
edgment of passionate attachments, attention to ethical action, and a 
commitment to social responsibility (and action) as touchstones. While I 
have discussed them as discrete points for consideration, I am aware there 
is nothing to indicate that these touchstones actually operate pristinely. 
Reinvoking the metaphor of the kaleidoscope, my sense is that these sites 
of regard merge and blend in various configurations as we take our intel
lectual work seriously, whatever our personal locations might be. The 
point is that afrafeminist ideologies, in my opinion, invite researchers and 



284 An Ideological View 

/}/ ~j c;~~url~~::=:j~;~:Jl~~!:;.~ rather 

than as disemb".clie,4L<le~ta,l>jfue<l>~QU!~~C)-'!~t~9=ed. They permit wide
rangiflg choi'Zes because they centralize relationships-to material reality, 

which inevitabg r~"~<lIi~iati(;ns~fu~~Qn"i~'!!lcl<;Q!!9ition. In these ap
proacnes-similarityand.gen~rality_m~n~r;.J?J.!ti4Jlultaneim-M'ecificity, 

~ .n~::~:~:~~t:~r~(~::~;ri!n =: li;::~~,';;Ze;"-
. inist ideologies permit us to see the connections of these women's literate 

"'<f€\lactices within the landscape of literate practices genera1ly. In addition, 
~ ;;;-however, they also permit us to see how these connections have been 
.~ ~;fQrged. We can see how these women with their unique voices, visions, 
~:"~ experiences, and relationships have operated with agency and authority; 
?i ~defined their roles in public space; and participated in this space consis-
) . ~ tently over time with social and political consequence. Using this type of 

,.<,,~''! C approach, with a group that by other lenses has been perceived as incon-

.'~ ~:~~te;~~~;~I1!~;~:;~~;':a~::~~~;=!~';~~~ ~~a;~~:~:: 
:& _ ical prowess means,even_~~t"I!t~gsi)!!~. With this typo Gf,analy-
~ X)s, tli.eferretfu.g~n;:~i;ctions ,,:,,~_achi:'V:~I1!~n.~}~!he alternative terrain 
~ .~. are~structIve for ~~I<!I!()gatiQ!LQ[J;o!).tempor<U:y-Im!>lic Qii<;9J1rses, 

~ ~ debtifi.kiriftfi~~~ th~t_ pub!i_c~s:,:,~::.2S.~Jl!ounst ouly fQI;i!Jstitu-
~ tiona1ly sanctioned voices. With African American women, we have a 

cautionarytiile;-one'tiia:i'speaks 'volumes for the historical habits and 
practicesof--;j;eiGiic:andcOmposition~""""--"- . 

These women's stories suggest that, as users of language, we construct 
ways of being, seeing, and doing in recognition of the materiality of the 
world around us and of who and how we are in our sundry relationships 
to it. Their work suggests that we should not automatically discount the 
discordant, revolutionary; or evolutionary voices of the unsanctioned or 
un-institutionally authorized. It also suggests that, in order to be genera
tive in our interpretations of contemporary language practices, we need 
analytical models of discourse that are flexible enough to see the variabil
ity of the participants and their worlds, to draw meaning from the shift
ing contours of rhetorical negotiation across and within material rela
tionships, and to imagine the possibility of building bridges. Dasic 
advantage of more imaginative models, given the volatility of our con-

--- - - -. -----_. 
--------~-
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temporary era, is that wecanseeho,,:~oI1Ilectigns.areInergiJlg .l>e.tween 
private, social, aD<I"p':;6llc space. We can understand the simultaneity of 

----.....:..._.~,_. __ ._. ... _ .• _,_""_ ...... u~, . . __ ,'_" -_.- .. , '. ,__ . ___ "," " .. _.,._ .. _ .. "".- .-,.--.-. --, 

competing and c9.I1.(lic.ting.agenda. We can think more carefully about 
wha't'brldge-bciIding-that is, coalition, alliance, codes of conduct and 
communicative practice in "public" -might more imaginatively mean as 
we solve complex problems. Most of all, we can imagine, as African 
American women have traditionally done, that the "public" arena is a 
place where negotiation can be with words rather than with weapons, 
and we can commit ourselves, as African American women writers have 
done, to turning our thoughts toward action in making a better world for 
us all. 
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Som,e, Early AjricMv AUW"icMv Women.
Cott:tribu:tor~ £ditor~ puba.her~ ttI1.Ii Owner, 
of Peribdicat PubticduHt£ 

Please note that this list is intended to be preliminary, not exhaustive or comprehensive. It 
is designed to underscore that. from the beginning, African American women have been 

active participants in the African American periodical press, and to bring into bolder relief 

the fact that they filled multiple roles, including leadership roles. Note also that this list 

compiles only African American periodical publications. It does not include the white 
press. (The list was compiled using information from the Clark Atlanta University Special 

Collections, Bullock [19811, and Penn [19881.) 

Name 

Lucinda Bragg Adams 

Fanny Alexander 

Sada J. Anderson 

Anna DeCosta Banks 

Carrie A. Bannister 

Ida Wells-Barnett 

Roles 

Associate editor of the Musical Messengerwith Amelia 
Tilghman; sister to Rev. George F. Bragg, Jr.; publisher of 
the Afro-American Churchman and the Church Advocate. 

Editor of Alexander's Magazine, a medium for political 
campaigning, from May 1905 to April 1909; second edito7 
of women's section after Carrie W. Clifford. 

Ohio editor of Woman's Era. 

Editor for Department of Nurses' Training in the Hospital 

Herald with Dr. Alonzo Clifton McClennan and Lucy 
Brown. Head nurse at Hospital and Teaching School for 
Nurses in Charleston. 

Editor of the Future State, journal of Negro progress, with 
Ernest D. Lynwood, which started in 1891 in Kansas City 
as a newspaper and then became a magazine. 

Contributor to the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Quar
terly, Howard's American Magazine, and the AME Church 
Review; editor of Home Department for Our Women and 
Children. 
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Name 

Florence C. Bentley 

MaryE.Bibb 

Ariel Serena Bowen 

Rosa Dixon Bowser 

Lucy H. Brown 

Josephine B. Bruce 

Nannie Helen Burroughs 

Agnes Carroll 

Mary Ann Shadd Cary 

Carrie W. Clifford 

Dora J. Cole 

Anna Botsford Comstock 

Mary Virginia Cook 

Anna Julia Cooper 

Fanny Jackson Coppin 

Julia Ringwood Coston 

Roles (Continued) 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Named corresponding editor of the Afro-American 

Repository, but there is no evidence of its publication. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Virginia editor for Woman's Era. 

Associate editor of the Hospital Herald with Dr. Alonzo 
Clifton McClennan. who established the Hospital 

Training School for Nurses in 1897 and published the 
Hospital Herald to support it. The publication later 

became the official organ of the Association of Colored 

Physicians of South Carolina, the organization that later 

became the Palmetto Association of Physicians, 

Pharmacists, and Dentists of South Carolina. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro; corresponding 

secretary of the Women's Auxiliary of the National Baptist 

Convention. 

Editor of the Negro Music Journal from 1902 to 1903, with 

J. Hillary Taylor, in Washington, D.C. 

Contributor to the AngloRAfrican Magazine; editor and 

publisher of the Provincial Freeman, a newspaper in 

Toronto and Chatham. 

Editor of the women's section of Alexnnder's Magazine, 
a Boston-area political magazine; contributor to the 

Colored American. 

Pennsylvania editor for Woman's Era. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Education Department editor of Our Women and 
Children; principal of Normal Department in Simmons's 

(the editor's) school. 

Contributor to McGirt's; woman's editor for the 

Southland. 

Contributor to the AME Review. 

Cleveland editor and publisher of Ringwood's 
AfrO-American Journal of Fashion. 



Name 

Henrietta Vinton Davis 

Irene DeMartie 

Mrs. Howard Diggs 

Sarah Mapps Douglass 
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Roles (Continued) 

Contributor to Negro America. 

"Social News" columnist, with Marian Ridley, for 

Woman's Era. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor to the Repository and the Anglo~African 

Magazine. 

Alice Moore Dunbar Nelson Contributor to the Future State; New Orleans editor for 

Elizabeth Piper Ensley 

Jessie Redmond Fauset 

Jessie Fortune 

Medora Gould 

Arianda V. Gray 

Madame E. Azalia Hackley 

Gectrude L. Hadnott 

Frances E. W. Harper 

Adrienne E. Herndon 

Theodora Holly 

Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins 

(pseudonym Sarah A. Allen) 

May Howard Jackson 

C.M.Hughes 

Addie Waits Hunton 

Elizabeth Johnson 

Woman's Era. 

Denver editor for Woman's Era. 

Editor for DuBois's Brownie's Book, a monthly magazine 

for children, and Crisis. 

Contributor to the New York Age. 

Literature columnist for Woman's Era. 

Pharmaceutical editor for the National Medical 
Assoaation Journal (1909). 

Contributor to the Colored American and the 

AMEReview. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor to the Repository, the Anglo-African 
Magazine, McGirt's, and the AME Review. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Nonfiction contributor to the Colored American: Life and 
Customs in Haiti. 

Editor of and contributor to the Colored American; 
contributor to the Voice of the Negro; editor of the New 
Era Magazine, with Walter Wallace. 

Contributor to the AME Review. 

Editor of the Christmas issue of the Colored Woman's 

Magazine (1907). 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro and the Colored 
American; president of Atlanta Women's Club. 

Contributor of "Women at Home" column in 

Woman's Era. 
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Name 

M. A. Johnson 

Anna H. Jones 

Molly E. Lambert 

S. Willie Layton 

Lena Garrett Lewis 

Gussie Mims Logan 

Alice W. McKane 

Sylvia Mann Maples 

Victoria Earle Matthews 

Roles (Continued) 

Kansas editor of the Colored Woman's Magazine from 

1907 to 1920. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Literary Department editor for Ringwood's Afro
American Journal a/Fashion. 

California editor of Woman's Era. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Georgia editor of Woman3 Era. 

Tennessee editor of Woman's Era. 

Editor of Woman~ Era and the New York Age. 

Emma Frances Grayson Merritt Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Sarah Mitchell 

Mary B. Monroe 

Gertrude Bustill Mossell 

Ernestine Clark Nesbitt 

Hallie E. Queen 

Florida Ruffin Ridley 

Marian Ridley 

Minna K. Ross 

Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin 

Susie 1. Shorter 

Martha A Sissie 

Alice Ward Smith 

Amanda Berry Smith 

Home Department editor of Ringwood'sAfro-American 
Journal of Fashion in Cleveland. 

Publisher of the Southern Teachers' Advocate. 

Contributor to the AME Review and columnist for 
Woman's Era. 

Cincinnati contributor of "Mother's Corner" column in 

Ringwood's Afro-American Journal of Fashion. 

Contributor to the School Teacher. 

Editor and publisher of Woman's Era, with her mother. 

Josephine. 

"Social News" column contributor, with Irene 
DeMartie, in Woman's Era. 

Editor, with her husband, of the Gazetteer and Guide. 

Editor and publisher of Woman's Era, with her daughter, 
Florida. 

Editor of "Plain Talk to Our Girls" in Ringwood'sAfro
American Journal of Fashion. 

Contributor of women's column with a theatrical focus 

for the National Domestic. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Publisher of the Helper, in the early 19005, to support 
Amanda Smith Industrial Home in Harvey,lndiana. 



Name 

Cora 1. Smith 

Hannah Smith 

Lucy Wilmot Smith 

Waterloo B. Snelson 

Maria W. Stewart 

Adah M. Taylor 

Mary Church Terrell 
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Roles (Continued) 

Texas editor for Woman's Era. 

Departmental editor for Woman's Era. 

Department of Women's Work editor for Our Women 
and Children. 

Editor of the Negro Educational Journah with her 

husband, from 1895 to 1896. 

Contributor to the Repository. 

Editor of "Our Women and Children" column in the 

Afro-American Budget. 

Contributor of biographical sketches to Ringwood's 
Afro-American Journal of Fashion; contributor to the 

Voice of the Negro; D.C. editor of Woman's Era; 
contributor to McGirt's, Ebony, Howard's American 
Magazine, the AME Review. and the School Teacher. 

Amelia 1. Tilghman Publisher and editor of the Musical Messenger. 

Katherine Davis Tillman Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Florence Lee Thomas Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Aida Overton Walker Contributor to the Colored American. 

Josephine Thrpin Washington Contributor to the Voice of the Negro and the Colored 
American. 

Margaret Murray Washington Contributor to the Voice of the Negro and the Colored 
Americam editor of Woman's Era and National Associa
tion Notes, the publication of the NACW. 

Adina E. White 

Lida Keck Wiggins 

Sylvania Fracoz Williams 

Leslie WIlmot 

Fannie Barrier Williams 

Josephine S. Lord Yates 

Art Department editor for Ringwood's Afro-American 
Journal of Fashion. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro. 

Contributor of "Chats with Girls" column in 
Woman's Era. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro; Chicago editor 

of Woman's Era, the Colored American, and the AME 
Review. 

Contributor to the Voice of the Negro; Kansas City editor 

of Woman's Era; columnist for the Colored American and 

the AME Review; on editorial staff of the Negro Educa
tional Review; president of the NACW. 





Som,e, Early Peribdicd Pu/JticaJ;ib1U 
~ whidv Africtuv AlMUictuv Wouwv 
Writer, Were- A"ociai:ed 

general 
Mirror of Liberty (1838) 

AME Church Review (1841) 

Repository (1858) 

Anglo-African Magazine (1859) 

New York Age (1884), formerly the 
New York Freeman 

Negro American (1887) 

Afro-American Budget (1889) 

AME Zion Quarterly (1890) 

Southland (1890) 

Future State (1891) 

Howard's American Magazine (1895) 

Colored Amen"can Magazine (1900) 

Helper (c. 1900) 

Gazetteer and Guide (1901) 

McGirt's Magazine (1903) 

Voice of the Negro (1904) 
Alexander's Magazine (1905) 

American Magazine (1905) 

National Domestic (1905) 

Ebony (1906) 

New Era Magazine (1920) 

By a.;uJ, for Women, 
Ladies' Magazine (1880) 

Our Women and Children (1888) 

Ringwood's Afro-American Journal of 
Fashion (1891) 

Woman's Era (1894) 

National Association Notes (1897) 

Woman's World (1900) 

Colored Woman's Magazine (1907) 

speci<t? Ifderea 
Musical Messenger (1886) 

Negro Educational Journal (1894) 

Hospital Herald (1898) 

Negro Music Journal (1902) 

Southern Teachers' AdYocate (1905) 

National Medical Association Journal 
(1909) 

School Teacher (1909) 
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Note; 

NotM f:b InZroductiol'V 
1. See Royster (1996). 

2. For an explanation of the impact of the cult of true womanhood on African Ameri

can women, see Giddings (1984); Helly and Reverby (1992); Matthews (1992); Hall (1993); 

Royster (1997). 

3. Amy Shuman discussed this concept in a talk delivered at Ohio State University dur
ing the Colloquium on Women in the History of Rhetoric (1997). 

NotM f:b cItap<:er 1 
1. I will use the term African American to designate people of African descent in the 

United States, and the term Black to designate more generally people of African descent 
who may reside elsewhere. 

2. See. for example, Giddings (1984); Joseph and Lewis (1981); Lorde (1984); Caraway 

(1991). 

3. For a more specific sense of literary criticism during this era related to African 
American women writers, see, for example, Christian. (1980); Carby, (1987); Gates (1988); 

Awkward (1989). 

4. Henderson (1992) attributes this term to Barbara Smith. who used it in her intro
duction as editor of Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology (1983:xxxii). 

5. In Royster (1990), I explain this pattern as being significant to ~ understanding of 
both African American women's literary traditions and their intellectual history. 

6. De Obaldia (1995) cites Klaus (1991) as a scholar who is invoking the essay as a 
fourth genre. 

7. For examples of actual essaying practices, see the next two sections of this chapter, 

and "The Essayist Tradition Among African American Women" in chapter 5. 
8. See chapters 2 ("Toward an Analytical Model for Literacy and SocioRPolitical ACR 

tion") and 6 (,'A View from a Bridge: Afrafeminist Ideologies and Rhetorical Studies") for 

my twofold theoretical perspective. 
9. See Mittlefehldt (1993) as one example of the scholarship that is becoming available 

on African American women essayists. 

10. See Butrym (1989), one of the first collections in recent years devoted to essay 
analysis; also the more recent Freedman and Medway (1994); De Obaldia (1995); and 

Heilker (1996). 

11. Contemporary research in literacy studies has taken us well beyond a narrow envi
sioning of oral and literate practices as a continuum; see, for example, Street (1995); Fair-
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clough (1992); and Shuman (1986). See chapter 3 for a more direct explanation of how 
paradigms have been shifting over the last fifteen years. 

12. Patterns of argumentation that value logical. pathetic, and ethical appeals seem to 
hold an importance comparable with the notion of "truth" in the nonfiction writing of 

African American women. See chapter .2 for a fuller discussion of this point. 
13. Street (1995) analyzes long-standing assumptions about literacy and orality. He 

posits that distinctions between these two practices. rather than being evident in actual 
language use, have essentially been rhetorically crafted at the hands of researchers and 
scholars. See chapter 3 for more discussion of shifting paradigms in literacy studies. 

Note> fD cIu<fter 2 
1. In chapter 1, I discuss the blurring of oral and literate practices, using the essays of 

Alice Walker as a case in point. 
2. For a similar definition ofliteracy. see Jerrie Cobb Scott's (1990) address to the 

Louisiana Literacy Forum. 
3. In this explanation I refer to the following scholars: Dell Hymes. sociolinguistics; 

Brenda Dervin and Kathleen D. Clark, communications; Lev Vygotsky. philosophy; 
Mikhail Bakhtin and Mae Gwendolyn Henderson, literary criticism; Hans-Georg 
Gadamer.linguistics; Kenneth Burke, rhetoric. 

4. Hymes (1972b). 
5. For an earlier version of this argument, see Royster (1990). 

6. See "Coming to Voice: Maria W. Stewart, a Case in Point," in chapter 4 for a more 
thorough analysis of Stewart's essays. 

7. In chapter 1, I use Henderson (1992) to explain in general tenns the concept of mul
tivocality as it applies to womanist essayists. 

8. For a more thorough analysis of the rhetorical practices of Ida B. Wells in her anti
lynching campaign, see my introductory essay in Royster (1997). 

9. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825-1911) was a poet, a novelist, and a leader in 
women's organizations, building over the decades of her social advocacy and activism a 
national and international reputation as an excellent public speaker who championed 
many causes, including civil rights, women's rights, temperance, and woman suffrage. 

10. Portelli (1999) has discussed narrative perspectives in similar terms, using as con
trasts stories told from "above" versus stories told from "below:' terms he uses to distin
guish between local points of view and distant points of view in history telling. 

11. See chapter 1 for a fuller discussion of characteristics of the essay as a genre that 
seem to support the preferred use of this form by African American women. 

Note> fD cIu<fter 3 
1. Some of the difficulties encountered in historical research on women of African de

scent have been discussed in Terborg-Penn (1992); Brown (1989); Hine (1993:xix-xxii). 

2. Compare this explanation with the passage in Toni Morrison's Beloved in which she 
discusses "rememory" and the way in which we "bump into a rememory that belongs to 
somebody else" (1987:36). Momaday suggests the ways in which we create "reality"; Morri-
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son suggests the ways in which experience/reality never dies but keeps reverberating as 
memory. which repeats and becomes experience/reality again and again as we keep 
"bumping" into it. In this chapter. I wish to embrace both notions of the role of"mem

ory" (time, space, history, truth) and notions of imagination in the making of knowledge 
and the garnering of understanding. 

3. In a reading at Spelman College on November 14, 1990, Erna Brodber made this 
statement during a discussion of the role of imagination in the making of history. 

4. See n. 2 for a passage in Beloved in which Morrison discusses "rememory." 
5. Bohannan and Curtin (1988) report that African nations permitted Europeans to 

build and maintain "forts" or "factories" from which they engaged in slave-trading activi
ties. They also report that "27 were constructed on the Gold Coast oyer a distance of only 
about 220 miles" (287). Goree Island was one of several such holding stations. For more 
information about these activities, see also Postma (1990); and Lovejoy (1986). 

6. For a more extensive explanation of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, see Bohannan 
and Curtin (1988); Davidson (1980); Postma (1990); Lovejoy (1986). 

7. See the next subsection for a more detailed explanation of typical women's roles in 
West African communities. 

Nom to cIwfi:er 4 
1. See "Coming to Voice: Maria W. Stewart, A Case in Point:' at the end of this chapter 

for a more detailed discussion of Stewart's life and work. 
2. For a more detailed explanation of the history of education among African Ameri

cans, see Woodson (1991); Jones (1980); Vaughn (1974); Anderson (1988). 

3. For a more detailed explanation of the negative images imposed on African Ameri
can women, see Davis ('98,); Giddings (1984); King (1988); Royster (1997); White (1999). 

4. I am not suggesting these early generations of women would have labeled their be
-liefs and practices in this way. What I am suggesting is that they were able to retain a tacit 
sense of similarity, even normalcy, about selfandself-in-society, since there were continu
ities between their relationships with others and the work roles they fulfilled in both 
African and American contexts. 

5. This notion of spiritual resiliency is captured well by the title of Septima Clark's per
sonal narrative, Ready from Within (1990), which chronicles her participation as an activist 
in the civil rights movement. 

6. The details of this account of Lucy Terry Prince's life and work are drawn from 
Shockley (1988); Greene (1959); and Stetson (1981). 

7. See Porter (1971) for more examples of early documents that show this type of so
ciopolitical activity. 

8. James Forten was Charlotte Forten's grandfather and the patriarch of an affluent, 
very politically active family in which both men and women became well known in the 
abolitionist movement. See "Charlotte Forten and the Port Royal Commission" in this 
chapter for an explanation of the important role she played in the history of educational 
opportunity in the South during the Civil War. 
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9. See Nash (1990) and nse (1988) for a more extensive explanation of the failure of 
the new American Republic to end slavery and of the rising racial animosity of white 
America at the tum of the nineteenth century. 

10. For an accounting of the anglocentric biases in histories of American literacy, see 
Greene (1994). Greene explains that Spanish was the first European literacy in North 
America, not English. 

11. Woodson's work in this publication, which includes the gathering of a remarkable 
collection of early documents, forms the basis of information from which this section is 
written. Page references in the next few paragraphs are to this work. Cornelius (1991) also 
examines the connections between literacy. slavery, and religion during this era. 

u. See Postma (1990) for an explanation of the complex role played by the Dutch in 
establishing and shaping the flow of the Atlantic slave trade. 

13. For an accounting of literacy development activities among African American 
women who worked as missionaries in foreign mission fields. see Williams (1982); Jacobs 
(1982.1995); Royster (1993a). See also the story of Clara Howard later in this chapter in the 
section entitled "Schools of Their Own:' 

14. The first institution to open its doors to African American women without their 
petitioning was Oberlin College, Ohio, in 1833 (see chapter 5). 

15. See chapter 5 for a more detailed explanation of the participation of Black club
women as advocates and as activists in public discourse. 

16. Although a thorough treatment of free Blacks in the South is not possible in this 
analysis, we should not lose sight of the delicate balance (which involved keeping a very 
low profile and often required the protection of whites) that had to be maintained for free 
Blacks to exist unmolested in a slaveholding society. 

17. Resources for this account include Grimke (1988); Westwood (1986); Westwood and 
CWTI (1986); Newman (1984); Foner (1983); I.cow.y (1980); Holland (1969); Rose (1964); 

Basler (1953:vol. 6), and the library and archives of the Penn Center. 
18. Details about the life and work of Charlotte Forten are drawn from Grimke (1988); 

Billington (1981); Maloney (1990); archival materials at the Salem State College archives, 
the Peabody Essex Museum. and the library and archives of The Penn Center. The Port 
Royal Commission foreshadows the activities associated later with the American Mission
ary Association (AMA), an organization that sent several thousand men and women into 
the South to establish schools and to serve as teachers. These activities were known as 
"home" mission (as compared with "foreign" mission) activities. For more discussion of 
the participation of African American women missionaries in "home" mission activities 
during this era. see in this chapter, "The Opening Doors of Opportunity." 

19. Forten's mother died when she was three years old, and she spent most of her 
younger years with her grandmother (for whom she was named), her aunts, uncles. and 
cousins. Her father remarried and had more children. but Charlotte was never really a 
part of this arrangement. Her father loomed large in her life, however, and she made con
stant efforts to please him and to keep a father-daughter relationship. 

20. Forten's departure from the Penn School was not prompted by her own discom-
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forts. Her father, a sergeant major in the Union Army, contracted typhoid fever, and 
Forten. his oldest child, went home to help with nursing him. as she had the habit of do
ing for most of her relatives when they became ill. Her father died from the illness, and 
Forten did not return to St. Helena. 

21. Playing in the Dark is a collection of three essays in which Morrison interrogates 
the problem of writing literature in a racialized society. She suggests that race becomes a 
mechanism for enabling meaning without its being directly addressed itself. 

22. The information in this section was gathered from my research at the archives of 
Clark Atlanta University, Spelman College. and the Atlanta public schools. 

23. Information for this list comes from the Spelman College archives and from Roys
ter (1983). 

24. All references to the writings of Maria W. Stewart are to this edition. 
25. See Howard-Pitney (1990) for an explanation of the Jeremiad tradition among 

African Americans. 
26. See chapter 2 for an explanation of Kenneth Burke's terms consubstantiality and 

identification: Burke uses these terms to explain various negotiations in successful rhetori
cal action that are illustrated well by Stewart's choices. 

NotM i:t> cItapter 5 

1. In 1892, Anna Julia Cooper (1988) reported on a survey she had conducted of U.S. 
colleges and universities, both white and African American, to determine how many 
African American women had by that time received college degrees. Between 1892 and 
1956, there were general publications on African American education, see Woodson (1919); 
on women's education, see Woody (1929); on women's master's theses, see Butcher (1936); 
and on women's doctoral dissertations, see Cuthbert (1942). However, before Noble there 
was no scholarly book in the mainstream arena that focused on the history of African 
American women's education. 

2. For more detailed information about the cult of true womanhood, as an ideology 
that confined women's sphere and authority to domestic environments, and for informa
tion about how the polarities of public and private space are being questioned, see Vance 
(1984); Giddings (1984); Ryan (1990); Helly and Reverby (1992); Matthews (1992); Hall 

(1993); Fraser (1997). 

3. See "Cooperative Endeavor and Sociopolitical Mandates" in this chapter for addi
tional information on the work of the National Association of Colored Women. 

4. For resources that draw attention to the priorities and issues of African American 
women's education and to the efforts of educators to manage the moral behavior of 
African American women students, see Guy-Sheftall and Stewart (1981); Bell-Scott (1979); 
Guy-Sheftall and Bell-Scott (1989); and Shaw (1996). 

5. See Shaw (1996:68-92) for an explanation of the White Shield Society and its prac
tices, and for a discussion of other practices at colleges and universities that generally 
show concern about the behavior of African American women. 

6. I presented an earlier version of this analysis in Royster (1993b). 

".--.•. --.~----.-~ ... --.•.. --- .. " .. - .. --~--,,~--~----.- ._----' 
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7. Information for this section, unless otherwise noted, was obtained from documents 
in the Oberlin College archives. 

8. The infonnation in this section on Oberlin alumnae is based on documents in the 
Oberlin College archives and in Lawson (1984). 

9. I have published a more detailed account of Sarah Margru Kinsan in Swearingen 
and Pruett (1999). 

10. The American Missionary Association became the largest organization for social 
reform in the United States during the nineteenth century and (see chapter 4) served as a 
major source of teachers for African Americans in the South after the Civil War. 

ll. This information offers an opportunity to consider the extent to which women of 
African descent were internalizing their own oppression (in terms of race, class, gender, 
and ethnicity) and supporting notions of respectability in which they positioned them
selves negatively. 

12. By common practice, and more often by common mandate, after a female teacher 
married, she resigned her teaching position. The place of married women was in the 
home with husband and children. 

13. For more information on rhetorical training in the nineteenth century, see Berlin 
(1984); Knoblauch and Brannon (1984); Kitzhaber (1990); Murphy (1990); Johnson (1991). 

14. For additional information on the Black Clubwomen's Movement, see "Cooperative 
Endeavor and Sociopolitical Mandates" in this chapter. 

15. All information on Atlanta University is taken from documents in the Special Col
lections Department of the Clark Atlanta University and from Bacote (1969) and DuBois 
(1969). 

16. This account of Lucy C. Laney is based on information collected from the Clark At
lanta University Special Collections; Hine (1993); and Rouse (1989). 

17. Public high school educational opportunities in the South were generally not avail
able to African American students during this era (see chapter 4), and even after 1870, 
when opportunities became more available, the education provided in public schools was 
often deemed by African American parents to be inadequate and non-academic in its ori
entation. 

18. Information on Sarah Winifred Brown is also from materials from the Cornell Uni
versity archives. 

19. The profiles of the two women are based on information from Bullock (1981); 
Davis (1982); Sterling (1984); and Hine (1993). 

20. The New York Medical College for Women was a homeopathic medical school, 
founded in 1863 by Clarence Sophia Lozier, an abolitionist. Homeopathic medical schools 
were more accommodating to women than other medical schools. Medicine. of course, 
was considered a male domain. 

21. & Sterling (1984) documents, during this decade more than 15,000 U.S.-born 
African Americans, including Cary's father, emigrated to Canada. 

22. Simpkins's (1999) recent dissertation chronicles the conflict between Cary and the 
Bibbs, and presents a rhetorical analysis of both Cary and Mary Bibb's participation in 
public arenas. 
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23. In 1856. three years after Cary began her journalistic activities with the Provincial 
Freeman, she married Thomas F. Cary, and they made a home in Chatham, Ontario. 

24. Organizing publicly in this way before the Civil War and the ending of slavery was 
a privilege of free-not enslaved-African Americans. Common practice in slaveholding 

states did not permit slaves to assemble without supervision. These restrictions, for obvi
ous reasons, required that community action be more subversive. Note also the popula

tion estimates made by some history scholars: for example. Franklin (1980:158--9) reports 
59,000 free African Americans with the first decennial census in 1790, with 32,000 of these 
living in the South; an increase of 82 percent to 107,400 by 1800; an increase to 319,000 by 
1830; an increase to 488,000 by 1860, with 44 percent living in the south Atlantic states. 

25. For more information on African American women and organized social reform. 

see White ('999); Salem ('990); Hine ('993); B. Jones ('990); and Wesley ('984). 

26. For a more extended discussion of the participation of African American club· 
women in the Wells campaign and in anti-lynching activities more generally, see Royster 

('997)· 
27. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin was born in Boston in 1842, was educated in Salem and 

Boston, and at sixteen married George Lewis Ruffin, an 1869 graduate of Harvard Law 
School who served in the state legislature of Massachusetts and became the first African 
American to serve as a municipal court judge in Boston. Ruffin was mother to four dill
dren and was extremely active as a journalist, a leader among African American club 
women. and later a suffragist. 

28. For a more extensive discussion of his viewpoint, see also Habermas (1990, 1971). 

29. Another nineteenth·century book that showcased women's achievements, includ
ing their journalistic achievements, is Monroe A. Majors, Noted Negro Women: Their Th· 
umphs and Activities (1986; first published in 1893). For a preliminary list of nineteenth
century African American women who were active journalists, see appendix"!' 

30. David Ruggles (1810-1849), was born in Norwich, Connecticut, of free-born par
ents, moved to New York City in 1827. and made a name for himself as a businessman, 
abolitionist, Underground Railroad conductor, anti·colonizationist, journalist, printer. hy
dropathist, and the first-known African American bookseller. Ruggles achieved notoriety 
as a militant African American activist. 

31. For more information on the life and work ofIda B. Wells. see Duster (1970); 

Thompson (1990); DeCosta-Willis (1995), and Royster (1997). 

32. The charts in the appendixes do not include the numerous women who con· 
tributed poetry and short stories. I certainly do not seek to represent these lists as being 
exhaustive but, rather, as demonstrating the substantive participation of African American 
women in this arena. 

33. The details of Hunton's life and work are from Maclachlan (1993:596-97). Hunton's 
alliances with international organizations illustrate how her generation envisioned them
selves and their interests in global terms. Part of this history of international involvement 
is referenced in a short article by Hoytt (1986:54-55). 

34. Details of Williams's life and work are from Hendricks (1993:1259-61). 
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35. See chapter 2 for an explanation of the triadic relationships among context, ethos 
formation, and rhetorical decision-making in African American women's writing. 

36. Logan (1995) and Loewenberg and Bogin (1976) are two anthologies that illustrate 

the range of African American women's essays and speeches during this era. Guy-Sheftall 

(1995), which thematically chronicles the history of African American feminist thought, is 
also an invaluable resource for examining the uses African American women have made of 
the essay over time. 

Nom to cMfter 6 
1. The problem of African American women's studies being treated as redundant was 

poignantly articulated in Hull, Bell-Scott, and Smith (1982), 
2. See the next section for a more thorough explanation of the term afrafeminist. My 

sense here is that I operate with a Black feminist consciousness, supported by an ideologi

cal frame or worldview in which my awareness has been shaped by the experiences I cite 
in this chapter and others. 

3. See the next section, "The Construction of an Afrafeminist Ideology:' for a more de
tailed explanation of the unique relationships of African American women to the material 
conditions of work. 

4. For an account of the founding of SAGE, see Royster (1995). 

5. I chronicle my experiences with this program in similar fashion in Royster (1992, 
1988). The collaboration for this project involved two people directly: Beverly Guy-Sheftall 
(director of the Women's Center and cofounder/coeditor of SAqE) and myself (director 
of the Writing Program and senior associate editor of SAGE). However, we also received 
support through the years from the other members of the editorial team. 

6. I left Spelman in 1992. The program, however, has continued to flourish and has 
been renamed the Bambara Writers Program in honor of African American woman writer 
Toni Cade Bambara. 

7. In planning the program, I had administered an attitudinal survey to them about 

writing, but this instrument did not include questions related to their sense of"intellec
tual" self or to the "intellectual" dimensions of their lives. It focused mainly on writing 
and reading practices and their general attitudes concerning performance and abilities. 

8. I acknowledge here the wisdom and experience of Beverly Guy-Sheftall in this col

laboration. I credit much of my view of Black feminism to her, the more experienced 
Black feminist, and to the collegial relationships that developed from our work together 

on this and other projects. I benefited greatly from the consistency with which Beverly ex
ercised a critical perspective on everything she came in contact with, and from the occa
sions that this intellectual companionship provided for me to exercise my own critical 
abilities more consistently. 

9. See, for example, Chodorow (1978); Heilbrun (1981); O'Brien (1984); David (1987); 
Hansen and Philpson (1990); Haraway (1991). 

10. For an explanation of "psychic wholeness," see Royster (1990). For a discussion of 

fragmentation, see Dubois (1994); and hooks (1984). 
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11. Examples of scholarship in this area include Hall and Sandler (1982); SAGE (Spring 

1984); Solomon (1985); Hill-Collins and Anderson (1988); Pearson, Shavlik, and Touchton 

(1989)· 

12. Woodson (1990) raised similar questions. 

13. See chapter 2- for a more extended discussion of the use oflanguage in forging a 
proactive vision. 

14. Examples of this type of scholarship include James and Farmer (1993); Wear (1993); 

and Kirsch (1993). 

15. For an explanation of the concepts of "entitlement" and "privilege" as used here, see 

Coles (1977). 

16. Compare this with my explanation (chapter 2) of how African American women's 
habits of action and belief have systematically supported uses oflanguage and literacy. A 

significant difference between this chapter and chapter 2 is in the actual naming of the an
alytical approach I use in developing a theory oflanguage and sociopolitical afrafeminist 
action. This chapter focuses on the approach. Chapter 2 is a demonstration of a theory 

that can emerge from such a standpoint. 
17. My goal in this chapter is to explain how I have sought to make an afrafeminist ap

proach manifest in my own work. My assumption is that this way constitutes one way of 
working, not the only way, and that there are other methodologies that would also be ap

propriate to this ideological view. 
18. Interrogating the roles and practices of the participant/observer in research and 

scholarship is an area of considerable activity in several fields at the present time. For an 
example of how issues are being articulated and addressed in the field of rhetoric and 

composition, see Mortensen and Kirsch (1996). 
19. See chapter 2 for my explanation of how experience, knowledge, and language con

verge in the lives of African American women to focus behavior and action. 
20. See chapter 2 for an explanation of the use of a kaleidoscopic approach in knowl

edge construction. 
21. hooks (1989) and Marshall (1981) are two examples of writers who discuss how 

young African American girls learn in the company of their "elders." 
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