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Introduction
Writing Women’s Religious Agency  
in Nineteenth-Century America

This book engages in a deceptively simple task: 
it reads for religion in antebellum fiction by American women writers. It ex-
plores some of  the many ways that the imaginative representation of  religious 
doctrine, ritual, and practice offered nineteenth-century women writers a 
means for imagining new forms of  female agency made possible by a rapidly 
changing religious-secular milieu. Fiction became the medium for exploring 
these new forms of  agency because it provided a space in which women’s re-
ligious beliefs and ideas might circulate in the public sphere outside of  official 
sectarian outlets. But fiction also offered an imaginative playground where 
women might picture to themselves and others new ways of  being in the world 
while remaining faithful to what they took to be sacred truths. For the 
nineteenth-century women writers I discuss in this book, religious fiction was 
the arena in which the skeleton of  doctrine put on the sinews of  personal 
agency and walked forth into the world.

In some ways it seems impossible not to read for religion in nineteenth-
century fiction: antebellum writing by both men and women is saturated with 
Christian religious language and, at a deeper level, with theological assump-
tions about the order of  the universe. Even the most skeptical of  nineteenth-
century authors felt compelled to pursue the subject; recall Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s comment that his erstwhile friend Herman Melville could “nei-
ther believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief,” but that he was “too honest 
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and courageous not to try to do one or the other.”1 As the religious historian 
John Modern has asserted, “any viable description of  the nineteenth century 
must account for how one’s identity becomes bound up with one’s relation-
ship to the religious.”2

And yet, despite the ubiquity of  religious thought and practice in the pe-
riod, many critical studies of  nineteenth-century literature continue to read 
not for religion but around or even against it. Until fairly recently, as Tracy Fes-
senden notes, religion received “little attention except when it figure[d] as 
crucial to a progressive, emancipatory politics (Christian antislavery being the 
readiest example), and often not even then.”3 The recent rise of  secularism 
studies, which treats our modern condition not as a story about the absence 
of  religion but instead about religion’s continued but ever-shifting presence 
in public and private life, has done much to redress this issue. But the study of  
women’s writing has yet to fully benefit from the insights of  secularism stud-
ies. This is because critics of  women’s writing have often taken for granted 
that religion can serve only as an oppressive force in women’s lives rather than 
a matter of  personal choice, an aspect of  communal belonging, a vehicle for 
intellection and self-expression, and a sincere apprehension of  the nature of  
the universe and human existence.

This book approaches religious belief  and practice as potential sites for 
imagining and enacting women’s agency, and it demonstrates how writing and 
publishing religious fiction after the Second Great Awakening made it possi
ble for women writers to envision new agentive possibilities that did not rely 
on political office, clerical ordination, or the franchise. Often, these new agen-
tive options were made possible through the imaginative adaptation of  Prot-
estant doctrine. One bedrock assertion of  this project is that rather than 
bringing about the “loss of  theology,” as Ann Douglas famously asserted, 
nineteenth-century women writers engaged in what the religious historian 
Mary Bednarowski calls “theological creativity”: the willingness and ability to 
adapt existing doctrines, or even to invent new ones, in ways that are mean-
ingful for individuals and often for the community as a whole.4 The authors 
I study in this book explored their theological ideas in the medium of  fiction 
because fiction provided a space for religious reflection and for imagining al-
ternative ways of  being, believing, and acting in the world.

While nineteenth-century women’s writing “does not represent a separate, 
morally superior female world apart from political, theological, economic, and 
racial tensions,” the entanglement of  women and religion in the Western 
imaginary means that nineteenth-century women’s religious fiction was nei-
ther written nor read in identical terms to religious fiction by men.5 While 
male authors also used fiction to engage with religious questions, published 
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fiction provided a particularly welcoming space for women writers whose ex-
clusion from seminaries and sectarian journals left them with few other out-
lets for public religious discussion. But more than a last resort for religious 
debate, fictional genres provided frameworks for exploring the contours and 
consequences of  theological positions. When Augusta Jane Evans, whose work 
is the subject of  this book’s second chapter, turned to the genre of  woman’s 
fiction to explore the implications of  free-will theology for white southern 
women, she both intervened in an ongoing debate between Calvinist and Ar-
minian thinkers and constructed a model of  female agency grounded in Wes-
leyan theological convictions. For Evans and other women writers, the generic 
space of  the historical novel, the sentimental novel, or the escaped-slave nar-
rative provided imaginative scaffolding for exploring possible forms of  female 
agency, spaces where characters—and by extension authors and readers—
could “negotiat[e] belonging to a world.”6

These new forms of  agency were made possible and available by the con-
stantly shifting boundary between the religious and the nonreligious and the 
attendant reshaping of  the appropriately public and the normatively private 
that marked the decades before the Civil War. The American nineteenth 
century was characterized by the public dominance of  Protestant Christian
ity, but to make this statement is to raise difficulties rather than to settle them, 
since nineteenth-century American Protestantism was not monolithic but 
made up of  myriad and ever-multiplying denominations—denominations that 
were, in turn, constantly engaged in transformations of  doctrine and practice. 
These transformations were shaped by internal theological innovation, exter-
nal efforts toward reform or retrenchment, and the pressure of  religious al-
ternatives ranging from Catholicism to Spiritualism to atheism. The 
proliferation of  internal and external differences within and among Protestant 
sects, this book argues, produced the conditions of  possibility for women’s re-
ligious and literary innovations. The forms of  agency this book reveals are 
those that thrived in these interstitial spaces, claimed by women authors who 
were willing to imaginatively inhabit such metaphorical gaps.

To recognize the myriad models of  religious agency offered in fiction by 
nineteenth-century women, this book engages in secular reading rather than 
secularized reading. In making this distinction I am drawing on the recent wave 
of  immensely productive scholarship that has deconstructed the inaccurate 
and mystifying pronouncements of  the secularization thesis and replaced them 
with a more robust model for studying the complexities of  secular modernity. 
Whereas the secularization thesis once claimed to trace the increasing priva-
tization of  religion or even to predict its eventual disappearance, studies of  
secularity acknowledge the continuing interpenetration of  religious and 
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nonreligious modes of  belief, action, and understanding in the modern 
world. To take the example that is closest to home, the current form of  
American secularity is one in which a public sphere ostensibly cleansed of  re-
ligious influence or interference actually remains structured by principles and 
assumptions directly derived from Protestant Christianity, a status that Win-
nifred Fallers Sullivan calls “small-p protestantism.”7 The misidentification of  
secularism as the absence of  religion from society rather than as a particular 
post-Protestant configuration of society allows for the continuing alignment 
of  what is truly “American” with the assumptions of  this post-Protestant par-
adigm and facilitates the othering and exclusion of  any religious group that 
refuses to conform to them.8 The result is a secular society in which Christian 
politicians freely quote the Bible in speeches on the Senate floor but Muslim 
women are harassed for wearing head scarves in public. The American sec-
ular public sphere, in other words, is not free from religion but instead toler-
ates one form of  religious display (fundamentalist Christian proof  texting) and 
is openly hostile to another (Muslim sartorial norms). The antebellum secu-
lar situation was, of  course, different from our own, and engaging in secular 
reading enables us to see how the religious-secular conditions that marked 
the antebellum United States enabled certain forms of  religious agency to 
emerge while foreclosing others. This project demonstrates how nineteenth-
century women writers used the imaginative space of  fiction to negotiate 
their secular surrounds and to depict new models of  religious agency that 
were grounded in Protestant theological concepts.

In this book I seek to tell an addition story rather than the paradigmatic 
“subtraction stories” put forward by narratives of  secularization, in which 
“human beings hav[e] lost, or sloughed off, or liberated themselves from cer-
tain earlier, confining horizons, or illusions, or limitations of  knowledge.”9 In-
stead of  reading for the absence of  religion, this project answers Robert Orsi’s 
call “to approach history and culture with the gods fully present to humans” 
and to “withhold from absence the intellectual, ethical, and spiritual prestige 
modernity gives it.”10 It offers a capacious and critical approach to women’s 
religious agency under the conditions of  nineteenth-century secularity, exam-
ining this complex problem in specific literary, doctrinal, communal, racial, 
gendered, and geographic contexts. In doing so, it reveals how particular sets 
of  secular conditions present in the nineteenth-century United States made it 
possible for women writers to imagine new models of  agency that accorded 
with their most deeply held beliefs.

This project approaches nineteenth-century fiction as a collection of  imag-
inative worlds in which women’s agency became conceivable precisely inso-
far as such agency was readable and resonant within the terms of  antebellum 



religious discourse—as it represented what William James called a “living op-
tion” for a predominantly Protestant Christian people.11 Recognizing these 
new forms of  agency requires more than simple translation or explication. 
Cathy Davidson has written that fiction “cannot be simply ‘fit into its histori-
cal context,’ as if  context were some Platonic pigeonhole and all that is dark 
or obscure in the fiction is illuminated when the text is finally slipped into the 
right slot.”12 The same is true for the role of  religious doctrine in fiction: in-
vestigating a text’s belief  system is not simply a matter of  researching the de-
tails of  Calvinist or Unitarian or Spiritualist doctrine and overlaying them 
onto a text to produce a legible reading of  its (or its author’s) theological com-
mitments. While this project addresses aspects of  authors’ religious identifi-
cations, often as expressed in their journals and letters, it would be reductive 
to suggest that Catharine Maria Sedgwick, because she joined a Unitarian con-
gregation, could only write Unitarianly, that Susan Warner could only write 
Presbyterianly, or that Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote first Congregationally and 
then Episcopally. Rather, this project examines how nineteenth-century fiction 
provided not a transparent window into an author’s personal beliefs but an 
imaginative forum for thinking both through and beyond doctrinal and eccle-
siastical difference in ways that allowed for new explorations and expressions 
of  personal and communal agency. Since nineteenth-century novels “construct 
entire fictive worlds in which the validity of  a particular set of  beliefs is borne 
out,” the details of  doctrine are important because they represent cognitive 
structures through which individuals and communities understood the mean-
ing of  their lives.13

Literary genres also provide cognitive and imaginative structures for pro-
ducing knowledge, and one goal of  this book is to tease out linkages between 
doctrinal structures and literary ones. As Gregory Jackson has demonstrated, 
nineteenth-century religious fiction was grounded in homiletic models that 
were instantly recognizable to Christian audiences nursed not only on the 
Bible but on the Pilgrim’s Progress and other instructive texts. But our “prevail-
ing theories of  genre lack a nuanced understanding of  the psychology of  highly 
specialized religious readerships” because those theories continue to be guided 
by secularized reading conventions.14 Claudia Stokes has urged scholars of  an-
tebellum fiction to “recognize narrative form as an agent of  religious instruc-
tion and evangelism” since “generic conventionality in the nineteenth century 
also signaled a loyalty to religious conventions and expectations.”15 Taking 
up  the challenge laid down by Jackson, Stokes, and others, this book 
demonstrates—through studies of  the historical novel, woman’s fiction, the 
fugitive slave narrative, the theological romance, and the Spiritualist novel—
that the generic conventions of  antebellum fiction were particularly well suited 
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to imagining new possibilities for women’s religious agency. Generic conven-
tions, it argues, offer conceptual frameworks for imaginative exploration in 
much the same way that religious doctrines do. Sometimes these frameworks 
are cages, but sometimes they are jungle gyms.

It has become a truism of  American literary scholarship that texts perform 
“cultural work”—that they are not only products of  culture themselves but 
that they influence culture in particular ways. This is to say that texts them-
selves have agency—an agency that is influenced but can never be entirely con-
trolled by the agency of  their authors. More than what individual authors do, 
then, this book is about what texts do—how fiction participates in and shapes 
culture by presenting new historically and culturally contingent models of  re-
ligious agency. Just as individuals and communities experience agency within 
the forms and structures available to them—most saliently, for the purposes 
of  this study, religious forms and structures—texts exhibit agency within cer-
tain generic boundaries. To ask what a text does is to investigate both the world 
from which that text emerged and the reformed world that it makes narra-
tively viable, and to consider what conditions of  existence and possibilities for 
agency it brings into being.

Women’s Religious Writing as American  
Theological Tradition
This project details how U.S. women authors writing between 1820 and 1865 
and in various regional, racial, and political circumstances employed power
ful combinations of  Protestant doctrine and literary genre to imagine fictional 
worlds full of  new agentive possibilities. It approaches the antebellum public 
sphere as a discourse community in which theological ideas were not simply 
handed down from clerical authorities to laypeople but instead were socially 
created. As Gregory Jackson has argued, in nineteenth-century America “elite 
religious discourse was shadowed—sometimes even overshadowed—by a 
wealth of  popular narrative materials,” and the “ ‘formal’ doctrine and theol-
ogy coming out of  synods and seminaries . . . ​were transformed by remark-
able men and women on the ground.”16 Such transformations were significant 
not only for their effect on the American religious landscape but because they 
enabled individuals and communities to imagine new ways of  being and be-
having in the public sphere and new ways of  acting in the world.

The texts discussed in this book appeared in the wake of  the Second Great 
Awakening, a wave of  religious revivals that swept the newly formed United 
States between 1790 and 1820. With its emphasis on visible and narratable re-



ligious feeling and on the primacy of  personal experience, the Awakening, 
along with the liberalization of  the culturally dominant New England Con-
gregationalist churches, began to redistribute religious identity and authority 
in a process that the religious historian Nathan Hatch has called the “democ
ratization” of  American Christianity. The Awakening saw the creation of  
myriad new religious movements and the rapid growth of  existing ones, 
particularly revivalist sects including the Methodists, Baptists, and Disciples of  
Christ. The result was that “within a few years of  Jefferson’s election in 1800, 
it became anachronistic to speak of  [religious] dissent in America—as if  there 
were still a commonly recognized center against which new or emerging 
groups defined themselves.”17 While religious and social historians continue 
to debate the origins, outline, and effects of  the Second Great Awakening, the 
early nineteenth century undeniably saw “a widening range of  spiritual alter-
natives that turned antebellum America into a unique spiritual hothouse.”18

As much as the spate of  outdoor revivals that most famously characterized 
the Second Great Awakening (and most unnerved the leaders of  settled de-
nominations like the Congregationalists and Episcopalians), the flurry of  pam-
phlets, printed sermons, tracts, and rebuttals produced during and after it 
solidified the sense that theological debates among people of  different beliefs 
were best conducted in the print public sphere. In the nineteenth century, Prot-
estant doctrine circulated widely and came under continual debate both 
explicitly, in sectarian journals and printed sermons, and more subtly in the 
fictional productions that increasingly occupied the popular imagination. As 
proscriptions against the writing and publication of  fiction that had carried 
over from the colonial era began to fall away, learning to verbalize the “inner 
condition of  true religion” through the medium of  published fiction increas-
ingly offered laypeople a means to enter into a culturally dominant Protestant 
public sphere whose terms of  discourse were often explicitly theological.19

Nineteenth-century women writers influenced by the Awakening seized on 
the opportunity to take part in public religious discourse by producing and 
publishing poems, essays, sketches, stories, and novels. And just as they decried 
novels while producing thousands of  them, they similarly disclaimed any am-
bition to be writing or debating “theology” even as they produced texts that 
engaged deeply with theological ideas. Whereas in the former case, of  course, 
critics have recognized the necessary obfuscations at play and treated women 
authors as novelists, when it comes to theology, they have often accepted these 
women’s demurrals, approaching works of  fiction as alternatives to theological 
thinking rather than vehicles for it. As I discuss in this book’s second chapter, 
studies of  women’s religious writing continue to be heavily influenced by Ann 
Douglas’s religious-historical reading of  nineteenth-century sentimentalism 
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and by her assertion that women writers and the liberal ministers who imi-
tated them initiated the decline and death of  American theology. To make this 
argument, Douglas narrowly defined theology to include only a specific strain 
of  Calvinist systematic dogma; all other forms of  nineteenth-century religious 
thought were dismissed as “sentimental heresy” or “feminine heresy.”20 But 
as E. Brooks Holifield has demonstrated in his magisterial study Theology in 
America, not only did liberal denominations have theologies of  their own, but 
nineteenth-century definitions of  theology “were always sufficiently broad to 
include a variety of  genres, such as sermons and popular tracts, and any his-
tory of  theology in America must consider such sources.” Such popular ma-
terials as tracts and novels “joined biblical interpretation to a background theory, 
explicit or implicit, in a way that constituted ‘theology.’ ”21 Furthermore, sys-
tematic theology was never the only form of  theology that circulated in the 
United States. In my fourth chapter I demonstrate how Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
novels of  the late 1850s and early 1860s worked to unite the traditions of  specu-
lative and practical theology, thereby satisfying a “demand that theology be 
practical” that “reflected not only the imperatives of  revivalist religion” but “a 
long history of  reflection that had its roots in ancient philosophy.”22

To recognize the theologically grounded models of  agency made available 
in women’s religious fiction, we must dispense with several misapprehensions: 
that theology, systematic or otherwise, is the sole property of  men; that “reli-
gion” as a force was in decline in the nineteenth century; and that religion is 
always experienced by adherents—particularly women—in the same way. By 
insisting on the theological contexts and investments of  literature written by 
women, my goal is not to return our field to a time before the advent of  cul-
tural studies or to insist that race, gender, class, sexuality, and other embodied 
concerns be subordinated to spiritual ones. The assumption that spiritual and 
theological concerns are necessarily divorced from issues of  identity and 
embodiment—and that we as scholars must choose between them—is itself  
a false binary induced by the secularization thesis. It is certainly true that a 
turn to discourses of  secularism can underpin conservative critical moves. But 
the best work on religion and secularity recognizes that religious identifica-
tions are inextricable from and not reducible to other forms of  identity.

It is the transformation of  theology through the medium of  fiction and the 
consequences of  that transformation for women’s agency that this book de-
tails. It shows how the realm of  published fiction provided a conventional space 
in which women writers might safely explore theological problems and the 
ramifications of  those problems for women’s lives. As Lloyd Pratt has noted, 
the ability to produce superlative examples of  conventional forms was much 
prized in the first half  of  the nineteenth century: “convention as much as ca-



pacity for novelty set expectations for what qualified as literature.”23 But con-
ventionality also provided, in the words of  Lauren Berlant, “a profound 
placeholder that provide[d] an affective confirmation of  the idea of  a shared 
confirming imaginary in advance of  inhabiting a material world in which that 
feeling [could] actually be lived.”24 Fictional genres, in other words, with their 
established conventions, offered a space in which to imagine new ways of  act-
ing in the world.

This project takes up Joanna Brooks’s charge that scholars of  American lit
erature should approach literary texts as “an archive of  heterodox marginal, 
dissenting, and emergent theologies.”25 I begin with a genre that proliferated 
in the early years of  the new republic: the American historical novel. Writing 
at the end of  the Second Great Awakening and at the beginning of  an explo-
sion in print publication and circulation, the early national women authors 
Lydia Maria Child and Catharine Maria Sedgwick initiated a nineteenth-century 
tradition of  women’s writing that engaged deeply with theological questions 
through the medium of  popular literary forms. Struggling with dominant lib-
eral discourses that framed women as irrational and unfit for public life and 
with a tradition of  gothic and seduction novels in which female characters ex-
isted primarily as objects of  political, economic, and sexual exchange, Child 
and Sedgwick used the emergent genre of  the historical novel to argue for 
women as individuals capable of  exercising religious agency. Their new model 
of  agency was premised on women’s active participation in a religious culture 
increasingly identified with the public circulation of  theological debate, and 
it invoked an influential Unitarian Christology that rejected violent sacrifice 
and located Christ’s salvific power in his living language rather than his muti-
lated body. Applying this theology to tales of  colonial North America anchored 
by devout women, Child and Sedgwick portrayed America’s early women set-
tlers as rational actors capable of  participating in an increasingly linguistic 
and literary public sphere. By grounding women’s claims to religious agency 
in their powerful language rather than their perishable bodies and in narra-
tives of  America’s national origins, Child and Sedgwick made the case for their 
own authorship and for the generations of  religious women writers who 
would come after them.

In addition to writing historical novels, Catharine Maria Sedgwick also in-
augurated the genre of  woman’s fiction with her 1822 novel A New-England 
Tale. My second chapter explores woman’s fiction as a vehicle for practical the-
ology informed by contemporary doctrinal debates. Sentimental fiction in 
general and woman’s fiction in particular have long been approached by crit-
ics as a form committed to promoting an undifferentiated and generalized 
Protestantism. By eschewing doctrinal debate in favor of  an emotional and 
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antitheological “evangelicalism,” the argument goes, sentimental fiction con-
tributed to the feminization and privatization of  religious belief  and thus to 
the ultimate secularization of  the American public sphere. My chapter chal-
lenges this critical narrative through a careful reading of  Susan Warner’s The 
Wide, Wide World and Augusta Jane Evans’s Beulah. While both novels adopt 
the standard woman’s fiction plot identified by Nina Baym, in which an or-
phaned girl seeks and finds a new family after years of  difficult struggle, War-
ner’s novel takes place in a Calvinist universe of  predetermined salvational 
outcomes while Evans’s heroine navigates an Arminian cosmos in which eter-
nal damnation is a real and terrifying possibility. My analysis demonstrates 
how the seemingly simplistic formal elements of  woman’s fiction enabled War-
ner, Evans, and other female authors to contribute to the most pressing theo-
logical debate of  their day—the extent of  human and divine agency—in the 
space of  woman’s fiction.

By aligning women’s life stories with recognizable doctrinal patterns, 
woman’s fiction worked to claim theology for women while strengthening an 
ideological alignment between Christianity and whiteness. When Harriet Ja-
cobs chose the genre of  sentimental woman’s fiction as the vehicle for her an-
onymized autobiography Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl, she both inherited 
and transformed this dubious tradition. My third chapter reads Jacobs’s Inci-
dents as a spiritual autobiography that draws on a nascent tradition of  black 
women’s religious narrative founded by the itinerant preachers Jarena Lee and 
Sojourner Truth. Exploring the moments of  confession, repentance, and ex-
hortation that structure Jacobs’s narrative reveals how Linda Brent’s sexual sin 
becomes the precondition for religious agency rather than the occasion for its 
destruction. By claiming a prophetic voice that she subtly but repeatedly lik-
ens to that of  the slave preacher Nat Turner, Jacobs frames Linda’s fall from 
grace as a necessary rebellion against the hypocrisy of  white slaveholding 
Christianity.

Jacobs’s Incidents engages in both explicit and implicit conversation with 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s sentimental blockbuster Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). My 
fourth chapter explores Stowe’s post–Uncle Tom novels The Minister’s Wooing 
and Agnes of  Sorrento, which I classify as theological romances. I argue that 
these texts depict forms of  communal religious agency rooted in both Protes-
tant millennialism and Catholic Mariology and intended to suture the widen-
ing cultural divisions between practical and speculative theology, between 
public and private religion, and between the “masculine” realms of  business 
and commerce and the “feminine” realm of  the home. The women of  Stowe’s 
theological romances find their agency in connection with one another and 
with the communion of  saints, living and dead, who populate their lives. Draw-



ing on the work of  critics who have studied Stowe’s career-spanning interest 
in Mary the mother of  Jesus, I argue that Stowe’s fictional Marys, including 
Mary Scudder and Virginie de Frontignac of  The Minister’s Wooing and the 
eponymous heroine of  Agnes of  Sorrento, are simultaneously incarnational and 
iconographic, both representing Mary and reenacting her active role in Chris-
tian history. In stories that revise the origins of  American Protestantism, Stowe 
invokes Mary as an incarnation of  spiritual and cultural wholeness and an em-
bodiment of  women’s religious agency.

My final chapter examines another genre of  female-authored fiction that 
reached beyond the boundaries of  doctrinal Protestantism to seek agency in 
an expanded secular milieu: it uncovers the role of  Spiritualist doctrine and 
practice in Elizabeth Oakes Smith’s Bertha and Lily, Elizabeth Stoddard’s The 
Morgesons, and Kate Field’s Planchette’s Diary. As a set of  disruptive religious 
practices that uncoupled agency from accepted hierarchies of  authority and 
placed power in the joined hands of  the weak, the poor, the sick, and the po
litically disenfranchised, Spiritualist mediumship and spirit communication 
offered opportunities for sympathetic connection and collaborative action 
among those with the least access to institutionalized religious and political 
power. In The Morgesons, the Morgeson sisters’ mediumistic gifts, including 
clairvoyance and spirit traveling, enable them to circumvent entrenched ro-
mantic, domestic, and economic expectations, while Bertha and Lily adapts the 
village tale to address issues of  sexual assault and illegitimacy. Field’s Planch-
ette’s Diary enacts a Spiritualist form of  collaboration between Field as editor 
and “Madame Planchette” as author that would facilitate Field’s career as a 
female public intellectual. These and other Spiritualist novels employed and 
modeled shared forms of  agency at both the textual and the metatextual lev-
els, inaugurating a specifically female form of  Spiritualist fiction that offered 
a new kind of  authorial agency to women writers.

I end the book with a conclusion that discusses the difficulty of  reading for 
religion today, as persistent and inaccurate narratives of  secularization con-
tinue to shape our public and political discourse. I then offer a few examples 
of  women’s religious agency in our own time—a time that is remarkably sim-
ilar in some ways to the antebellum period discussed in the rest of  this book. 
Religious women of  the twenty-first-century United States, like their 
nineteenth-century forebears, have seized the opportunities presented by a 
range of  new media platforms to intervene in public discussions about women’s 
role in the religious and political life of  the nation. By adapting their words 
and actions to their own secular situation, they have forged new models of  
female religious agency that challenge existing structures of  authority while 
remaining recognizable to co-religionists as extensions of  shared beliefs.
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From Secularized Reading to Secular Reading
That nineteenth-century fiction shows an abiding concern with matters of  re-
ligious belief  and practice is not a new observation. But until recently many 
treatments of  nineteenth-century religious fiction—and particularly religious 
fiction written by women—have been hampered by inaccurate historical-
theological models that remain stubbornly dependent on the premises of  the 
secularization thesis. Arising from Enlightenment-era philosophical ideas and 
coming to fruition in the early twentieth century in the sociological theories 
of  Emile Durkheim and Max Weber, versions of  the secularization thesis posit, 
among other things, that Western culture is becoming less religious over time, 
that religion is a private matter that must be held separate from the public 
arena of  politics and commerce, and (in the strongest versions of  the theory) 
that religion will eventually die out entirely as a result of  increasing rationalism 
and scientific discovery.26 In some formulations, the thesis traces a narrative of  
progress (or decline, depending on one’s point of  view) according to which the 
irrational superstitions of  the past are being gradually replaced by rational cer-
tainties; Weber called this process Entzauberung, a word usually translated as 
“disenchantment” that has been more literally limned by the religious historian 
Molly McGarry as “the elimination of  magic from the world.”27

As one critic has rather waggishly noted, “recent interventions into the sec-
ularization thesis of  classical sociology have resulted in a new consensus: that 
secularization never happened.”28 And certainly at the most basic demographic 
level, the thesis is simply historically inaccurate, at least in the United States, 
where religious adherence has held steady and occasionally risen over the last 
two hundred years and where religion has never been successfully shunted to 
the private sphere but instead remains a matter for public debate and political 
concern.29 But this pithy overstatement also points to a gap between the secu-
larization thesis’s various descriptive functions and its aspirations to predictive-
ness. While there can be little doubt that Western cultures look radically 
different now than they did five hundred or even one hundred years ago, 
changes at the level of  civilizations can rarely be explained as “thoroughgoing 
metaphysical and epistemological totalit[ies]” that can be traced back to a sin-
gle cause and projected forward to a utopian future.30

Beyond its descriptive inadequacies, bigger problems arise when the secu-
larization thesis is applied prescriptively, as a yardstick to separate the enlight-
ened sheep from the primitive goats. In its strongest form, the thesis has been 
used to justify the othering of  groups not considered sufficiently secularized—
those for whom magic has demonstrably not been eliminated from their 
worlds. At the global level it serves as a prop to claims of  Western cultural 



superiority: secularized societies are “the province of  an Enlightened and white 
majority, describing and prescribing a transparent world set apart from prim-
itive enchantments, mystery, and things that [go] bump in the night.”31 At the 
national and regional level it helps to define what is truly (un-)American: reli-
gious individuals and groups are tolerated so long as they behave in ways that 
do not seem particularly “religious”—so long as their beliefs and practices are 
“rational, word-centered, nonritualistic, middle class, unemotional, [and] com-
patible with democracy and the liberal state.”32 Groups and individuals who 
do not fit these categories—who maintain distinctive ritual practices, engage 
in charismatic forms of  worship, reject or defy the norms of  the nuclear family 
(by embracing polygamy or unrestricted childbearing), or show an affinity for 
nonmainstream political and economic movements—are grouped together 
under a “nomenclature of  marginalization (cults, sects, primitives, and so on)” 
and subjected to harassment and discrimination.33

Responding both to the historical inaccuracy of  the secularization thesis 
and to the way it undergirds critical discourses that obscure and marginalize 
religious people and their meaning-making processes, anthropologists, reli-
gious historians, cultural theorists, and literary critics have posited various 
theories of  modern secularity as correctives to the secularization thesis. Rather 
than describing a decline in religious adherence or policing the division be-
tween a “public” realm of  disembodied rationalism and a “private” realm of  
emotionality, superstition, and belief, studies of  secularity describe the state 
of  affairs, present in North American history since the earliest European col-
onization and always in flux, that creates the conditions of  possibility for reli-
gious pluralism and cultural change. To study secularity is to describe the 
“conceptual environment—emergent since at least the Protestant Reforma-
tion and early Enlightenment—that has made ‘religion’ a recognizable and vi-
tal thing in the world.”34 Our modern situation—our “secular age,” as Charles 
Taylor has dubbed it—is one in which individuals and religious communities 
“can no longer maintain religious belief  without the simultaneous knowledge 
that others do not believe, or that others believe differently.”35 This does not 
imply (or predict) the disappearance of  religious adherence, but it does ac-
knowledge that religion in the modern world exists as a salient category for 
analysis rather than as the accepted background condition of  existence.36

In the U.S. context, secularity since the early nineteenth century has been 
the precondition for religious pluralism: the set of  circumstances that makes 
it possible to ask how and in what way one might believe in a particular repre
sentation of  God as over and against another representation—God as loving 
father, for instance, rather than God as angry arbiter of  punishment. Thus, 
when Catharine Maria Sedgwick used the historical novel as a medium through 
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which to investigate the doctrine of  atonement and the nature of  divine for-
giveness, she was not “secularizing” the problem of  vicarious sacrifice by fic-
tionalizing it. Instead, she was bringing into being a religious-secular 
configuration in which fiction would become an accepted space for exploring 
the true nature of  God’s relation to the world. But secularity is also the set of  
conditions under which one may question the very nature of  religion and its 
role in modern life. This is the religious-secular configuration at evidence in 
Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons, a novel that is less concerned with the kind 
of  god one believes in than with the way that the rise of  spirit communica-
tion offered women access to nonhierarchical forms of  communal religious 
experience. It is precisely the descriptive flexibility of  secularity studies—its 
acknowledgment that the religious and the secular are not static categories but 
are constructed through particular historical events and human identities—
that makes it a productive framework for reading for religion in nineteenth-
century women’s writing.

In a 2018 essay for Christianity and Literature, Dawn Coleman argued for the 
unique contribution of  literary studies to the scholarship of  secularism. Not-
ing that much major work in the field had been produced by political scien-
tists, anthropologists, philosophers, sociologists, and scholars trained in 
religious or cultural studies, Coleman insisted that literary texts, including 
those from the nineteenth century, offer representations of  the felt experience 
of  secularity: “By staying close to the weft and warp of  experience, literature 
makes visible the illiberal and non-rational aspects of  modern spirituality—
the feelings beyond reason, the contingencies that defy theory, the exceptions 
and specificities of  individual lives.”37 But as Peter Coviello and Jared Hickman 
have demonstrated, bringing the insights of  secularism studies to bear on lit-
erary texts—and producing new insights of  our own—requires that we as crit-
ics dislodge the assumptions about religion and secularization that remain 
embedded in almost every facet of  modern scholarship.38 The forms of  criti-
cism valued by twentieth- and twenty-first-century critics have often combined 
an implicit or explicit characterization of  all religious belief  as irrational, prim-
itive, and dogmatic with an unexamined belief  in criticism itself  as a fully and 
unproblematically secularized project.39 Beginning from these faulty premises, 
secularized criticism draws a number of  unfounded inferences about religious 
adherence: that religion is primarily a tool of  patriarchy and dominance im-
posed on believers from above; that gender, race, and class are more authen
tic sources of  personal identity than religion is; that religious language is a 
code, adopted consciously or unconsciously, behind which “real” concerns are 
hidden; that religious belief  results from ignorance or lack of  education; and 



that nineteenth-century subjects would have been better off  without their re-
ligious affiliations than with them.

Such misapprehensions are particularly distorting when applied to women 
writers, and the inaccuracy of  secularized criticism is often revealed in the in-
terpretive paradox it produces: the nineteenth-century woman author who 
values religious adherence and identity appears at one and the same time both 
shrewd and deluded, both canny and duped. One critic, puzzling over the ques-
tion of  why nineteenth-century women did not leave the Protestant churches 
in which they were denied leadership positions, posits that perhaps they 
“needed the consolation of  religion more than they wanted to see what it did 
to them . . . ​[or] perhaps the lack of  education prevented the development of  
the habit of  intellectual analysis.”40 Such readings position religious adherence 
as self-imposed delusion or simple ignorance and are often offered despite clear 
accompanying evidence of  women authors’ education, intelligence, and self-
determination. When we as critics read around or through spiritual experi-
ence rather than for it, we overlook the complex interleaving of  cognition, 
emotion, memory, and desire that constitutes religious identity; the distinc-
tive intersections of  belief, tradition, and ritual that mark particular religious 
communities; and the norms of  affiliation and behavior arising from those 
intersections.

Responding to the erasures and distortions produced by secularized criti-
cism, over the last several decades scholars have increasingly called for more 
and better explanations of  the role of  religion in American literature and cul-
ture. As early as 1995, Jenny Franchot complained that scholars of  American 
literature were being trained to ignore “mystery” and “conscience”—primary 
concerns of  early Americans—because “academic orthodoxy ha[d] deemed 
them deviant.” Instead of  engaging with the religious beliefs and behaviors 
of  their subjects, literary scholars were expected to perform acts of  “transla-
tion or ‘demystification’ ” that would “resituate a particular sacred or an 
individual’s interior life into an understanding of  culture that denies tran-
scendence.”41 The cultural studies scholar Susan Mizruchi blamed the ne-
glect of  religion on the rise of  both high theory and a particular brand of  
Christian fundamentalism.42 The result was that religion had been “demoted” 
among scholars to simply “another ideology at play within literature, one that 
could be taken up, ignored, or seen as a mystification of  the economic reali-
ties or power relations behind it.”43 This tendency was undergirded by the 
modern academy’s self-conscious positioning as a site for producing “the tri-
umph of  empiricism over superstition, reason over faith, and the emancipa-
tion of  all spheres—science, knowledge, the market, the state—from the 
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oppressive and authoritarian ‘yoke of  religion.’ ”44 This positioning made it 
difficult to study religion in any manner that did not reduce it to an anomaly 
to be explained or a disease to be cured.

Fortunately, a recent wave of  American literary scholarship has begun to 
redress secularized critical practices and to demonstrate how careful attention 
to religion—not as a reified foil but as a vibrant, varied feature of  the lives of  
individuals and communities—can enrich our understanding of  the figures and 
texts we study. Some of  this work (including my own) has appeared under the 
sign of  “the secular,” which has offered literary critics a set of  flexible theo-
retical terms for discussing the deep imbrication of  religion and culture that 
does not reduce all religious change to decline. Tracy Fessenden’s Culture and 
Redemption (2007) launched a wave of  scholarship about the role of  American 
literature in producing and obscuring the particular form of  post-Protestant 
secularity in which we live and move and have our being. Soon evidence of  a 
new “turn around” religion in the United States (to borrow the title of  a 2011 
essay collection celebrating the work of  Sacvan Bercovitch) began to appear: 
in special issues of  Early American Literature, American Literature, and American 
Literary History; in edited collections exploring the “spiritual imagination” of  
nineteenth-century America and the “lived theologies” of  women writers; in 
monographs by Dawn Coleman, Claudia Stokes, Kevin Pelletier, Jared Hick-
man, and others; and in the work of  emerging scholars, including Toni Wall 
Jaudon, Molly Robey, Ashley Barnes, and Susanna Compton Underland.45

This book joins this recent flowering of  scholarship on nineteenth-century 
religious writing and seeks to further unmask “to what extent our very ana-
lytic tools and categories are built to produce the very secularization theses 
history has since disproven.”46 To do so, it engages in what I am calling secu-
lar reading, in contradistinction to the secularized reading that for so long 
guided our critical projects. I argue that in order to recognize religious agency—
and particularly women’s religious agency—scholars must engage in secular 
reading practices. This will seem paradoxical only if  we think of  the secular 
(incorrectly, as I have shown) as the space from which religion has been evac-
uated rather than the space within which religious discourse is constituted. 
As Nancy Glazener has succinctly stated, critics who wish to illuminate a text 
must strive to recognize “what assumptions about life and meaning and so-
cial relations are the preconditions for its legibility.”47 For nineteenth-century 
women writers and readers, the preconditions for a text’s legibility included 
the secular conditions under which that text was written and read: the de facto 
Protestant assumptions that structured the literary milieu into which the text 
entered, the norms of  the religious communities to which the author and 
reader (almost certainly) belonged, the author or reader’s own beliefs and prac-



tices, and, crucially, the cradling of  all of  those interrelated concerns within 
larger understandings of  cosmological truth.

Secular reading acknowledges and works to apprehend such preconditions 
for legibility. To read secularly is to recognize how religious beliefs, intellec-
tions, impulses, and affects shape our subjects’ experience of  their own agency, 
their relationships with those around them, and their apprehensions of  tem-
poral and eternal good. To read secularly is to enter into partnership with an 
author and her characters and to acknowledge that the spiritual reality a text 
inhabits is as much a part of  that text as the letters and punctuation on the 
page. In secular reading, characters, author, and reader navigate “a much more 
complex world, one in which there are multiple agencies possible,” including 
forms of  agency exercised communally, nonrationally, or in collaboration with 
other realms.48 The critic who reads secularly must not merely recognize “the 
power of  beliefs over those who hold them” but must also admit “the possi-
bility of  the truth of  those beliefs.”49 Secular reading, in other words, requires 
the critic to at least temporarily suspend her own professional disbelief.

Secular reading is not to be confused with Edward Said’s model of  “secu-
lar criticism,” which I am inclined to call secularized criticism precisely because 
of  the way Said employs the term religion as a shibboleth to mean “an agent 
of  closure, shutting off  human investigation, criticism, and effort in deference 
to the authority of  the more-than-human, the supernatural, the other-worldly.” 
The framing of  religious adherence as by definition closed, shut off, lazy, and 
cowardly is a fabulation based on critical presumption rather than on any con-
sideration for the lives of  religious persons. But if  to engage in “secular criti-
cism” is to attend to “the realities of  power and authority—as well as the 
resistances offered by men, women, and social movements to institutions, au-
thorities, and orthodoxies,” then this book engages in secular criticism.50 But 
it is a secular criticism that does not simplistically position religion as its op-
posite and that attends to the ways agency operates within religious structures 
and communities, not just against them.

Recognizing Women’s Religious Agency
The persistence of  secularized critical narratives has made it difficult to accu-
rately assess the importance of  religion to nineteenth-century literary history 
and to women writers in particular because these narratives not only discount 
the importance of  religious adherence but also obscure the forms of  religious 
experience most likely to be engaged in by women: informed by theology but 
also characterized by ritual, emotion, connection, or collective action. One 
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assertion of  this book is that in order to recognize religious agency and the 
new forms it might take in fiction, it is necessary both to understand a variety 
of  nineteenth-century secular situations—the particular doctrinal and de-
nominational contexts of  women’s religious writing—and to acknowledge 
modes of  agency, individual and collective, that do not appear to be classi-
cally willful or self-determined. These modes of  agency might include reli-
gious rituals, careful ascription to rules, unregulated emotional experiences, 
or nonnormative (dis)embodiments; there may even be circumstances in 
which passivity itself  becomes an act of  agency.

These agentive configurations can seem paradoxical because they do not 
conform to the assumptions of  Western liberal political theory, which con-
structs agency as a force wielded by autonomous individuals who make ratio-
nal choices based on enlightened self-interest. Models of  agency based on this 
liberal formulation import the assumption that agency can only be accessed 
by individual subjects who reject any authority except that to which they have 
consented—that which they have chosen for themselves.51 Such models are ill 
fitted to describe the desires and actions of  religious persons and communi-
ties, who in many cases attribute ultimate authority to gods or other beings 
whose will commands the universe. Furthermore, most religious experience—
even the “word-centered” Protestant religious experience that has come to 
serve as a norm for proper religiosity in the United States—is communal, in-
volving the shared beliefs and collective practices of  a group that is often (but 
not always) connected by a common race, region, or nation. Liberal philoso-
phy’s emphasis on the rational power of  autonomous individuals to select ac-
ceptable forms of  authority for themselves obscures modes of  collective or 
corporate agency (one reason it is so hard to hold institutions responsible for 
their crimes) and instances of  agency not based in rational choice.

Rather than assuming that agency is dependent on individual autonomy, 
this project employs instead a model of  agency grounded in the philosophies 
of  Michel Foucault and Judith Butler. As Butler has shown, the liberal model 
of  autonomous (or sovereign) agency is a fantasy of  the white Western imag-
ination; because subjectivity and agency are enabled by discourse, and because 
discourse requires, at minimum, both a speaker and a listener, “the address 
that inaugurates the possibility of  agency, in a single stroke, forecloses the pos-
sibility of  radical autonomy.”52 Subjects are interpellated through discourse, 
including (and sometimes primarily) religious discourse, and because “the pro
cess by which one becomes subjected to relations of  power also constitutes 
the conditions for the exercise of  one’s agency,” no act can be entirely auton-
omous or liberated.53 To recognize how historical and literary actors access 
agency, then, we must “think of  agency not as a synonym for resistance to re-



lations of  domination but as a capacity for action that historically specific re-
lations of  subordination enable and create.”54 Agency, in other words, is better 
defined as an ongoing process of  adaptation to the power structures within 
which one lives than as a series of  occasional challenges to those structures. 
Agency, including religious agency, is exercised within a matrix of  norms, laws, 
customs, and geographic and historical conditions and is also expressed in mul-
tiple realms—public, private, or somewhere in between. One goal of  this 
book is to deepen our understanding of  women’s religious agency by prizing 
agency apart from the related but quite different terms with which it has too 
often been equated in liberal discourse, including power, autonomy, and self-
determination.

As with so many of  our critical terms, agency has its roots in theological 
discourses and debates, in this case about the nature of  the divine and its rela-
tionship to the human. Jonathan Edwards’s essay Freedom of  the Will (1754), 
which I discuss in my second chapter, is an extended interrogation of  the re-
lationship between “the moral agency of  God” and “the moral agency of  cre-
ated thinking beings.”55 As my fifth chapter shows, opponents of  Spiritualism 
in the nineteenth century were often concerned not with whether supernatural 
phenomena were real but with whether the agent at work at the séance table 
or in the trance lecture was divine or demonic. In employing agency as my op-
erative term, then, I am invoking both recent theoretical formulations and 
these earlier meditations and debates.

The interpellation of  the subject brings agency into being whether “the ad-
dress that inaugurates the possibility of  agency” is a negative one or a positive 
one: negative speech interpellates the subject—discursively calls the subject 
into being—just as efficiently as other forms of  speech. This insight is key to 
understanding how oppressed peoples are able to reinterpret religious doc-
trines that seem to define them as unworthy or unclean and to transform 
those doctrines into vehicles for exploring their own agency. Just as Frederick 
Douglass learned that reading and writing were worth pursuing precisely 
because Hugh Auld forbade him access to them, nineteenth-century women 
told by their ministers to “keep silence in the church” and African Americans 
condemned by the curse of  Ham intuited how powerful their own religious 
agency might be by noting its careful circumscription.56 Kept out of  the pul-
pit, they found other discursive outlets for their religious ideas.

If  we think of  agency in these terms, religious adherence “does not in it-
self  deny agency; rather, it creates particular forms of  agency”—forms that 
are shaped, enabled, or foreclosed by specific social and historical conditions.57 
Within religious contexts, agency may be shared, circulated, fluid, or collab-
orative. The will of  individuals may be subordinated to the perceived 
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well-being of  the group, or agency may be understood as originating with 
immaterial beings rather than with individual men and women. For the 
nineteenth-century women—real and fictional—considered in this book, the 
expression of  their intellectual, emotional, and moral agency was deeply 
important, and it was exercised through their religious identities, not in spite 
of  them. When Ellen Montgomery, the child heroine of  Susan Warner’s The 
Wide, Wide World, submits herself  to the religious teachings of  Alice Hum-
phreys rather than the nonreligious commandments of  Fortune Emerson, she 
is exercising agency within the Calvinist doctrinal terms that give her experi-
ences meaning—terms in which subjection to God’s and the church’s legiti-
mate authority, not the subversion of  those authorities, is the highest good.

The assumptions of  secular liberalism have made it difficult to recognize 
religious agency generally but have made it nearly impossible to correctly ap-
prehend women’s religious agency. This is because of  the fraught position that 
women hold under Western liberal secularism—a position that scholars of  the 
secular are only beginning to address. Post-Enlightenment rhetorical construc-
tions of  the public and private spheres assigned both religion and women to 
the realm of  the normatively “private.” By severing reason from religion and 
consigning the latter to the private sphere, Enlightenment political theorists 
hoped to both protect politics from unreasoning dogma and protect religion 
from the meddlesome intervention of  the state.58 At the same time, republi-
can rhetoric assigned women to the private sphere by claiming that their re-
productive responsibilities made them “naturally” more attuned to social and 
familial—namely, private—concerns. The rhetorical, political, and civic sepa-
ration of  the public and private spheres that produced modern liberal secu-
larity relegated both women and religion to the realm of  the appropriately 
private so that, by the nineteenth century, “ ‘public’ and ‘private’ separated the 
market and politics, instrumental rationality and bureaucratic organization 
from home and family, spirituality, affective relationality, and sexual intimacy. 
Men figured on the public side, women on the side of  the private.”59 Both re-
ligious expression and female identity came to be associated with the private 
sphere and, crucially, with one another.

Under these conditions, instances of  women’s public religious expression 
became the scandal of  secularity, an unruly irruption of  the properly private 
into an ostensibly secular, de-sexed, and abstractly rational public sphere. Bryce 
Traister has argued that women’s religious expression poses a problem “on 
either side of  an imagined religious/secular divide” because it instantiates 
“what the secularization narrative finds troubling about its own religious past: 
namely that religion is irrational, feminine in its performance and, in its com-
mitment to inner experience, opposed to the political life of  public rationality 



that is an important ideal of  modern secularism itself.”60 This entanglement 
has made gender a central arena of  contention in secular modernity, the “flash 
point” for clashes between “the religious” and “the secular.”61 Whether the 
question involves contemporary Muslim women wearing hijab or nineteenth-
century Quaker women giving abolitionist speeches to mixed audiences, 
women’s public religious expression has long laid bare the gendered under
pinnings of  Western secular arrangements.

In the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century United States, the carefully main-
tained demarcation between a rational (male) public sphere and an emotional 
(female) private sphere was instantiated in an insistent division of  religion into 
two separate realms: theology and piety. Men ostensibly had intellectual minds 
to think about difficult theological subjects, while women had only passion-
ate hearts to apprehend the more emotional aspects of  religion. This was true 
even for the most religiously liberal denominations: William Ellery Channing, 
the unofficial head of  the Unitarian church in the early nineteenth century, 
wrote approvingly of  “woman’s touching expressions of  religion, not learned 
in theological institutions, but in the schools of  affection, of  sorrow, of  expe-
rience, of  domestic charge.”62 Rancorous theological debate—the masculine 
form of  nineteenth-century religious expression—took place in the public fo-
rum of  the pulpit, the pamphlet, the newspaper, or the sectarian journal. 
Personal piety and devotion—nineteenth-century Protestantism’s feminine 
form—took place in the private space of  the home and, increasingly, in what 
Elizabeth Maddock Dillon calls the “intermediary location” of  the literary pub-
lic sphere. Dillon argues that whereas our theoretical models of  public and 
private have tended to assign the print public sphere “to the public side of  the 
public/private divide,” the literary public sphere is better understood as “a so-
cial space that links public and private and mediates between the two.”63 I 
demonstrate throughout this book that the intermediary space of  the literary 
public sphere enabled women writers to enter into discussions about the os-
tensibly masculine subject of  theology by bringing it into fictional spaces char-
acterized by feminine piety and devotion. Nineteenth-century women’s 
novels, I suggest, make public theological arguments by means of  private do-
mestic subjects, and they do so as a means of  establishing women’s claims to 
full religious participation and, therefore, to full humanity.

One of  the dominant historical processes of  secular modernity, particularly 
in the United States, has been the series of  slow and painful steps by which 
women have fought their ideological consignment to the realm of  the private, 
the coercive, the embodied, and the irrational and sought to perform them-
selves as full participants in the public sphere. In describing this precarious pro
cess, historians and critics have often assumed that for women, moving into 
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the public sphere required divorcing themselves from the private matter of  
religion—that feminist progress is and should be accompanied by seculariza-
tion. Janet Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini note that “because the discourse of  
universal secularism equates secularism to progress and claims for itself  the 
mantle of  freedom and emancipation, secularism is often promoted as the an-
tidote to women’s subordination under conservative religion.”64 The anthro-
pologist and scholar of  secularism Saba Mahmood calls this set of  assumptions 
the “progressive-secular imaginary”: the “conventional wisdom that secular-
ization, sexual freedom, and women’s emancipation run always on parallel 
tracks.”65 The progressive-secular imaginary is not only inaccurate but poten-
tially dangerous, as it can provide a warrant for particularly virulent strains of  
white supremacy and Western exceptionalism by reinforcing the idea that non-
Christian women in the United States or women in non-Western countries 
would necessarily be better off—more liberated, more like “us”—if  they would 
only leave behind their primitive religious commitments. Deconstructing it can 
help Western scholars recognize—in our own culture and others—the impor
tant role that religious identification and adherence play in shaping women’s 
agency.

Women and Secular Subjecthood
As scholars of  secularism have thoroughly demonstrated over the last several 
decades, religion and secularism are not opposing forces, not ends of  a spec-
trum. They are sides of  a coin or, perhaps more accurately, the coils on a Mö-
bius strip. Long-standing and ever-shifting discourses of  secularism have 
shaped how religion continues to exist in the world: which religious forma-
tions are conceived as salutary and which are “destructive,” which can be ex-
ercised in public and which must be kept private, which are appropriately 
“personal” and which are dangerously “political.” When we talk about secu-
larity, we are talking about religion, and when we talk about religion, we are 
talking about secularity. Thus, religious agency is not the opposite of  secular 
agency. The forms of  religious agency I discuss in this book are, in fact, case 
studies in secular agency, the special relativity to secular agency’s general 
relativity.

The question of  agency is of  central concern to scholars of  secularism and 
liberalism because the claim to wield autonomous and sovereign agency, to 
be enlightened and free from supernatural coercion, stands at the center of  
modern secular subjecthood. The paradigmatic modern subject, according to 
Bruno Latour, is one who desires total freedom; for Talal Asad, the idealized 



secular agent is a person who seeks complete self-knowledge and self-control.66 
But as Emily Ogden has recently demonstrated, enlightenment and enchant-
ment, independence and dependence, are mutually constitutive, and thus to-
tal freedom and self-control can never be fully realized. Ogden details how 
persons seeking to become modern secular agents have constructed the sense 
of  their own freedom from coercion and delusion by endlessly producing the 
credulity and enchantment of  others, as the mesmerist does with his subject. 
Because the paradigmatic secular agent is a MacGuffin, a phantasm hiding a 
hole or wound at the center of  modernity, the quest for total freedom and au-
tonomy is doomed and “the impossibility of  these demands prompts a range 
of  compensatory strategies: attempts to feel like a secular agent if  one cannot 
be one.”67 The primary characteristic separating the modern secular agent 
from the premodern agent, then, is the capacity for self-deception. To be per-
fectly modern is to be in denial.

For the modern subject enchanted by the fantasy of  total autonomy, the 
phantasmic character of  secular agency will seem like a nightmare. If  one is 
deeply invested in the goal of  becoming a paradigmatic secular agent—entirely 
free, entirely self-controlled—certainly the impossibility of  achieving one’s goal 
will prompt the kind of  destructive compensatory strategies embodied, as Og-
den shows, in Melville’s Ahab or, more recently, in Donald Trump. But at 
every stage of  secular modernity there have always been those who lived the 
impossibility of  total autonomy—who have understood what it was to inhabit 
“the excluded middle,” the space between the poles of  “enchanter or en-
chanted, agent or patient.”68 Many, though certainly not all, of  these people 
have been women. I have written a book about women’s religious agency in 
part because examining women’s religious agency is the best way to see what 
cannot be directly observed: the phantasmic character of  secular agency. Just 
as the only way to apprehend the true nature of  political liberalism is to look 
at what—which is to say, whom—it excludes, the only way to see the true na-
ture of  secular agency is to look at the forms of  religious agency (partial, 
collaborative, collective, nonautonomous) against which it defines itself. Since 
we cannot actually observe a nothing, I offer instead the obverse of  that noth-
ing, a story of  women who exercised their agency through webs of  relation 
instead of  seeking an (impossible) route to complete independence and self-
determination.

If  you are a woman for whom it has always been self-evident that complete 
autonomy is a mirage, the impossibility of  total self-determination is in many 
ways simply a fact, an everyday occurrence, something you put in your purse 
and take with you as you move through the carpool line, the morning staff 
meeting, airport security. In the hands of  a Susan Warner, a Harriet Jacobs, 
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an Elizabeth Stoddard (or, more recently, a Toni Morrison, a Marilynne Rob-
inson, or a Barbara Kingsolver), stories of  women navigating the everyday 
compromises and negotiations of  a world where total autonomy is never pos
sible become every bit as compelling—perhaps more—than stories of  men 
dashing themselves against the rocks of  inevitable dependency. In other words, 
to understand the workings of  secular agency, don’t look to men, always en-
chanted by the chimera of  their own self-reliance. Look to women and 
women’s books instead.



25

Chapter 1

“My Resolve Is the Feminine 
of  My Father’s Oath”
Ritual Agency and Religious Language  
in the Early National Historical Novel

In the late eighteenth century, Pamela Dwight 
Sedgwick, wife of  the Federalist politician Theodore Sedgwick and descendant 
of  the Connecticut Dwights, was frequently ill. She suffered from severe de-
pressions for which she was occasionally institutionalized; these depressions 
were exacerbated by her husband’s long absences from the family’s home in 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Theodore, serving in the U.S. House of  Repre-
sentatives or on the Massachusetts Supreme Court, left his wife and children 
for months at a time while he performed his civic duties in Philadelphia or New 
York. In a 1791 letter to her husband, Pamela pleaded with him to come home 
to Stockbridge; she had “lost [her] understanding,” and she feared that in her 
weakened state she would leave their children unprotected.1 While Theodore 
was sympathetic to Pamela’s trials, he continued his public career, and his wife’s 
illnesses worsened until her death in 1807.2

As adults, Pamela’s children offered varied interpretations of  her difficult 
life. After her death, her son Henry Sedgwick composed a eulogy in which 
Pamela’s pain worked to the spiritual benefit of  her husband, her children, and 
her country: “It may not be profane or irreverent to suppose that, with some 
distant resemblance to our Redeemer, she did not suffer solely for herself  . . . ; 
and we may be permitted to hope that her example and her memory . . . ​will 
contribute to the eternal welfare of  those she most loved.”3 Henry’s eulogy 
invokes the Christian doctrine of  atonement: the cosmic mechanism by which 
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Christ’s painful death on the cross effects humankind’s redemption from sin. 
By indicating Pamela’s “distant resemblance to our Redeemer” and its poten-
tial effect on the “eternal welfare of  those she most loved,” Henry implies that 
Pamela shared in Christ’s soteriological mission: that as with Christ’s crucifix-
ion, Pamela’s suffering and death would bring about the eventual salvation of  
others. Henry’s eulogy releases Theodore from culpability: Pamela suffered 
because she was like Christ—not because Theodore left her alone on the Mas
sachusetts frontier for months at a time—and listeners would do well to learn 
from her noble self-sacrifice.

Pamela’s daughter, Catharine Maria Sedgwick, wrote of  her mother’s life 
and death in starkly different terms. In Catharine’s memory, Pamela had in-
deed made Christlike sacrifices for her family and her country: her chief  traits 
were her “character, her wisdom, her conjugal devotion, and self-negation,” 
and she never “expressed one word of  remonstrance or dissatisfaction” despite 
the fact that her “long separations from my father seem to have been almost 
cruel to her.”4 But in Catharine’s telling, Theodore subtly shoulders the blame 
for Pamela’s suffering and death. While he was sorry that Pamela’s sequestra-
tion exacerbated her physical and mental anguish, his “compunction [was] 
tempered by the conviction of  an overruling duty to his country.” Theodore’s 
devotion to public duty, Catharine asserted, “overruled” his consideration for 
Pamela’s private pain. And unlike her brother, Catharine was unwilling to as-
sign atoning power to Pamela’s death: in describing the loss of  her mother she 
would say only that Pamela’s “sufferings [we]re past, and . . . ​prepared her to 
enjoy more keenly the rest and felicities of  heaven.”5 For Catharine, Pamela 
was Christlike, but she was no Christ: her trials brought about no greater good 
in this world and only speculative benefit in the world beyond.

By the time of  their mother’s death, Catharine and Henry Sedgwick had 
heard many sermons about the doctrine of  atonement: about Christ’s painful 
death on the cross and the cosmic mechanism by which his unearned suffer-
ing secured the salvation of  humankind. They had been raised in Stockbridge 
under the strict orthodox Calvinist regime of  the town’s Congregationalist 
clergyman, Pamela’s uncle Stephen West, who had assumed the Stockbridge 
pulpit when it was vacated by Jonathan Edwards. West was an acknowledged 
authority on the doctrine of  atonement: his treatises on the subject explained 
in precise detail how Christ’s agonizing “sufferings and death . . . ​sensibly and 
gloriously expressed” God’s ostensibly benevolent nature. His sermons, mean-
while, encouraged hearers to emulate Christ’s self-abnegation, an instruction 
Pamela Sedgwick took deeply to heart.6 As adults, both Catharine and Henry 
Sedgwick would leave the religion of  their childhood to join the Unitarian 
church, a liberal offshoot of  New England Congregationalism that openly re-
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jected the doctrine of  atonement. Unitarian theologians of  the early nine-
teenth century vociferously questioned the meaning and purpose of  Christ’s 
death on the cross: as doctrinally liberal Christians who insisted on God’s “pa-
rental character,” they were horrified by the idea that a loving father would 
require his sinless son to die painfully for the benefit of  sinful humankind.7 
And yet, as Henry’s eulogy for his mother suggests, the idea that the public 
good required the sacrifices of  women and other already disempowered people 
continued to structure early national rhetoric even for the most liberal of  
thinkers.

Many of  the Sedgwick siblings would follow in their father’s footsteps, be-
coming public figures in their own right. Henry would make a career as a 
lawyer and abolitionist, while Catharine would become the most prominent 
female author of  her generation and one of  the earliest American writers to 
gain a reputation beyond the borders of  the young nation. In the first decades 
of  her career, Catharine would take up the problem of  atonement in her fic-
tion, particularly in her historical novels Hope Leslie and The Linwoods. While 
the historical novel is always preoccupied with national sacrifice, Sedgwick and 
other religiously liberal women authors of  the early national period, particu-
larly Lydia Maria Child, transformed it into a specifically theological form, one 
that explores the doctrine of  atonement in order to question what—and who—
will be sacrificed on the altar of  the nation. Sedgwick and her contemporaries 
adopted the popular genre of  the historical novel as a means of  interrogating 
the gendered nature of  vicarious sacrifice—the way that models of  sacrifice, 
including the Christian theology of  atonement, exacerbate the suffering of  the 
already disempowered in the name of  an often dubious higher good.

The problem of  vicarious sacrifice was both a religious and a political one 
in the early United States. Carol Pateman and other feminist scholars of  po
litical history have shown how the works of  social contract theory that gave 
rise to the United States’ political structures sacrificed women’s claims to citi-
zenship by constructing and naturalizing a binary opposition between men’s 
freedom and women’s dependence. John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and 
other Enlightenment political theorists attributed individuality exclusively to 
men by constructing men’s political freedom as the corollary to women’s sup-
posedly “natural” subjection. Under liberal political theory, “men possess the 
capacities required for citizenship”—namely, the ability to “use their reason 
to sublimate their passions, develop a sense of  justice and so uphold the uni-
versal, civil law”—while women “cannot transcend their bodily natures and 
sexual passions” and thus “cannot develop such a political morality.”8 This 
model of  “natural” difference justified the division of  social life into public and 
private spheres, with the public the realm of  politics and commerce and the 
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private the realm of  domesticity and sexuality. As Elizabeth Maddock Dillon 
has noted, “the logic of  this particularization of  women involves not simply 
pulling rank” but actually “requires defining women as . . . ​constitutively un-
able to exercise choice and agency.”9 For the philosophers whose work formed 
the foundation of  the new American republic, the political and public agency 
of  “woman” was sacrificed so that “man” could become the paradigmatic lib-
eral individual.

Thus, even as influential Unitarian clerics were dismantling doctrines of  
atonement that insisted on vicarious sacrifice as a means to cosmic reconcili-
ation, early American political theory was insisting on the sacrifice of  women’s 
self-determination as the price of  the new nation’s progress. As religiously lib-
eral and politically progressive women authors, Sedgwick and Child stood at 
the intersection of  these discourses, and they composed historical novels that 
interrogated sacrifice at both of  these levels. Child’s Hobomok and Sedgwick’s 
Hope Leslie and The Linwoods proliferate scenes of  sacrifice and then trace the 
consequences of  those sacrifices for characters living at critical moments in 
the history of  settlement and national formation. In highlighting the similari-
ties between “savage” and “civilized” notions of  sacrifice, Hobomok and Hope 
Leslie participate in the deconstruction of  atonement theology that character-
ized much Unitarian thought in the early decades of  the nineteenth century. 
Not content with merely questioning atonement, however, Sedgwick would 
go on to displace sacrifice altogether in her novel The Linwoods. Set during the 
American Revolution, The Linwoods replaces atonement doctrine with a model 
of  religious language that enables women to actively participate in history. Isa-
bella Linwood, the novel’s heroine, exercises a type of  religious agency 
grounded not in the sacrifice of  her body but in her “resolve”—Sedgwick’s 
term for a form of  spontaneous and embodied language that expresses the 
speaker’s most sincere beliefs and in doing so transforms the listener’s actions. 
Revising Unitarian theology through the medium of  the historical novel made 
it possible for Child and Sedgwick to imagine a nation united by forces other 
than violent sacrifice, in which women contributed actively to national ad-
vancement instead of  being relegated, like Pamela Sedgwick, to seclusion 
and silence.10

Even as they sought to imaginatively rescue white women from the neces-
sity of  perpetual self-abnegation, however, Child and Sedgwick raised (but did 
not settle) the question of  where nonwhite Americans fit into national narra-
tives of  atonement and sacrifice. Sedgwick’s fiction was perpetually haunted 
by the remembrance of  her mother’s painful life and death and by the way 
her suffering was framed as necessary both to her husband’s public career and 
her children’s salvation. But there is another figure who reappears through-
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out Sedgwick’s work: Elizabeth Freeman, the African American servant who 
acted as a “second mother” to the Sedgwick children when Pamela was ill. For 
Catharine Sedgwick, Freeman provided the model of  religious “resolve” of-
fered in The Linwoods, one that was not grounded in silent sacrifice but in ac-
tive self-advocacy. This resolve stirred Sedgwick’s literary and political 
imagination, but it had limited utility for the real-life Freeman and her family. 
Elizabeth Freeman’s persistent presence in Sedgwick’s writing—as herself, as 
an Indian maiden, as a revolutionary-era servant, and elsewhere—indicates the 
precarious status of  people of  color in otherwise triumphant early national 
narratives of  women’s increasing religious agency.

Sacrifice without Blood: Lydia Maria  
Child’s Hobomok
Both Lydia Maria Child and Catharine Maria Sedgwick spent their childhoods 
in households deeply influenced by a strict New England Calvinism, and both 
would eventually defect, as adults, to more liberal Christian denominations. 
Sedgwick took a deep interest in religious and political issues even in child-
hood: one of  her earliest extant letters, written to her father, Theodore, in 1804 
when she was fourteen years old, describes a recent election in Stockbridge 
won by the “Jacobins”—the local Democratic party—who upon their victory 
had immediately voted to lower Stephen West’s clerical salary.11 As an adult, 
Catharine would attribute some of  the blame for Pamela’s mental illness to 
her mother’s severe Calvinist belief  system. And yet it would take much urg-
ing from her brothers to convince her to leave the “orthodox” Congrega-
tionalist church to join a Unitarian congregation. Writing to her friend 
Susan Channing in March 1821, Sedgwick confessed that she considered the 
Unitarians to be “nearer the truth, by a very great deal, than the orthodox”; 
still, she protested, “there are some of  your articles of  unbelief that I am not 
Protestant enough to subscribe to.”12 Despite these reservations, Sedgwick 
transferred her membership from the Stockbridge church to a Unitarian con-
gregation later that year.13

Child, like her contemporary, spent her childhood in a Massachusetts town 
thoroughly imbued with Congregationalist Calvinism. Her “gloomy and with-
drawn” father imposed his “ ‘fierce theology’ ” upon her, and her reaction 
against this early training led to a lifetime of  spiritual seeking. After being bap-
tized in her father’s Congregational church in 1821, Child did not unite her-
self  with that institution but instead joined a Swedenborgian Society in Boston, 
despite having assured her family that she was unlikely to be swayed by the 
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sect’s “fanaticism.”14 Child’s religious beliefs and affiliations would continue 
to evolve over the course of  her lifetime. But when she composed her first 
novel, Hobomok, she was living with her brother, Convers Francis, a Unitarian 
minister, in Watertown, Massachusetts, and the novel shows evidence of  a Uni-
tarian preoccupation with atonement and vicarious sacrifice.15

The rise of  Unitarian thought was part of  a long liberalizing movement 
among Protestant Christians that stretched back to at least the early eighteenth 
century. Beginning as a theological insurgency within American Calvinism, by 
the early nineteenth century the spread of  Unitarian ideas had produced a very 
public and rancorous schism in the Congregational church.16 New England 
Unitarianism’s three primary tenets were “a commitment to logic and reason 
in theology, a biblicism that was strict but that demanded critical and historical 
analysis, and an overriding concern for moral aspiration as the focal point of  
the Christian religion.”17 Applying critical and historical analysis to the Bible 
produced Unitarianism’s most controversial theological innovation, the one 
that gave it its name: its rejection of  the doctrine of  the Trinity, a pillar of  West-
ern Christianity since the Council of  Nicaea in 325 AD. Finding no clear exposi-
tion of  this doctrine in the Bible, Unitarians rejected it, insisting instead “that 
there is one God, even the Father; and that Jesus Christ is not this one God, but 
his son and messenger.”18 Christ, then, did not partake of  God’s divine nature 
but instead was fully human. This conclusion, in turn, unsettled another cor-
nerstone of  Christian theology: the doctrine of  Christ’s atonement.

In its most general terms, atonement is “the satisfying [of] Divine Justice 
by Jesus Christ giving himself  a ransom for us, undergoing the penalty due to 
our sins, and thereby releasing us from that punishment which God might 
justly inflict upon us.”19 Most Catholic and Protestant theologians (including 
Martin Luther and John Calvin) have held to the Anselmian, or satisfaction, 
theory of  the atonement (named for its primary formulator, the eleventh-
century archbishop Anselm of  Canterbury). The satisfaction theory posits 
that Christ’s sinless death “satisfies” the debt demanded by God for the crime 
of  original sin (committed by Adam but imputed to all humankind): the sin-
less Christ is sacrificed on the cross and thus bears the punishment earned by 
humankind. Unsatisfied with the satisfaction theory, Christian liberals of  the 
mid-eighteenth century (including the forerunners of  Unitarianism, Jonathan 
Mayhew and Charles Chauncy) adopted the governmental theory of  the atone-
ment. This theory (which was also espoused by the orthodox Congregation-
alists Samuel Hopkins, Jonathan Edwards  Jr., and Sedgwick’s great-uncle 
Stephen West) posits that Christ’s crucifixion does not satisfy a debt but in-
stead displays the true majesty of  God: it “exhibit[s] . . . ​the righteous displea
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sure of  God against sin, made in some other way than in the punishment of  
the sinner.” Under the governmental theory, Christ’s painful death demon-
strates God’s “divine purity, and hatred of  iniquity”: God requires Christ to 
atone for the sins of  man because only by allowing his son to die can God dis-
play his hatred of  sin.20

Nineteenth-century Unitarians rejected both the substitutionary and gov-
ernmental models of  atonement because neither of  these explanations for 
Christ’s death accorded with the loving, parental, and forgiving God they 
claimed to find in their reading of  scripture. William Ellery Channing, the un-
official leader of  the nineteenth-century Unitarian movement (and brother-
in-law of  Sedgwick’s friend Susan Channing), insisted that the God posited by 
the doctrine of  substitutionary atonement, “instead of  being plenteous in for-
giveness, never forgives; for it is absurd to speak of  men as forgiven, when 
their whole punishment is borne by a substitute.”21 For Channing and other 
Unitarian theologians, the merchant God of  substitutionary atonement was 
not merciful; he was simply a businessman demanding payment of  a debt. The 
God of  the governmental theory was, if  possible, even worse; Channing 
imagined him “erect[ing] a gallows in the center of  the universe, and . . . ​
execut[ing] upon it, in room of  the offenders, an Infinite Being” while requir-
ing “all beings in heaven and earth . . . ​to fix their eyes on this fearful sight.”22 
Rather than choosing between the satisfaction and governmental theories of  
atonement, Unitarian theologians of  the early nineteenth century objected to 
the doctrine altogether, for both theological and practical reasons. Not only 
did the doctrine of  atonement make God into a monster who assented to the 
murder of  his own son, they argued, but trying to worship this monstrous God 
produced gloomy and spiritually stunted Christians incapable of  comprehend-
ing the Deity’s true, kindly, and parental nature.

As works of  Unitarian historical fiction, Child’s Hobomok and Sedgwick’s 
Hope Leslie participate in the deconstruction of  atonement theology that pre-
occupied liberal Christian thinkers throughout the early nineteenth century. 
While Channing and other Unitarian theologians argued against atonement 
in sermons, sectarian journals, and polemical pamphlets, Child and Sedgwick 
examined the doctrine not only as an abstract concept but as a concrete, em-
bodied problem with political and social implications. Hobomok and Hope Les-
lie, both set in the early years of  English settlement in New England, draw 
parallels between the “primitive” blood sacrifices of  their Native American 
characters and the ostensibly “enlightened” doctrine of  atonement embraced 
by their fictional Puritans. Both structures, they argue, limit women’s religious 
agency by positioning them as perpetual victims in an endlessly repeated 
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cosmic ritual. Together, these novels suggest that the United States’ future 
cannot be secured through the unwilling sacrifices of  its female inhabitants.23

Hobomok was Lydia Maria Child’s debut novel, published in 1824 when she 
was only twenty-two years old. Set in the 1630s, the story centers on Mary 
Conant, a gentle maiden who is summoned from England, where she has been 
living with her grandfather, to the Salem colony to care for her aging mother 
and father. Mary is in love with the Englishman Charles Brown, but the match 
is forbidden by her strict Puritan father, who sees Charles’s adherence to the 
Church of  England as little better than paganism. When Charles Brown is lost 
at sea in a shipwreck and Mary’s beloved mother dies from the strain of  life in 
the colony, Mary agrees to marry the Native American man Hobomok, who 
has loved her from afar since her arrival in Salem. Mary bears Hobomok’s child, 
also named Hobomok, but when the couple has been married for three years, 
Charles Brown reappears in Salem, reports of  his death having been greatly 
exaggerated. Seeing that Mary prefers Charles, Hobomok divorces her and dis
appears from the colony, leaving his child behind to be raised by Charles and 
Mary.

Hobomok depicts white women and Native American men as victims of  a 
patriarchal Puritan ideology that demands superhuman sacrifices in the name 
of  filial and conjugal devotion. It tells the early history of  the Salem colony as 
a tale of  forced sacrifice imposed on English women by selfish Puritan men. 
The novel’s female protagonists—Mary Conant, her mother (Mrs. Conant), 
and Lady Arabella Johnson—make devastating sacrifices for the sake of  their 
husbands’ religious ideals: they give up comfortable homes and beloved family 
members in England to follow their husbands to a howling wilderness where 
starvation and disease blight their lives and take their children. The Salem pa-
triarchs’ strict religious proscriptions reflect stubborn defiance as much as 
theological conviction, but their wives and daughters are nevertheless unwill-
ingly sacrificed to those patriarchs’ beliefs. Reflecting Child’s increasingly lib-
eral religious attitudes, Hobomok decries this demand for sacrifice on the part 
of  white women; at the same time, however, it celebrates the self-elected sac-
rifice of  the novel’s titular Native American. Hobomok does less to undermine 
the doctrine of  vicarious sacrifice than to reconfigure it, shifting its burdens 
off  the shoulders of  white women and onto those of  Native men.

The motif  of  sacrifice appears early in Hobomok, when Mary Conant steals 
out of  her father’s dreary cabin on the edges of  the Salem settlement to per-
form a forbidden ritual that she hopes will reveal her nuptial future. The nov-
el’s unnamed narrator watches from behind a tree while Mary stoops beside 
a stream and “taking a knife from her pocket . . . ​open[s] a vein in her little 
arm, and dipping a feather in the blood, wr[ites] something on a piece of  white 
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cloth” (13).24 Mary then uses a stick to trace a circle on the ground, steps into 
it, and walks three times backward and forward around its circumference while 
chanting a rhyme meant to summon her future husband. Mary is expecting 
Charles Brown to appear, but to her dismay Hobomok jumps into the circle 
instead. Hobomok, like Mary, has brought a knife to the edge of  the stream. 
But rather than shedding blood, he uses the weapon to cut branches that he 
will place on his tribe’s “sacrifice heap.” “ ‘Hobomok much late has been out 
to watch the deer tracks,’ ” he explains to Mary, “ ‘and he came through the 
hollow, that he might make the Manitto Asseinah green as the oak tree’ ” (14). 
This early scene links Mary and Hobomok—long before the plot links them 
in marriage—by revealing their shared investment in sacrificial rituals. But 
whereas Mary, the supposedly more civilized of  the two, has initiated a bloody 
“pagan” ritual (even Sally Oldham, Salem’s resident flirt, is shocked at Mary’s 
having done such “an awful wicked thing”), Hobomok’s sacrifice to the Manitto 
Asseinah involves only the cutting of  branches, not skin (20).

By beginning Hobomok with sacrifices performed by a white woman and a 
Native man, Child invokes the central role of  sacrifice in the historical novel. 
Scenes of  sacrifice are everywhere in the genre; indeed, sacrifice is at the heart 
of  Georg Lukács’s originating theory of  it. For Lukács, the historical novel is 
the product of  the revolutionary era and its Enlightenment theory of  history, 
in which “the national idea becomes the property of  the broadest masses.”25 
In order to represent both “the people” and the best that the new nation has 
to offer, the hero of  the historical novel must be simultaneously “mediocre”—
that is, bourgeois or middle class—and the embodiment of  a perfect ideal. 
The feature that marks the hero’s simultaneously middling and ideal status is 
his “capacity for self-sacrifice,” which he possesses alongside “a certain, though 
never outstanding, degree of  practical intelligence, a certain moral fortitude 
and decency.”26 The hero of  the historical novel incarnates the best that the 
nation has to offer, including a willingness to sacrifice everything to bring a 
country and a people into existence.

But while the hero of  the historical novel may possess the capacity for self-
sacrifice, the actual victims of  sacrifice in historical novels are most often 
women and people of  color. Historical fiction relies heavily on scenes of  sex 
and gender violence to consolidate national identity, with the rape, murder, 
or suicides of  female characters providing the impetus for national cohesion. 
In the works of  British historical novelists including Jane Porter, Sydney Ow-
enson, and Walter Scott, Scottish and English national identities are solidified 
through originary acts of  violence against women’s bodies.27 The American 
historical novel likewise seeks to produce a “usable past, . . . ​one that democ-
racy can profit by,” but as Nina Baym has demonstrated, the most usable 
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objects in American historical fiction are women.28 James Fenimore Cooper’s 
novels, Baym notes, present women not as individuals or persons but as types; 
they are objects of  exchange among men, for whom they signify the spread 
of  “civilization.” Because “they are vital for man’s civilizations . . . ​man has to 
take them along wherever he goes, and at whatever cost.”29 That cost, how-
ever, is usually paid by the woman herself, as with Cora Munro, whose dou-
ble doom as both female and mixed race necessitates her self-sacrificial suicide 
in The Last of  the Mohicans. In both the British and American historical novel 
tradition, the woman’s contested body is the site on which nationhood is built. 
In the early scene in Hobomok in which Mary Conant predicts her future, her 
bloody arm signifies her status as the woman whose romantic desires will be 
sacrificed for the ostensible good of  the struggling Salem colony.

As a text that embraces a doctrinally liberal, Unitarian-inflected Protestant-
ism, Hobomok depicts the Puritan colony of  Salem as a backward and primi-
tive settlement guided by violent principles, the effects of  which are borne by 
the women of  the colony rather than the men. The things and people women 
love are sacrificed for principles that the men themselves do not clearly un-
derstand and that, Child’s narrator repeatedly implies, have more to do with 
pride than religious conviction. Mrs. Conant follows her husband to the New 
World and endures there the death of  her two sons as well as other scenes of  
“privation and hardship” (8). Mary Conant, summoned from her home in 
England to the Salem settlement, must leave behind her beloved grandfather 
in an act of  “ ‘painful sacrifice’ ” that she nevertheless “ ‘ma[kes] with serenity’ ” 
(79). When Mrs. Conant and Lady Arabella Johnson lie dying side by side in 
the Conants’ cabin, Child’s narrator pronounces them “both alike victims to 
what has always been the source of  woman’s greatest misery—love—deep and 
unwearied love” (111). In Hobomok, the white women of  the New England col-
onies are sacrificed on the altar of  love and womanly devotion to men who 
are more concerned with dry religious questions than with actual relationships 
and human feelings.

When the Native man Hobomok appears in Mary Conant’s enchanted cir-
cle with an offering of  branches for his “sacrifice heap,” he announces him-
self  as the superior of  the Puritan men whose notion of  religious sacrifice 
requires the protracted suffering and painful deaths of  their wives and children. 
Hobomok’s devotion to a nonviolent form of  sacrifice—branches rather than 
blood—prepares the reader to accept his eventual marriage to the white her-
oine by symbolically elevating him above the other “savages” that populate 
the story—including, the novel implies, the savage Puritan men who have ru-
ined their families’ lives for the sake of  a dubious good. In emphasizing Ho-
bomok’s capacity for nonviolent sacrifice, both here and in his later act of  
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peacefully divorcing Mary, Child defies depictions of  Native Americans as vi-
olent savages and despoilers of  white women—the roles they most often 
played in early national historical novels by Cooper and others. In Hobomok it 
is white men, not Natives, who demand painful sacrifices from the women they 
have sworn to cherish and protect.

Hobomok’s capacity for nonviolent sacrifice repudiates the stadialist ide-
ologies of  human progress that had dominated Western historiography since 
the eighteenth century and that underpinned the historical novel as a genre. 
According to the “four stages” model of  civilizational development, which ar-
ranged all cultures on a scale from “savage” to “civilized,” one clear mark of  
indigenous cultures’ “savagery” was their supposed engagement in violent, 
vengeful, and even cannibalistic rites of  sacrifice. European explorers in North 
America had disseminated—often from little evidence—elaborate stories of  
bloody Indian “sacrifices” meant to establish the primitivism of  Native cultures 
and their need for Christian conversion. Drawing on classical (mis)represen
tations of  both the Far West and the Far East and the faulty ethnography of  
early New World travelers, early modern depictions of  native North Ameri-
cans often conflated torture, cannibalism, human sacrifice, and trophy taking 
(the collection and display of  human body parts collected from the dead in 
war) and accused all tribes of  engaging in these practices.30 William Robert-
son’s multivolume History of  America (1777), one of  the most influential works 
of  stadialist history, described native North Americans as “characterised by a 
‘hard, unfeeling temper.’ . . . ​They torture prisoners to death and . . . ​mak[e] 
war solely in order to capture prisoners for sacrifice.”31 In stadialist models of  
history, “civilized” peoples were those who had ostensibly left cultural and re-
ligious rituals of  violent sacrifice behind.32

But as Unitarians and other liberal Christians of  the nineteenth century 
asserted, the Anglo-American West’s religio-cultural system was itself  
grounded in a story of  violent sacrifice: the atoning death of  Christ on the 
cross. Protestant theologies of  atonement—including those espoused by the 
New England Puritans who form the subject of  Hobomok—posit Christ’s pain-
ful death on the cross as the necessary price exacted by God for the sins of  
humankind. What stadialist theories did, then, was distinguish the “bad,” 
vengeful sacrifices ostensibly practiced by indigenous peoples from the “good,” 
atoning sacrifice modeled by Christ on the cross. Jean-Luc Nancy, describing 
the role of  sacrifice in Western historiography, labels these the “old” and “new” 
models of  sacrifice. The “old” sacrifice appears as a “pure economy of  barter 
between man and the divine powers. Everything is reduced to the formula 
of  . . . ​sacrificial ‘economism.’ ”33 The “old” sacrifice (of  grain, lambs, or, as 
Robertson asserted, men) must be endlessly repeated because the “economy 
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of  barter” is circular: offerings are exchanged for good favor, but once favor is 
granted, sacrifices must once again be offered in thanksgiving and to solicit 
further blessings. According to Nancy, the “new” sacrifice, exemplified in the 
death of  Christ on the cross, is distinguished from the “old” by four charac-
teristics: it is self-sacrifice, chosen or at least consented to by the victim; it is 
unique in its occurrence and is “accomplished for all”; its uniqueness “lies in 
its elevation into the principal or the essence of  sacrifice itself ”; and it is “it-
self  the transcendence of  sacrifice,” such that repetitive ritual sacrifices need 
no longer be performed.34 In stadialist histories, savages could be recognized 
by their commitment to an “old” model of  pagan sacrifice: imposed, venge-
ful, and endlessly repeated. Civilized cultures, by contrast, had embraced the 
“new” model of  sacrifice, in which Christ’s selfless death on the cross was the 
single act that made further sacrifice obsolete.

Hobomok defies the stadialist classification of  cultures by casting the En
glishmen of  the Salem settlement as practitioners of  the “old” sacrifice: they 
not only embrace a bloody doctrine of  atonement but demand from their 
wives and children sacrifices unto death. Hobomok, by contrast, practices the 
“new” sacrifice, best exemplified in his choice to divorce Mary at the end of  
the novel. His sacrifice is self-chosen, unique, and irrevocable: he divorces Mary 
without informing her of  his decision and disappears by the time she discov-
ers what he has done. He frames his decision to leave as a self-elected offering 
to a beloved idol: “ ‘She was first his,’ ” he reflects upon Charles’s return to Sa-
lem; “ ‘Mary loves him better than she does me. The sacrifice must be made 
to her’ ” (139). Both the narrator and Charles Brown reiterate this framing of  
Hobomok’s departure, with the narrator lamenting “the happiness [Hobo-
mok] had so nobly sacrificed” (142) and Brown intoning to Mary that “ ‘the 
sacrifice that has been made . . . ​cannot now be remedied’ ” (148). Hearing of  
his departure, Mary casts the now-vanished Hobomok in the role of  Christ: 
“ ‘I only have sinned; and yet all the punishment has fallen upon his head,’ ” a 
phrase that echoes the description of  the coming Messiah in Isaiah 53:5 (147).35 
Charles Brown likewise paints his rival as an Indian Christ: “ ‘I have a story to 
tell of  that savage,’ ” he announces, “ ‘which might make the best of  us blush 
at our inferiority, Christians as we are’ ” (145). Indeed, Hobomok not only per-
forms the “new” sacrifice; he perfects it. His sacrifice, unlike Christ’s, is inno-
cent of  human blood: while he leaves a slain deer and three foxes at Mary’s 
doorstep to signify the dissolution of  their marriage, he commits no other 
harm. In divorcing Mary, Hobomok renounces not his life but his patriarchal 
prerogative. While he could have dragged Mary from Salem to live among his 
tribe—as the Puritan husbands in the novel did to their wives and children—
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he instead abdicates his conjugal and parental role. He is a one-man glorious 
revolution.

In accepting Hobomok’s gift—his choice to free her from marital 
obligation—Mary Conant, unlike her dead mother, becomes the beneficiary 
of  sacrifice rather than its victim. The novel praises Hobomok’s sacrifice pre-
cisely because it is performed for the benefit of  white women rather than be-
ing demanded of  them: Hobomok’s selfless act affirms the Indian’s status as 
sacrifice’s proper victim and the white woman Mary Conant as the “higher 
being” to whom sacrifice is owed. Hobomok’s act of  bloodless self-sacrifice—
of  his son, of  his love for Mary, and of  his home—enables Mary’s return to 
white society but eliminates any hope for interracial peace, which is abandoned 
in favor of  silent erasure. While the reformed Mr. Conant treats Hobomok’s 
son, “the little Hobomok,” as “a peculiar favorite,” Hobomok pére is quietly 
effaced from memory: “His father was seldom spoken of; and by degrees [the 
child’s] Indian appellation was silently omitted” (149–50).36 Once Hobomok 
has performed his ideal sacrifice, the necessity of  sacrifice can be removed from 
the national narrative, as Unitarians and other liberal Christians wished, 
through the disappearance of  Hobomok himself. Hobomok shifts the burden 
of  sacrifice away from white women and onto Native men and then retells vi-
olent expulsion as peaceful and self-elected disappearance.

The Limits of Atonement: Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie
Three years after Hobomok appeared, Catharine Maria Sedgwick published 
Hope Leslie, or Early Times in the Massachusetts. Hope Leslie pushes the question 
of  sacrifice further than does Child’s Hobomok, exploring the structure of  sac-
rifice itself  rather than merely shifting the locus of  power and oppression. In 
a story that echoes the history of  Pocahontas, the novel depicts the Indian 
maiden Magawisca’s noble act on behalf  of  her best friend, the young white 
settler Everell Fletcher. When Magawisca’s father, Mononotto, takes Everell 
to his tribe’s “sacrifice-rock,” where he plans to avenge the death of  his son 
Samoset in the Pequot Massacre, Magawisca interrupts the ritual by flinging 
her arm between her father’s ax and Everell’s neck. Everell escapes and tells 
the story of  Magawisca’s brave sacrifice far and wide, but when Magawisca—
and her severed arm—reappear in Boston years later, it becomes clear that the 
memory of  her noble act cannot prevent further violence perpetrated by the 
Massachusetts settlers against her tribe or even against herself. Though cele-
brated by the Fletcher family and the novel’s titular heroine, Magawisca’s 
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sacrifice brings about neither racial nor religious reconciliation, not through 
any fault of  Magawisca’s but because acts of  sacrifice, whether old or new, do 
not provide sufficient foundation for a new nation.

In the scene in which Magawisca rescues Everell from certain death at the 
hands of  her father, Sedgwick explicitly invokes the doctrine of  atonement: 
like Christ, Magawisca subjects herself  to terrible violence sanctioned by her 
own father to save a beloved friend from a terrible fate. As the Pequot elders 
prepare to sacrifice Everell, Magawisca scales the side of  the rock and arrives 
at the top just in time to interrupt her father’s ritual. When the ax severs her 
arm, sending the “lopped quivering member” tumbling over the precipice to 
the ground below, the watching Pequot tribesmen, “uttering horrible yells, 
rus[h] toward the fatal spot” to recapture Everell (97).37 Magawisca stops their 
advance by asserting that she has taken Everell’s place, crying, “ ‘I have bought 
his life with my own!’ ” The narrator repeats the salvational framing of  the 
scene: before fleeing for his life, Everell “thr[ows] his arms around” Magawisca 
and “press[es] her to his heart, as he would a sister that had redeemed his life 
with her own.” Accepting the substitute victim, the watching Pequots allow 
Everell to escape as they pay “involuntary homage to the heroic girl” (97). 
Magawisca, in substituting her body for Everell’s and enduring the (unearned) 
punishment intended for him, “redeems” his life by imitating on the soil of  
colonial Massachusetts the ritual of  Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.

Magawisca’s “redemption” of  Everell—twice the narrator repeats that 
Magawisca has “bought” or “redeemed” Everell’s life—reverses the terms of  
the Indian captivity narrative, in which white colonists paid a ransom for the 
return of  a family member kidnapped by Natives. But the scene also narrates 
an ethical shift from the old sacrifice to the new: from Mononotto’s violent 
and imposed vengeance to Magawisca’s self-elected sacrifice on Everell’s be-
half.38 Sedgwick casts Magawisca as a redeemer who voluntarily takes Ever-
ell’s place and pays for the crimes of  the white colonists, whose murder of  
Mononotto’s son was the original sin that prompted this act of  revenge. Hope 
Leslie fictionalizes the scene of  atonement—the crucifixion—with a Native 
American woman in the role of  Christ, the paradigmatic exemplar of  the new 
sacrifice. Magawisca’s action is self-elected and unique, and once performed 
it need never be repeated: for the remainder of  the novel, Mononotto will never 
again attempt to avenge the death of  his wife or children by means of  violent 
sacrifice. This moment does indeed, as Christopher Castiglia suggests, juxta-
pose “the male world of  the Old Testament—based on violence, vengeance, 
and ‘artificial codes of  law’ ” with “the feminine world of  the New Testament—
based on mercy and love, represented by the evoked spirits of  the mothers” 
(173).39 But according to the Unitarian theology that underlies Hope Leslie, there 
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is little to distinguish an Old Testament model of  vengeance—exemplified by 
both the Pequot elders and the Puritan fathers—from the New Testament 
model of  atonement embodied in Magawisca’s brave act.

Despite the shift from a model of  vengeance to a model of  atonement, the 
scene at the sacrifice-rock remains bound by the terms of  a ritual in which 
there are limited ways to participate. As the anthropologist Maurice Bloch as-
serts, rituals—religious, political, social, familial—invoke the language of  tra-
ditional authority, which “reduces the specificity of  utterances so that all events 
are made to appear as though they were all alike.”40 Ritual practices function 
to maintain a cultural status quo by limiting the forms of  language and action 
that are recognizable within the frame of  the ritual. Ritual language “severely 
restricts the participants’ choices of  intonation, vocabulary, syntactic forms, 
and acceptable illustrations (such as scriptural or mythological allusions)” and 
is thus “coercive: once participants have entered the ritual frame, they are com-
mitted to a pre-ordained sequence of  events.”41 Human agency, while not 
obliterated by ritual forms, is restricted to those acts and utterances that are 
conceivable within the “ritual frame.”

When Magawisca interrupts her father’s attempt to sacrifice Everell, she 
performs an act that changes both the signification and the results of  the rit-
ual. When she offers her body in exchange for Everell’s and cries, “ ‘I have 
bought his life with my own,’ ” she both describes and performs the act of  re-
demption. Everell’s life is saved, not only by Magawisca’s bodily interposition 
but by her proclamation that the price for Everell’s life has been paid in full. 
This pronouncement demonstrates both the possibilities for and the limits of  
Magawisca’s agency within the terms of  Pequot ritual traditions. Magawisca 
chooses to take Everell’s place at the sacrifice-rock, but her brave act does not 
change the essential terms of  the ritual, in which someone’s body must be sac-
rificed to avenge the death of  Samoset. Furthermore, insofar as rituals func-
tion through the erasure of  particularity—“the individuality and historicity of  
events disappear” because each participant is standing in for something or 
someone else—Magawisca and Everell represent cultures at the point of  vio-
lent contact.42 When the two are read not as individual friends but as stand-
ins for their tribes, Magawisca’s act ritually performs existing inequalities: the 
intended sacrifice, eldest son and heir of  the white colonizer, escapes un-
scathed, while Magawisca, doubly disempowered by virtue of  her gender and 
race, is mutilated instead.

At the moment when Magawisca redeems Everell’s life at the sacrifice-rock, 
Hope Leslie reaches the point at which Child’s Hobomok stopped: Sedgwick has 
successfully shifted the burden of  sacrifice away from a white character and 
onto the shoulders of  a noble Native who is now expected to disappear into 
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death or self-exile. In singlehandedly effecting a sudden shift from the old sacri-
fice to the new, Magawisca’s act seems to hold the promise of  a more peaceful 
future. Stadialist history would suggest that Magawisca, at least, if  not her father 
or her tribe, has emerged into the light of  “civilization” by rejecting the venge-
ful, retributive sacrifices of  her native culture and embracing the self-elected 
sacrifice espoused by the Christian colonists. And yet the scene at the sacrifice-
rock occurs early in Hope Leslie; two-thirds of  the novel remains, and Magawisca 
does not die, as she herself  had predicted when “buying” Everell’s life. Instead, 
her maimed body with its missing arm persistently reappears for the duration 
of  the text, complicating attempts by the Puritan fathers to ideologically con-
sign the colony’s Native inhabitants to oblivion and suggesting that even noble 
self-sacrifice cannot bring about either sectarian or racial reconciliation. Because 
the structure of  sacrifice remains intact, Magawisca’s noble act of  redemption 
can effect change only on an individual level, not on a social one.

The social inefficacy of  sacrifice is a frequent theme in the chapters of  Hope 
Leslie that follow Magawisca’s redemption of  Everell at the sacrifice-rock. 
Magawisca’s act does little to alter relations between the Pequots and the Pu-
ritans, which remain marked by the same patterns of  war and recrimination 
that preceded the event. While Everell, his father, and Everell’s cousin Hope 
Leslie feel a lasting debt to Magawisca, the colony as a whole admits no obli-
gation to her. When Magawisca returns to Boston years after the scene at the 
sacrifice-rock, she is captured by the English authorities and accused of  plan-
ning an attack on the colony. Conscious of  their debt to her, the Fletchers peti-
tion the colonial governor John Winthrop to free Magawisca because of  her 
prior service to Everell, but their entreaties do nothing to prevent her impris-
onment. When Mr. Fletcher admonishes Winthrop that “ ‘we owe much to 
this woman,’ ” Winthrop replies, “ ‘You owe much undoubtedly . . . ​but it yet 
remains to be proved, my friend, that your son’s redeemed life is to be put in 
the balance against the public weal.’ ” Winthrop’s statement makes clear that 
a single act of  “redemption” can do little to alter public policies of  vengeance, 
violence, and mistrust: “ ‘private feelings must yield to public good,’ ” he in-
sists, with the “public good” always defined in political and military terms by 
Winthrop himself  (245).

Magawisca’s missing arm marks both the bravery of  her sacrifice and the 
ineffectuality of  that sacrifice at a level beyond the personal—it indexes both 
action and impotence simultaneously. As Hope Leslie progresses, Magawisca’s 
severed arm becomes the symbol of  both the ritualized violence perpetrated 
against her and of  the limited efficacy of  sacrifice at the social and political 
level. When the colonists place her on trial for her supposed treachery, 
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Magawisca dramatically reveals the stump of  her missing arm, demanding that 
Winthrop and the Puritan magistrates punish her quickly rather than return-
ing her to prison. Revealing her “mutilated person,” she invokes the memory 
of  her dead mother—sacrificed to Puritan vengeance—to demand her own 
execution: “ ‘I pray you, send me to death now. . . . ​In her name, I demand of  
thee death or liberty’ ” (308–9). Recognizing that the courtroom ritual of  the 
Christian settlers is little different from the sacrifice-rock of  her Pequot elders—
both are sites at which women and children are sacrificed to the putative 
needs of  the tribe or the state—Magawisca once again invokes the terms of  
the ritual and offers her body for destruction.43

Magawisca, like Hobomok, disappears into the western forests at the end 
of  Hope Leslie. But unlike Hobomok, who sacrifices his own happiness for Mary 
Conant’s, Magawisca leaves the Boston colony because she refuses to continue 
endangering her safety and happiness for her white friends. Having returned 
to the Boston colony only to fulfill a promise made by an elder of  her tribe—
and having met there ingratitude and further violence at the hands of  Win-
throp’s government—Magawisca refuses Hope’s and Everell’s pleas that she 
remain. These pleas are couched as demands for further self-sacrifice: “ ‘I do 
not ask you, for your sake, but for ours, to return to us,’ ” Hope begs. Everell 
echoes her: “Yes, Magawisca, . . . ​come back to us and teach us to be happy, 
as you are’ ” (352). In refusing these requests, Magawisca reminds Hope and 
Everell that the supposed superiority of  English culture is a mirage: “ ‘The law 
of  vengeance is written on our hearts—you say you have a written rule of  
forgiveness—it may be better—if  ye would be guided by it’ ” (349). In the end, 
the new sacrifice that Magawisca performed in saving Everell is revealed to be 
little better than the old, and Magawisca rejects both.

Hope Leslie depicts a society in which fathers—both family and founding—
are willing to sacrifice their children on the rock of  progress. Within systems 
that valorize sacrifice—including sacrifice refigured as atonement—the respon-
sibility for absorbing and absolving communal guilt falls disproportionately 
on the backs of  those already disempowered: women, people of  color, the 
poor, and children.44 The ending of  the novel suggests that sacrifice must be 
exploded entirely before the nation can mature—an act Sedgwick symbolically 
performs when the fallen woman Rosa, who has sacrificed her virtue for a for-
bidden love, commits suicide by setting a ship ablaze in the final chapters of  
the text. The title’s depressing double entendre—“Hope-lessly,” pace Judith 
Fetterley—reflects the unresolved status of  Hope Leslie’s central problem: how 
a culture can form an identity if  not through acts of  sacrifice, self-elected or 
otherwise.45
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From Sacrifice to Self-Representation:  
Isabella Linwood’s Religious Resolve
The problem of  vicarious sacrifice was unresolved in official Unitarian theol-
ogy of  the 1820s as well. Having rejected both the substitutionary and gov-
ernmental models of  Christ’s atonement, Unitarian theologians had no 
compelling doctrine with which to replace them. Though they disallowed 
Christ’s divine nature and rejected Trinitarian explications for the meaning of  
his death, they could agree on no convincing explanation for how human sal-
vation was achieved. William Ellery Channing admitted as much: “We have 
no desire to conceal the fact, that a difference of  opinion exists among us, in 
regard to an interesting part of  Christ’s mediation; I mean, in regard to the 
precise influence of  his death on our forgiveness.” Some Unitarian theologians 
saw Christ’s death as an example meant to “confir[m] his religion” and “giv[e] 
it a power over the mind” that would “lea[d] to repentance and virtue.” Others 
thought Christ’s death had “a special influence in removing punishment, as a 
condition or method of  pardon,” but couldn’t explain exactly how that “spe-
cial influence” functioned.46 Theologically speaking, Unitarian clerics kicked 
the can of  atonement down the road: Christ suffered and died on the cross 
for some mysterious but important reason they could not explain.

In her 1835 novel The Linwoods, or “Sixty Years Since” in America, Sedgwick 
picked up the gauntlet where Channing and other Unitarian theologians had 
thrown it down. Despite the fact that The Linwoods is set during the Revolu-
tionary War, the novel eschews scenes of  ritualized violence and instead tells 
the history of  the nation’s founding as a tale of  living language. The Linwoods 
rejects ritual sacrifice, with its inherent violence, its flattening of  individual 
specificity, and its limited opportunities for agency, and instead constructs a 
theology based on the productive possibilities of  religious language. To escape 
the endlessly iterative ritual conditions in which women’s bodies could occupy 
only the role of  sacrificial victim and women’s voices could only repeat the 
story of  sacrificial violence, Sedgwick developed a model of  spontaneous re-
ligious language—one in which women’s language gained effective power pre-
cisely by freeing itself  from ritual forms. By locating the potential for religious 
agency in women’s spontaneous, sincere, and embodied speech—a force that 
Sedgwick calls “resolve”—The Linwoods posits women’s active religious agency, 
rather than their passive participation in ritual forms, as a key driver of  Amer-
ican progress.

Though highly original, Sedgwick’s theology of  spontaneous religious lan-
guage also has roots in Unitarian thought, since Unitarian Christology held 
up Christ’s words and actions as the true purpose of  his ministry. Because Uni-
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tarians rejected both the doctrine of  the Trinity, according to which Christ is 
part of  the tripartite Godhead and therefore fully divine, and the doctrine of  
vicarious sacrifice, by which Christ’s death on the cross was ordained by God 
and necessary to effect the salvation of  humankind, Unitarians were accused 
of  denigrating Christ himself. They vociferously denied this charge, asserting 
that in fact Christ was central to their theology and that apprehending Christ 
as fully human made his actions, his teachings, and his suffering on the cross 
more—rather than less—meaningful to believers. William Ellery Channing 
emphasized Christ’s role as “son and messenger, who derived all his powers 
and glories from the Universal Parent” but traced Christ’s salutary influence 
not to his payment of  a divine debt but to “his promises of  pardon to the peni-
tent, . . . ​the light which he has thrown on the path of  duty, . . . ​his glorious 
discoveries of  immortality, . . . ​[and] his continual intercession, which obtains 
for us spiritual blessings.”47 William Ware, pastor of  the First Unitarian Church 
in New York, where Sedgwick began attending services in 1821, extolled 
Christ’s “prophetical and mediatorial character,” insisting “that he is the only 
true prophet of  God, . . . ​[and] that all the commands, precepts, institutions 
of  Jesus have the force and delegation of  divine commands, precepts and in-
stitutions.”48 Henry Ware Jr., whom Sedgwick admired (she referred to him 
in an 1821 letter as “a man wise and skillful . . . ​full of  every gracious affec-
tion”49) and who would later commission her novel Home (1835), described 
Christ as “the medium through which are communicated all the purposes and 
revelations of  God” and the man who “by his instructions, doctrine, and ex-
ample . . . ​did all that was needful to teach men the way of  return, and lead 
them back to God.”50 For these and other Unitarian thinkers, then, Christ was 
messenger, prophet, mediator, and persuasive example. What he was not was 
a sacrificial lamb. Indeed, too much emphasis on vicarious sacrifice, Unitari-
ans claimed, had distracted Trinitarian Christians from the true purpose of  
Christ’s life, which was to serve as an example of  right behavior. Obsessing 
about Christ’s mediating function in atoning for humankind’s sin “leads men 
to think, that Christ came to change God’s mind, rather than their own,” with 
the result that “high sounding praises of  Christ’s cross seem often to be sub-
stituted for obedience to his precepts.”51 For Unitarians, including Sedgwick, 
it was Christ’s life and teachings—his embodied actions and living language—
that were to serve as an example to his followers.

The Linwoods is the story of  the process by which Isabella Linwood’s reli-
gious language becomes the true religious and political language of  the new 
United States. The Linwoods tells the story of  Isabella and Herbert Linwood, 
siblings born in colonial New York to a Loyalist father who regards George 
Washington and his compatriots as rebellious criminals. When Herbert runs 
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away to join Washington’s army, Mr. Linwood vows that Herbert will never 
reenter the family home. Isabella begs for leniency, but Mr. Linwood strength-
ens his condemnation of  Herbert by swearing an oath against his son: “ ‘You 
know, Belle, I have sworn no rebel will enter my doors.’ ” Isabella’s reply high-
lights both her gender and her subordinate position as Mr. Linwood’s daughter. 
But it also lays claim to a specifically feminine “resolve”: “ ‘And you know, sir, 
that I have—not sworn; oh, no! but resolved, and my resolve is the feminine 
of  my father’s oath, that you shall hang me on a gallows high as Haman’s, be-
fore I cease to plead that our doors be open to one rebel at least’ ” (113).52 Isa-
bella Linwood’s “resolve” is a spontaneous linguistic act—not an oath but a 
“pleading”—for which her body stands as security: “you shall hang me on a 
gallows . . . ​before I cease to plead.” The image of  the gallows suggests the 
potential sacrifice of  Isabella’s body in a public spectacle of  ritualized violence. 
But the reference to Haman invokes the story of  Esther, a clever woman who 
turned the tables on a powerful man and had him hanged on the gallows he 
built for her people.53 Isabella’s embodied religious language—her resolve—
will effect a similar reversal. Mr. Linwood, white, male, wealthy, and with the 
might of  the British Crown behind him, should be the more powerful speaker 
in the exchange: his masculine “oath” should easily crush Isabella’s feminine 
“resolve.” And yet it is Isabella—young, female, politically disenfranchised, and 
in rebellion against the Crown—who will eventually prevail: Herbert will be 
readmitted to the Linwood household over his father’s unheeded objections.

Isabella’s resolve is a form of  religious language that is spontaneous, sin-
cere, and embodied and that is explicitly arrayed against the religious and po
litical rituals that guide the behavior of  the novel’s patriarchs. In using the 
term religious language, I am drawing on a specific set of  definitions employed 
by two contemporary scholars. Webb Keane defines religious language as “lin-
guistic practices that are taken by practitioners themselves to be marked as un-
usual,” as distinct from ordinary experience. Though they maintain many of  
the features of  ordinary language, Keane notes, religious language practices 
have a particular kind of  power that ordinary language lacks: they “can assist 
the construction of  forms of  agency that are expanded, displaced, distributed 
or otherwise different from—but clearly related to—what are otherwise avail-
able.”54 Bruno Latour defines religious language as speech acts that trans-
form or transport both “the spirit from which they talk” and the spirit (human 
or divine) to which they are spoken. For Latour, acts of  religious language 
“produce in part personhood”; they generate “new states, ‘new beginnings,’ 
as William James would say . . . ​in the persons thus addressed.” “Love-talk,” 
for Latour, is a paradigmatic example of  religious language: the couple ex-
changing “I love yous” for the first time is using religious language just as 
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surely as the priest who pronounces that “the body of  Christ is broken for 
you.”55 Religious language, as I am using it here and as Sedgwick depicts it in 
The Linwoods, makes new forms of  agency possible by means of  speech acts 
that transform and transport both speaker and listener.

Religious language can and often does encompass ritual forms; the two are 
not mutually exclusive. ( J. L. Austin’s paradigmatic example of  illocutionary 
speech—the wedding ceremony—is also a prime example of  religious speech.) 
But the model of  religious language practiced by Isabella Linwood is explic
itly opposed to the forms of  ritual speech and action displayed in the scene at 
the sacrifice-rock in Hope Leslie. These are also the forms of  speech most of-
ten embraced by male characters in The Linwoods: Mr. Linwood’s “oaths,” the 
political “policy” invoked by the British commander Sir Henry Clinton, and 
the hackneyed language of  seduction wielded by Jasper Meredith. Because the 
romantic, religious, and political rituals that guide the customs of  revolutionary-
era New York limit women’s participation in public matters (and offer them 
limited choice even in private ones), Isabella Linwood must invent a new form 
of  spontaneous and embodied religious language if  she is to effectively advo-
cate for her brother and shape the outcome of  the war.

Sedgwick found a model for embodied religious language in her “second 
mother,” Elizabeth Freeman, the African American woman who had tended 
to the Sedgwick children during Pamela Sedgwick’s long illnesses. Freeman, 
born into slavery around 1742, had joined the family after Theodore Sedgwick 
successfully sued for her freedom before the Massachusetts Supreme Court 
in 1781. When Catharine recounted the story of  Freeman’s emancipation in a 
sketch in Bentley’s Miscellany, she emphasized the “resolve” that had convinced 
her father to take Freeman’s case:

It was soon after the close of  the revolutionary war, that she chanced at 
the village “meeting house,” in Sheffield, to hear the Declaration of  In
dependence read. She went the next day to the office of  Mr. Theodore 
Sedgewick [sic]. . . . ​“Sir,” said she, “I heard that paper read yesterday, that 
says, ‘all men are born equal, and that every man has a right to freedom.[’] 
I am not a dumb critter; won’t the law give me my freedom?” . . . ​Such 
a resolve as hers is like God’s messengers—wind, snow, and hail—
irresistible. . . . ​Mr. Sedgewick [sic] immediately instituted a suit on be-
half  of  the extraordinary plaintiff; a decree was obtained in her favour.56

In Sedgwick’s telling, Freeman’s embodied and spontaneous response to hear-
ing the Declaration of  Independence—her decision to march into Theodore 
Sedgwick’s office and declare her full humanity—overcomes the social and po
litical barriers between the white lawyer and the enslaved black woman. 
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Though Freeman’s goal is political—she wishes to sue for her freedom—her 
resolve, for Sedgwick, is religious: “like God’s messengers,” it is “irresistible” 
and causes the much more powerful Theodore to “immediately” obey her 
wishes. Because the Sedgwick children credited Freeman’s case with ending 
all forms of  slavery in Massachusetts, the story of  her emancipation held im
mense religious and political import for Catharine and her siblings.57

It is this model of  spontaneous and embodied religious language that pro-
vides the pattern for Isabella Linwood’s “resolve.” In the linguistic-theological 
system constructed in The Linwoods, as in the Bentley’s Miscellany sketch, it is 
resolve that brings about individual and social change. This transformative re-
ligious language is most effective when it is an expression of  one’s “natural” 
self, springing forth spontaneously from a pure heart. For Isabella Linwood, 
the only truly religious language—the only language that might effect real 
change—arises outside the confines of  even the simplest ritual forms, includ-
ing her father’s oath or the social forms of  the English aristocracy. While at-
tending dinner at the home of  Sir Henry Clinton, commander of  the English 
forces in New York, Isabella offers a toast to “ ‘our native land’ ” (132, emphasis 
in original). Rather than following the traditional form of  the toast offered by 
Mr. Linwood, “ ‘the King—God bless him,’ ” Isabella’s toast arises spontane-
ously and, rather than deferring to a higher authority, includes in its “our” all 
those at the table who identify themselves as Americans. Isabella also alters 
the normal ritual of  the toast by pledging with water rather than wine. The 
narrator emphasizes Isabella’s refusal to observe the ritual forms of  the toast: 
“Miss Linwood violated the strict rules that governed her contemporaries. She 
was not a lady of  saws and precedents” (132). But her spontaneous speech is 
transformative, transporting both herself  and another attendee at the dinner, 
Eliot Lee. For Isabella this spontaneous outburst of  pro-Yankee sentiment is 
the first sign of  her eventual conversion from Loyalist to revolutionary; for El-
iot it is the beginning of  his romance with Isabella.

Isabella Linwood’s religious language entails a combination of  bodily pres-
ence and impassioned speech, and it is the most powerful agentive force in 
The Linwoods. In contrast to her father’s ineffectual oaths, Isabella’s resolve 
has the power to alter other characters’ behavior, both in the moment and ret-
rospectively. When Herbert Linwood considers deserting Washington’s army 
to gain his father’s forgiveness and be readmitted to the Linwood family, one 
sentence from Isabella is enough to end his doubts and cement his loyalty to 
the rebellion. “ ‘Herbert, is it possible you waver?’ ” Isabella demands. Her voice 
“thrill[s]” through Herbert’s soul, and his response indicates the power of  Isa-
bella’s speech: “He started as if  he were electrified: his eye met hers, and the 
evil spirits of  doubt and irresolution were overcome. ‘Heaven forgive me! . . . ​
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I waver no longer’ ” (148). Isabella’s impassioned resolve overcomes Herbert’s 
“irresolution,” and its effects reach well beyond the moment of  pronounce-
ment. Months later, when he is starving in an English military prison after be-
ing captured and accused of  spying for Washington, Herbert recalls that 
“ ‘there was one moment—but one, thank God! When, tempted by more than 
all the gold and honour in the king’s gift, I swerved. I was saved by a look from 
Isabella’ ” (217). The religious terms that infuse these scenes—“evil spirits,” 
“tempted,” “Heaven forgive me,” “thank God,” “saved”—indicate the religious 
import of  Isabella’s speech even and perhaps especially when she is discussing 
political subjects. For Isabella, disenfranchised though she is (and will remain 
even after the Revolution), her political participation is nevertheless enabled 
by a spontaneous religious agency brought about through her womanly 
resolve.

Isabella’s religious language is effective, in part, because it demonstrates a 
high level of  what the philosopher Donald Evans calls “self-involvement.” Self-
involvement is a speaker’s degree of  personal investment in an utterance; it 
lies along a spectrum from weak to strong. The statement “I am six feet four 
inches tall” has a low degree of  self-involvement; the statement “I am a fol-
lower of  the Prophet” likely has a high degree of  self-involvement. It implies 
“a variety of  entailments”—moral, behavioral, cultural, perhaps national—
each of  which reveals something important about the speaker’s person-
hood.58 Highly self-involved statements are infused with emotional investment; 
they are “thoughts somehow ‘felt’ in flushes, pulses, ‘movements’ of  our liv-
ers, minds, hearts, stomachs, skin. They are embodied thoughts, thoughts 
seeped with the apprehension that ‘I am involved.’ ”59 It is Isabella Linwood’s 
embodied self-involvement, rather than any adherence to recognizable ritual 
forms, that gives her language religious authority and makes it effective in con-
texts in which she, as a woman and a colonist in rebellion against her king, 
can claim no other right to be heard.60

Writing of  Elizabeth Freeman’s encounter with Theodore Sedgwick, Cath-
arine Sedgwick emphasized the role of  Freeman’s physical presence in per-
suading the lawyer to take her case: “I can imagine her upright form, as she 
stood [in Theodore’s office] dilating with her fresh hope based on the declara-
tion of  an intrinsic, inalienable right.”61 Isabella Linwood’s resolve also depends 
on the persuasive medium of  her physical presence. Scenes of  Isabella trans-
forming others’ emotions and actions are always accompanied by descriptions 
of  her “thrilling” and “delicious” voice, her “moistened eye,” and “the tears . . . ​
of  a young and beautiful woman” (148, 132, 241). When she writes a letter to 
Sir Henry Clinton begging for news of  the imprisoned Herbert’s fate, she re-
ceives a note expressing Sir Henry’s regret that he has “ ‘no absolute power by 
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which he can remit, at pleasure, the offences of  disloyal subjects’ ”—he can-
not act spontaneously in response to the dictates of  kindness (185). The letter 
is not from Sir Henry himself  but from his secretary; Sir Henry has not even 
signed it. Sir Henry has thus performed the ritual duty of  replying to Isabel-
la’s letter, but the letter evinces no real involvement on his part. Isabella re-
sponds by increasing her own embodied self-involvement: their next encounter 
takes place not via letter but via meeting. Seeking a political favor, Isabella of-
fers the language of  religious duty: declaring the commander responsible 
“ ‘to God—so are we all, Sir Henry,’ ” Isabella promises that long after the war 
is over, the memory of  his own kindness will be “ ‘like the manna of  the wil-
derness’ ” (241, 242). Once the favor is granted, Isabella promises to “ ‘fall down 
on my knees, and pray to God to bless you for ever and ever’ ” (240–43). Isa-
bella leaves the meeting with a letter allowing for Herbert’s temporary 
release—evidence of  Sir Henry’s transformation through the operation of  Is-
abella’s religious language.

Isabella’s ability to transform Sir Henry’s behavior by means of  her sponta-
neous and self-involved speech points to the inextricability of  religious and po
litical concerns in the novel and in the early United States. Writing in the wake 
of  official church disestablishment in the early nineteenth century about the 
founding of  the nation in the late eighteenth, Sedgwick’s insistence on placing 
women and their embodied religious language at the center of  American self-
fashioning represents a direct response to liberal political theory and nascent 
separate spheres ideology, which worked together to confine women and their 
religious agency to the private sphere. As Joan Scott has definitively shown, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century constructions of  secularity, including the 
(imagined but never fully achieved) separation of  church and state, insisted that 
women’s dangerous religious passions must be sequestered in the private 
sphere lest they corrupt the rational workings of  the state. Among eighteenth-
century liberal philosophers and republican revolutionaries, the “susceptibility 
of  women to priestly influence” was taken as a given, and “feminine religiosity 
was seen as a force that threatened to disrupt or undermine the rational pur-
suits that constitute politics [because] like feminine sexuality it was excessive, 
transgressive, and dangerous.”62 Sedgwick’s insistence on placing women at 
the originary site of  American independence repudiates this ideological con-
struction of  women’s religion as dangerous to the national project. Her depic-
tion of  Isabella Linwood’s linguistic agency insists that women’s participation 
in the religio-political forces of  national development must be driven by their 
active use of  language rather than the sacrifice of  their silent, passive bodies.

The Linwoods repeatedly reverses liberal philosophy’s insistence that 
women’s natural passions are a danger to the rationally constituted and im-
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plicitly masculine state. Instead, in The Linwoods, women’s spontaneous reli-
gious language tempers men’s tendency toward impulsivity and violence. In 
The Linwoods, General George Washington and Sir Henry Clinton, like Monon-
otto and John Winthrop in Hope Leslie, serve as figures through whom Sedg-
wick can interrogate the connection between religious and political authority. 
Washington and Clinton are political gods with competing expectations for 
their subjects: Sir Henry Clinton requires deference (punishing revolutionar-
ies for “ ‘the offences of  disloyal subjects’ ” [185]) while Washington commands 
respect (“ ‘General Washington requires no more than he performs,’ ” Eliot Lee 
observes [110]). Clinton, in other words, is the punitive God of  orthodox Con-
gregationalism; Washington is the reasonable and parental God of  Unitarian 
Christianity. When Isabella approaches Clinton after Herbert is falsely accused 
of  spying, she asks him to imagine himself  this benevolent and loving father-
god: “ ‘I commend [Herbert] to your mercy; think of  him as if  he were your 
own son, and then mete out to him . . . ​such measure as a father would allot 
to such an offence’ ” (185). Though Clinton knows Herbert is innocent of  the 
crime, he plans to execute him as an example to would-be rebels—the gov-
ernmental theory of  atonement as an act of  military policy. In holding to such 
“artificial codes and traditionary abuses,” Sir Henry behaves like the God of  
orthodox theology—one who places his imagined son in the role of  sacrifi-
cial lamb (185).

The Linwoods does not choose one of  these political gods over the other; 
instead, it positions Isabella as superior to both. Isabella’s superiority comes 
from her command of  spontaneous religious language—a uniquely feminine 
trait that these men cannot safely wield. Male spontaneity, the novel suggests, 
is dangerous and destructive, even in the best of  men. Sedgwick’s Washing-
ton is “constitutionally subject to gusts of  passion”; his well-known “modera-
tion and equanimity” are “effects of  the highest principle, not the gifts of  
nature.” While Isabella’s spontaneous resolve is always directed to benevolent 
ends, Washington’s passions are a “whirlwind” and a “storm” that he can only 
control by “a power, almost divine (and doubtless from a divine source)” (203–4). 
The novel’s other model of  manly and civic virtue, Eliot Lee, has been sim
ilarly “trained in the school of  exertion, of  self-denial, and self-subjection” 
(321). The Linwoods repeatedly suggests that male spontaneity, unlike feminine 
resolve, has dangerous consequences; even Herbert Linwood’s imprisonment 
is the result of  his congenital habit of  putting “ ‘action before thought’ ” (143).

In portraying women as the natural purveyors of  religious resolve and re-
solve as the most effectual mode of  social and political action, The Linwoods 
undermines the ideology expressed by John Winthrop in Hope Leslie that “ ‘pas-
siveness . . . ​, next to godliness, is a woman’s best virtue’ ” (160). Isabella 
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Linwood’s embodied resolve is by definition active—a “performance,” as Win-
throp would disapprovingly call it. In The Linwoods, the United States’ trans-
formation from oppressed colony to independent nation is authorized by 
women’s language rather than men’s sacrifices. By embedding this doctrine 
of  spontaneous religious language in a story of  the American Revolution, 
Sedgwick transforms the colonial rebellion into a religious-rhetorical struggle 
that aligns England with a violent masculine past and the United States with 
a future built on feminine resolve.

Elizabeth Freeman’s National Body
As I have discussed, the real-life Elizabeth Freeman provided the model for the 
fictional Isabella Linwood’s religious resolve, but that was not the extent of  
her influence on Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s fiction. In fact, she appears over 
and over again in Sedgwick’s writing as the model for various forms of  female 
religious agency. Most famously, a Sedgwick family legend about Freeman in-
spired Magawisca’s brave act at the sacrifice-rock in Hope Leslie. While still 
enslaved, Freeman had saved a younger sister from a blow with a hot poker 
by interposing her arm to deflect the weapon, just as the fictional Magawisca 
interposes her arm between Mononotto’s ax and Everell Fletcher’s neck. Sedg-
wick included versions of  this event not only in Hope Leslie but in an antislav-
ery story she “began and abandoned” in the 1830s, in the already mentioned 
Bentley’s Miscellany sketch in 1853, and in an 1865 letter she wrote to James 
Parton.63

Freeman’s life story also informs multiple scenes in The Linwoods. In one, a 
woman protects her two blind children from marauding thieves, an event based 
on Freeman’s real-life defense of  the Sedgwick household during Shays’ Re-
bellion, while Theodore Sedgwick was away from home on public business.64 
Freeman also appears in The Linwoods in the character of  Rose, the Linwood 
family’s African American servant who, like Freeman herself, galls under the 
yoke of  slavery. Freeman had once told the young Catharine Sedgwick that 
“any time, any time while I was a slave, if  one minute’s freedom had been of-
fered to me, and I had been told I must die at the end of  that minute, I would 
have taken it—just to stand one minute on God’s airth a free woman—I 
would.”65 In The Linwoods, the fictional Rose makes a similar statement, re-
minding Isabella Linwood that “ ‘I am a slave. . . . ​I can be bought and sold like 
the cattle. I would die tomorrow to be free to-day. Oh, free breath is good—
free breath is good!’ ” (136). But whereas the real Freeman’s desire for freedom 
prompted her to take matters into her own hands and resolve to approach The-
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odore Sedgwick, in The Linwoods it is Isabella, not Rose, who plays the princi-
pal role in Rose’s emancipation. When Isabella’s father offers his eight-year-old 
daughter “ ‘any thing you’ll ask of  me’ ” if  she takes a French prize at school, 
Isabella wins the competition and then demands as her reward Rose’s manu-
mission (137).

In this novel about the American Revolution, it is fitting that Isabella would 
win Rose’s freedom by learning the language of  the only other democratic 
nation in the eighteenth-century world. It is also unsurprising that Isabella wins 
Rose’s freedom by learning to access a new language, since language formed 
the crux of  Sedgwick’s evolving conception of  female agency. But the effec-
tive language here is not Rose’s own, as it was in the story of  Freeman, who 
appropriated the words of  the Declaration of  Independence and the Massa
chusetts constitution—documents written by white men to guarantee the free-
doms of  white men—when she approached Theodore Sedgwick to demand 
his legal representation. Instead, the story of  Rose’s manumission positions 
emancipation as a gift granted to slaves by white benefactors—English, French, 
or American—rather than a right to be claimed by African Americans them-
selves.66 Though Mr. Linwood knows that Rose wishes to be free (“ ‘Rose is a 
fool,’ ” he tells Isabella when she initially requests Rose’s manumission, because 
“ ‘she was free in every thing but the name’ ” [137]), he gives more weight to 
the whims of  an eight-year-old child than to the natural rights of  an adult black 
woman. Sedgwick’s narrator grants to Isabella the “resolve” that the real-life 
Freeman wielded on her own behalf, while Freeman’s fictional counterpart, 
Rose, is relegated to the role of  grateful servant, attaching herself  to the Lin-
wood family and “enjoy[ing] the voluntary service she render[s]” (138). As 
Jenny Franchot has explained, historical novels perform their cultural work by 
constructing history as a body and then purifying that body of  elements for-
eign to the nation’s mythologized self: “To tell the story of  America in the his-
torical novel is to recount progressive forgettings of  [a] bodily past.” But the 
“recounting” of  a “forgetting” produces its own kind of  remembrance, and 
“the project of  American historical romance is to ‘remember’ a past otherwise 
censored by language, to provide a visible form for otherwise repressed 
truths.”67 In Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s fictions, the sacrificed body that end-
lessly reappears as a reminder of  America’s “repressed truths” is Elizabeth 
Freeman’s. Though it was Freeman’s religious resolve that provided the model 
and inspiration for Sedgwick’s characters’ religious language, Freeman’s raced 
body—appearing as Magawisca, as Rose—is disappeared or demoted.

What is known about the real Elizabeth Freeman comes almost entirely 
from the writings of  the Sedgwick siblings; Freeman herself  was likely illiter-
ate. She died in 1829, between the publication of  Hope Leslie and The Linwoods, 
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which perhaps explains why her presence so pervades the latter novel. She was 
buried not among her own family but in the Sedgwick plot in Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts. Catharine Sedgwick wrote only briefly and dismissively of  
Freeman’s children: though “absolutely perfect in service” to the Sedgwicks, 
Catharine claimed, when Freeman “went to her own little home . . . ​she was 
the victim of  her affections, and was weakly indulgent to her riotous and ru-
inous descendants.”68 In all of  their loving memorials to Freeman, in which 
they asserted that “in her sphere . . . ​she had no superior,” it seems not to have 
occurred to the Sedgwick siblings that Freeman’s total dedication to them—
her status as their “second mother”—might have affected the health and pros-
perity of  her own family or that the hierarchies of  racial subordination that 
continued to structure the economic, political, and social life of  Massachusetts 
even after the abolition of  slavery might have facilitated the “ruinous” fates 
of  Freeman’s children and of  other African American families.69

Sedgwick’s and Child’s historical novels strenuously engaged in making a 
claim for white women as active participants in a mythic American past that 
was being rapidly constructed in the national imagination. Sedgwick, in par
ticular, valorized the power of  women’s religious language over the sacrifice 
of  their bodies. But the authors accomplished this by appropriating the lan-
guage and traditions of  Native Americans and African Americans, both fic-
tional—in the case of  Hobomok and Magawisca—and real, as with Elizabeth 
Freeman. As the tokenized good Indian or faithful black servant, Hobomok, 
Magawisca, and Rose are neither full members of  white communities nor sup-
ported by surrounding racial or religious communities of  their own. As Jo-
anna Brooks’s work on the Brotherton community, black Freemason lodges, 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and other African American and Na-
tive American religious groups makes clear, shared religious beliefs and prac-
tices provided a source of  strength for real communities of  color in the early 
national United States. As with the white women whose self-determination 
was sacrificed to construct the masculine public sphere, these groups’ at-
tempted extermination was justified by Enlightenment narratives that “aimed 
for the negation of  . . . ​racialized subjects.”70 By removing their fictional char-
acters of  color from communal contexts that might have enabled forms of  
collective agency, Sedgwick and Child sacrificed Native and black Americans, 
making them into resources for developing white women’s religious agency 
rather than representing their own.
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Chapter 2

“Unsheathe the Sword of  a Strong, 
Unbending Will”
Sentimental Agency and the Doctrinal Work  
of  Woman’s Fiction

In 1822, five years before essaying the historical 
novel genre with Hope Leslie, Catharine Maria Sedgwick published her first 
novel, A New-England Tale; or, Sketches of  New-England Character and Manners. 
Sedgwick’s preface modestly set forth her purpose: only “to add something 
to the scanty stock of  native American literature” and to present “some 
sketches of  the character and manners of  our own country.”1 After it was pub-
lished, Sedgwick wrote to her friend Susan Channing that she had “beg[u]n 
that little story for a tract” but that she had “had no plans, and the story took 
a turn that seemed to render it quite unsuitable for a tract.”2 The epigraph on 
the title page of  the novel reflects this shift: the stanza from Burns’s “Epistle 
to a Young Friend” reads, “But how the subject theme may gang, / Let time 
and chance determine; / Perhaps it may turn out a sang, / Perhaps turn out 
a sermon.”3

In the early 1820s, Sedgwick produced both a “sang” and a “sermon” for 
publication. The “sang” was her 1822 religious tract Mary Hollis, published 
under the imprint of  the New York Unitarian Book Society. Tracts were ex-
pected to be brief  so that they could be printed and distributed inexpensively 
and to present their lessons “in the form of  stories of  a didactic character, in 
which the writers assumed the broad principles of  Christian theology and eth-
ics which are common to all followers of  Christ, without meddling with sec-
tarian prejudice or party views.”4 Mary Hollis followed this mandate: the story 
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of  a poor widow whose intemperate husband died in a fit of  drunkenness, 
Mary Hollis extols the heroine’s thriftiness and piety without attributing those 
virtues to any particular brand of  Christianity. The tale’s central precept—that 
correct religion will produce benevolent behavior—is presented as generally 
“christian” (lowercase c) or, even more broadly, as an example of  true “moral-
ity.”5 The “sermon” that Sedgwick produced alongside Mary Hollis was A New-
England Tale, a novel that, in contrast to its sister tract, meddled quite openly 
with “sectarian prejudice”—so much so that Sedgwick’s orthodox Congrega-
tionalist neighbors in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, perceived the novel as an 
open attack on their revered Calvinist theological tradition. When A New-
England Tale appeared, Sedgwick’s brother Henry noted in a letter that “the 
orthodox do all they can to put it down . . . ​and the New Englanders feel 
miffed.”6 Early readers of  the novel recognized its specific doctrinal purpose: 
to explore Calvinist beliefs and the supposedly deleterious effects of  those be-
liefs on the characters of  those who held them. It was precisely the turn from 
advocating general moral precepts to “meddling with sectarian prejudice” that 
transformed Sedgwick’s text from “sang” to “sermon”—from tract to novel.7

A New-England Tale inaugurated one of  the nineteenth century’s most en-
during and popular literary genres: the group of  works that Nina Baym fa-
mously identified as “woman’s fiction,” in which “a young girl . . . ​is deprived 
of  the supports she had rightly or wrongly depended on to sustain her through-
out life and is faced with the necessity of  winning her own way in the world.”8 
Baym unearthed over 130 works published between 1820 and 1870 that fit this 
broad pattern and traced the genre to its roots in the fairy tale, the comic hero 
narrative, and even the Miltonic story of  the fortunate fall. But woman’s fic-
tion, as it grew into a ubiquitous and beloved nineteenth-century literary genre, 
also adhered to the religious mission modeled by Sedgwick: it remained a ve-
hicle for the transmission of  particular Christian doctrines. Born out of  the 
generic distinction between a tract that advocated an unspecified “christian” 
morality and a novel so obviously sectarian in its theological intentions as to 
alienate Sedgwick from her orthodox Calvinist neighbors, woman’s fiction be-
came a distinctly sectarian literary genre. Women authors adopted woman’s 
fiction’s conventions precisely because they offered a model of  religious sub-
ject formation that was rigid enough to be recognizable as a paradigmatic 
Christian story but also flexible enough to further specific doctrinal ends. In 
doing so, these authors imagined into being diverse models of  women’s 
religious agency that were both theologically specific and applicable to every-
day life.

Woman’s fictions present Protestant religiosity as a set of  lived religious 
practices and thus should be read as works of  practical theology. They depict 
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their heroines’ religious lives as processes of  becoming and offer a sophisti-
cated view of  the relationship between individual religious commitment, com-
munal belonging, and social and political conditions. The religious practices 
modeled by heroines of  woman’s fiction include an intellectual assent to prop-
ositions, an emotional attachment to a personalized God, and a cosmological 
interpretation of  daily life. Details of  character and plot are driven “by images 
and ideals of  what constitutes goodness—in people, in relationships, and in 
conditions of  life.”9 For the heroine of  a woman’s fiction, the highest good is 
Christian salvation, without which earthly happiness is only a brief  delusion. 
But in the mid-nineteenth century, the mechanism of  Christian salvation was 
still very much up for debate: Did God select a saved few from among his Cre-
ation, or was salvation open to all? The former doctrine was held by Calvinist 
denominations, including, most prominently, Congregationalists and Presby-
terians. The latter was embraced by Arminian Christians, including both Epis-
copalians and members of  the rapidly proliferating Methodist church. The 
debate between Calvinist and Arminian theologies took place not only in the 
columns of  sectarian journals but in the pages of  woman’s fiction, where it 
was elaborated through the mechanisms of  plot and characterization rather 
than through abstruse argumentation.

Woman’s fiction’s theological ambitions have been difficult for critics to rec-
ognize because of  the scholarly discourse surrounding the nineteenth-century 
sentimental—the larger cultural mode to which the literary genre of  woman’s 
fiction belongs.10 Critics have recovered and studied sentimental literature since 
the 1970s and have recognized sentimental texts as offering “an important form 
of  literary agency” because they explore the consequences of  unequal power 
relations for (most often) white middle-class women’s lives.11 But critical ac-
counts of  sentimental literature have often mischaracterized the crucial ways in 
which questions of  doctrine animated and informed nineteenth-century de-
bates about women’s agency—an oversight that can be traced back to two 
foundational texts in the study of  sentimental literature. While Ann Douglas’s 
The Feminization of  American Culture (1977) characterized sentimental fiction as 
having little or no doctrinal content—indeed, accused it of  bringing about 
“the loss of  theology”—Jane Tompkins’s Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work 
of  American Fiction, 1790–1860 (1985) sought to rehabilitate the religious lan-
guage of  sentimental fiction without engaging very deeply with the particular 
doctrines held by sentimental writers. Instead, Tompkins characterized all 
sentimental fiction as vaguely “evangelical” and concerned primarily with the 
emotional rather than the intellectual aspects of  religious adherence.

Douglas’s and Tompkins’s work gave rise to a wealth of  criticism about sen-
timental literature that has enriched the study of  women’s writing for the last 



56 	C hapter 2

four decades. Many critics writing in the wake of  the Douglas-Tompkins de-
bate accepted its religious-historical terms at face value while turning their at-
tention to the effects of  sentimental culture, including the much-debated 
question of  sentimentalism’s complicity with racist violence, consumer cul-
ture, and imperialist expansion. More recently, however, scholars have begun 
to interrogate the theological models that operated in Douglas’s and Tomp-
kins’s work and to refine our understanding of  the religious roots of  senti-
mental literature.12 The goal of  this scholarship (as of  my own) is not to turn 
attention away from questions of  materialism, embodiment, and territory, but 
instead to insist that the study of  religious belief  and practice cannot be pro-
ductively separated from issues that seem more straightforwardly “political,” 
either in the nineteenth century or in our own. Indeed, the secular reading 
practice modeled throughout this book requires that we jettison the artificial 
separation between the religious and the political, which obscures the opera-
tions of  political theology in the American “small-p protestant” context.13

Much of  the important and necessary recent work that has addressed the 
theological sources of  sentimental literature has tended to classify the form 
as theologically monolithic, with Calvinism most often the system under dis-
cussion. One of  the earliest scholars to treat sentimental theology was Mari-
anne Noble, who tied the form’s “masochistic” tendencies to Calvinist doctrines 
of  salutary suffering, arguing that “the mechanisms of  sentimentalism . . . ​
yok[e] the Calvinist idealization of  affliction to the painful affect that is a cen-
tral component of  all sentimental literature.”14 While Noble’s concerns were 
primarily psychological, other scholars have engaged in the archaeological 
work of  unearthing sentimentalism’s specifically Puritan foundations. In Jon-
athan Edwards: America’s Evangelical (2005), Philip Gura describes how the 
works of  the influential Calvinist theologian were excerpted and widely cir-
culated by the American Tract Society, so that Edwards’s Life of  David Brainerd 
and “Personal Narrative” became staple texts of  nineteenth-century sentimen-
tal Protestantism.15 Tracing this narrative even further back, Abram van En-
gen’s Sympathetic Puritans: Calvinist Fellow-Feeling in Early New England (2015) 
locates the roots of  sentimental discourse—long believed to be an eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century phenomenon—in Puritan communities in colonial 
North America and thus finds in it an underlying Calvinist theological impulse. 
In contrast to these moves Calvinward, Claudia Stokes’s important and influ-
ential The Altar at Home: Sentimental Literature and Nineteenth-Century American 
Religion (2014) traces the rise of  Arminianism in the nineteenth-century United 
States and asserts that “the theological contents of  sentimental piety derive 
primarily from Methodism” and from the Arminian “free grace” theology em-
braced by John Wesley and promulgated by early Methodist missionaries.16
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Together, these works “challenge [the] notion of  a monolithic and cultur-
ally bankrupt feminine faith” that has plagued too much criticism of  women’s 
religious writing.17 They have done much to deepen our understanding of  sen-
timentalism as both a literary and a religious phenomenon, showing, as Van 
Engen has noted, that women writers were not mere recipients of  religious 
ideas but actively “shaped and changed religion” during and after the Second 
Great Awakening.18 But classifying all sentimental literature as reflecting one 
theological system or another obscures the sectarian diversity of  sentimental 
texts—the ways in which sentimental authors, though claiming to rise above 
denominational squabbling, nevertheless took part in the doctrinal debates that 
continued to animate American Protestantism well into the nineteenth century. 
The diverse theologies on offer in sentimental fiction should interest us as 
twenty-first-century critics not only because they provide evidence of  women’s 
intellectual engagement with religion—though that is important—but because, 
for women adherents, belief  enabled agency in ways that were directly tied to 
theological questions.

Juxtaposing two major works of  woman’s fiction—Susan Warner’s The 
Wide, Wide World (1850) and Augusta Jane Evans’s Beulah (1859)—reveals the 
doctrinal diversity on offer in sentimental literature. These two texts, similar 
in their basic plot outlines and in their invocation of  the central concerns of  
woman’s fiction—the simultaneous celebration and sundering of  family ties 
and the concern with how women’s choices are curtailed by legal, political, 
social, and biological factors—employ different theological models that result 
in widely divergent depictions of  women’s religious agency. As Calvinist and 
Arminian works of  woman’s fiction, respectively, The Wide, Wide World and 
Beulah explore, by means of  both content and form, the same problems that 
occupied ordained ministers and professors of  theology in the pages of  the 
Christian Advocate, the Princeton Review, and the hundreds of  other sectarian 
journals that circulated in the mid-nineteenth-century United States. Reading 
Beulah and The Wide, Wide World in comparative theological perspective un-
covers the implicit doctrinal assertions embedded in these two texts and re-
veals how the heroines of  these and other woman’s fictions wield doctrinal 
agency: a mode of  belief, behavior, and expression that informs a woman’s sense 
of  self  by imaginatively aligning the events of  her life with a Christian narra-
tive of  salvation.

Closely examining the different theological arguments that inform The 
Wide, Wide World and Beulah can deepen our understanding of  how woman’s 
fiction and the sentimental novel more generally enabled women to imagine 
and enact their own agency. To recognize sentimental agency, however, we 
must disentangle agency from power. Critics searching for signs of  “sentimental 
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power” have assumed that all power is positive and exercised willfully by con-
scious actors with particular ideological goals in sight. They have thus 
sought evidence of  sentimental power most often in scenes and acts of  
resistance—moments when characters subvert or throw off  the authority of  
father, husband, or minister. These critical treatments of  sentimental fiction 
are influenced by the “progressive-secular imaginary” discussed in the intro-
duction to this book: the set of  philosophically liberal feminist assumptions 
that places individual autonomy at the center of  discussions about human ac-
tion and equates agency with self-will, independence, resistance, or subver-
sion.19 Influenced by such ideas, feminist critics—even those who have displayed 
a sensitivity to the role of  religion in women’s lives—have found it nearly im-
possible to imagine forms of  female agency that operate by inhabiting norms 
of  religious obedience and piety rather than by subverting them. And yet in 
the self-consciously pious, theologically inflected genre of  woman’s fiction, 
women’s religious agency is more likely to be enacted in scenes of  submis-
sion, renunciation, and self-mastery than in acts of  subversion.

While twenty-first-century critics may find models of  religiously motivated 
agency foreign or unappealing, recognizing them as agency is nonetheless cru-
cial to a correct understanding of  nineteenth-century women’s writing. 
When viewed through a distorted critical lens, the forms of  agency engaged 
in by the heroines of  woman’s fiction—agency that often takes the form of  
passivity or submission—can seem corrupt or damaged. Woman’s fiction—
and sentimentalism more generally—then becomes dismissible for critics 
seeking evidence of  women’s (or of  the United States’) increasing self-
determination. Bringing questions of  doctrine and theology to bear on senti-
mental fiction reveals that there is, in fact, no single model of  sentimental 
power—or, for that matter, of  sentimental agency. Different sentimental texts 
envision the relationship between women’s agency and divine agency in dif
ferent ways—ways that are deeply informed by the novels’ theological com-
mitments. The doctrinal structures that undergird woman’s fiction must be-
come part of  our ongoing discussion of  nineteenth-century women’s writing 
if  we as critics and readers are to understand the true nature of  religious agency 
in our subjects’ time and our own.

Doctrinal Diversity and Religious Agency  
in Woman’s Fiction
As paradigmatic examples of  woman’s fiction, the plot outlines of  Susan War-
ner’s The Wide, Wide World and Augusta Jane Evans’s Beulah are roughly simi-
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lar: the heroines are separated from their families, thrown into lives of  hardship 
and toil from which they are rescued by kind but demanding benefactors, re-
moved from these chosen families, and then subjected to various challenges 
to their faith before being reunited with their benefactors in marriage. The 
model for these and other woman’s fictions is the journey taken by Christian, 
the hero of  John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress from this World to the Next; it is 
The Pilgrim’s Progress that provides the pattern tale for woman’s fiction’s “over-
plot.”20 The bookends of  the heroine’s life—her expulsion from her family at 
the outset of  the novel and her marriage into a new family at the end—
correspond to the beginning and end points of  Christian’s earthly journey: 
his flight from the City of  Destruction and his safe arrival in the land of  
Beulah. In works of  woman’s fiction, events in the heroine’s life are linked—
explicitly or implicitly, depending on the author’s preferences—to stops on 
Christian’s journey: his entrance through the Wicket Gate and the loss of  his 
burden of  sin; his encounters with the Evangelist and the Interpreter; his so-
journ at House Beautiful, followed by his battle with Apollyon and the ter-
rors of  the Valley of  the Shadow of  Death; and the temptations of  Vanity Fair 
and the martyrdom of  Faithful. The model of  Christian development that The 
Pilgrim’s Progress offered to nineteenth-century readers provided the perfect 
vehicle for woman’s fiction’s devotional and sectarian ends: widely read, rec-
ognized, and loved, the Progress was ecumenical enough to serve as a paradig-
matic Protestant Christian narrative. At the same time, it was flexible enough 
to be adapted to divergent sectarian purposes: through the careful selection 
and explication of  plot elements, an author of  woman’s fiction could imagine 
a female Christian whose journey toward salvation reflected either a Calvin-
ist or an Arminian cosmology.

Here some capsule definitions may prove helpful. Calvinism and Armin-
ianism are both Protestant theological systems: they insist on God’s grace 
rather than good works or priestly intercession as the true means of  human 
salvation, and they share many basic theological premises. The two systems 
diverge most sharply in their understanding of  who among humankind will 
be saved and for whom Christ died. The Calvinist doctrine of  predestination 
posits that God has chosen, or predestined, particular human souls to salva-
tion or damnation. Those he has saved are the “elect”: Christ died specifically 
for them (the doctrine of  “limited atonement”), and their election is uncondi-
tional and irresistible—they cannot choose to be saved or reject their salva-
tion. Arminian theology, by contrast, rejects the doctrines of  predestination, 
irresistible grace, and unconditional election, positing instead that Christ died 
for all humankind (atonement is unlimited), that grace is offered to all, and 
that while humans cannot effect their own salvation through good works, they 
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have the option to accept or reject God’s offer of  salvation. Another crucial 
difference between the two systems is that Calvinism posits the doctrine of  
the perseverance of  the saints—that those who are among the elect cannot 
lose that status—but Arminianism asserts that salvation accepted can later be 
lost: believers can “fall from grace.”21

While the New England theologians and the Congregationalist and Pres-
byterian clergy of  the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries subscribed almost 
uniformly to the Calvinist doctrines affirmed at the 1618–1619 Synod of  Dort, 
a nascent Arminianism arose in mid-eighteenth-century New England “as a 
major, quasi-denominational force in New England Congregationalism under 
the guidance of  particular clergymen,” inciting what would eventually become 
the Unitarian movement. But the most numerous and influential branch of  
American Arminianism was that propagated by John Wesley, the founder of  
Methodism. After the American Revolution, Methodism became the fastest-
growing sect in the United States: whereas in 1775 only 2 percent of  Ameri-
can Christians were Methodist, by 1850 the number had jumped to 34 percent.22

Like other woman’s fictions, both The Wide, Wide World and Beulah adhere 
to the pattern tale of  the Progress, but the arrangement and interpretation of  
particular elements reflect each novel’s theological assumptions about the 
course of  human salvational history. As a work of  Calvinist woman’s fiction, 
The Wide, Wide World makes clear that Ellen Montgomery is predestined to 
salvation; she spends the entirety of  the novel seeking—and finding—evidence 
of  her mother’s prophecy that she is among the elect. In the Arminian woman’s 
fiction Beulah, Beulah Benton begins her eponymous novel with a simple and 
childlike faith, gifted to her by her devout parents, but early struggles and 
intellectual searching cause her to fall from grace, and she spends the remain-
der of  the novel seeking the spiritual assurances that will make it possible 
for her to reclaim God’s freely offered gift of  salvation. These and other 
plot differences—Ellen Montgomery’s predestination, Beulah Benton’s 
backsliding—mark the novels as reflecting Calvinist and Arminian doctrines, 
respectively.

Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World is well known to critics of  nineteenth-
century fiction; it is the story of  Ellen Montgomery, a girl of  about ten years 
old who is separated from her ailing, compassionate mother and sent to live 
with her father’s cold and unloving sister in upstate New York. While suffer-
ing under her aunt’s imperious (and areligious) rule, Ellen is befriended by the 
kind and pious Alice and John Humphreys, who eventually take her to live with 
them and who educate her until Alice dies of  consumption. When Ellen’s 
mother and father die before returning to claim her, Ellen must leave the Hum-
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phreys household and join her mother’s relatives in Scotland, the Lindsays, 
who object to her piety but love her jealously and tyrannically. Through acts 
of  prayer and Christian submission, Ellen manages to maintain her faith while 
also obeying the Lindsays’ wishes until John Humphreys, now a minister, 
comes to Scotland to rescue and marry her.

Such is the temporal plot of  The Wide, Wide World. Because the novel is a 
work of  Calvinist woman’s fiction, its spiritual plot is the story of  Ellen Mont-
gomery finding assurance of  her predestined salvation. Events in the novel 
are arranged in such a way as to reveal to Ellen and to the reader that she is 
among Christ’s elect. When Ellen’s mother breaks the news that she and her 
daughter will soon be parted, she assures Ellen that “ ‘God sends no trouble 
upon his children but in love; and though we cannot see how, he will no doubt 
make all this work for our good’ ” (12).23 Mrs. Montgomery’s assertion that 
there is “no doubt” about the salutary effects of  divinely ordained suffering 
reflects her belief  that Ellen is among the elect and therefore cannot come to 
eternal grief; it is God’s will that Ellen should be saved, and Ellen must arrange 
her actions and emotions in accordance with that eternal fate. In keeping with 
this special status, Ellen is soon provided with an opportunity to claim her 
promised salvation. Separated from her mother, entrusted to the care of  two 
unsympathetic women who will take her by boat to her aunt Fortune’s home, 
Ellen wanders off  and befriends a strange man, who comforts her in her sor-
rows and speaks of  Christ’s love for her. “ ‘Are you one of  his children, Ellen?’ ” 
the stranger asks. Ellen replies that she is not (because she loves her mother 
more than she loves Christ), but the stranger explains that God has taken 
Mrs. Montgomery away precisely so that Ellen will place her whole confidence 
in him. Despite Ellen’s protestations, the stranger is convinced that Ellen is 
one of  God’s children: “ ‘He took your burden of  sin upon himself, and suf-
fered that terrible punishment—all to save you, and such as you. And now he 
asks his children to leave off  sinning and come back to him who has bought 
them with his own blood’ ” (72). When Ellen promises to “try” to follow Christ, 
the stranger again insists that God has assured her salvation: “ ‘You can do noth-
ing well without help, but you are sure the help will come; and from this 
good day you will seek to know and to do the will of  God’ ” (74). The seem-
ingly contradictory logic of  the stranger’s words to Ellen—you can do noth-
ing to save yourself, and yet you are saved—reflects the novel’s Calvinist 
cosmology: Ellen must seek to do God’s will, but this will only be possible if  
she is already among God’s elect.

The stranger on the boat is an embodiment of  Bunyan’s allegorical Evan-
gelist, the character in The Pilgrim’s Progress who first points Christian toward 



62 	C hapter 2

the Wicket Gate that will set him on the road to the Celestial City. Ellen will 
remember her meeting with the stranger as the moment she decided to “be-
come a Christian”; in her first letter to her mother, Ellen describes the man 
on the boat, writing, “ ‘Oh, mamma, how he talked to me. He read in the Bi-
ble to me, and explained it, and he tried to make me a Christian . . . ​and I re-
solved I would’ ” (111). She also brings him up during her first meeting with 
Alice Humphreys: “ ‘He talked to me a great deal; he wanted me to be a Chris-
tian; he wanted me to make up my mind to begin that day to be one; and 
ma’am, I did’ ” (151). The stranger even appears in Ellen’s dreams, wearing 
someone else’s face, to ask if  she has been “pious” (269). While these refer-
ences to “becoming a Christian” suggest that Ellen’s salvation is a matter of  
choice, in fact it is a foregone conclusion; it is only because Ellen is a child, at 
the beginning of  her Christian journey, that she cannot see this for herself.

Ellen recognizes her election only after her mother’s death—fittingly, as a 
result of  encountering The Pilgrim’s Progress for the first time. Finding Ellen 
sunk in grief  over the loss of  her mother, John Humphreys begins reading to 
her from Bunyan’s work, dwelling on the moment of  Christian’s conversion, 
when he “loses his burden at the cross.” Ellen is particularly struck by the mark 
placed on Christian’s forehead by the ministering angels—the sign that, as John 
explains, signifies “ ‘the mark of  God’s children . . . ​the change that makes them 
different from others, and different from their old selves. . . . ​None can be a 
Christian without it.’ ” When he instructs her to search the Bible for the “ ‘signs 
and descriptions by which Christians may know themselves,’ ” Ellen spends 
hours pondering the Bible her mother gave her before their parting at the be-
ginning of  the novel (351–52). There she finds the verses her mother inscribed 
on the flyleaf: “I love them that love me, and they that seek me early shall find 
me” and “I will be a God to thee and to thy seed after thee.”24 “ ‘That has come 
true!’ ” Ellen exclaims, and “ ‘That has come true too! . . . ​And mamma believed 
it would’ ” (352). Praying fervently over the child from whom she would soon 
be parted, Mrs. Montgomery had hoped and believed her child was among 
the elect, that she bore the invisible “mark” of  God’s children. After her 
mother’s death, Ellen comes to realize that Mrs. Montgomery’s faith in her 
daughter’s election was correct: “ ‘That has come true!’ ” The story of  The Wide, 
Wide World is the story of  Ellen Montgomery “choosing” to become a Chris-
tian while eventually coming to recognize that she never had a choice at all, 
that her soul was promised salvation from before her birth. Her only true 
choice was to surrender, in the words of  a hymn the stranger reads to her on 
the boat, her “body, soul, and will” to God (75).

There has been some disagreement among critics of  The Wide, Wide World 
as to whether it is more appropriately classified as Calvinist or Arminian. In 



	 “Unsheathe the Sword of a Strong, Unbending Will”	 63

Woman’s Fiction Baym refers to the novel as a “Calvinist evangelical fiction” in 
which “basic morality and Christian faith . . . ​are distinct discourses.”25 Sha-
ron Kim considers The Wide, Wide World to be a work of  “Puritan realism” and 
identifies correlative typology as the narrative device that most clearly indi-
cates Warner’s debt to Calvinist orthodoxy.26 Claudia Stokes, by contrast, clas-
sifies The Wide, Wide World as theologically Arminian, since in each of  her 
novels “Warner repeatedly stresses that the Christian life is the result of  ef-
fortful habits, will power, and self-control, and not the effortless divine gift of  
election.”27 But being among the elect does not release Ellen from the effort 
of  being kind and dutiful or of  striving for spiritual perfection. Instead, it makes 
those responsibilities more imperative, because Ellen’s good behavior will pro-
vide both evidence of  her election and an example of  God’s grace to those 
around her. In other words, Ellen’s predestined status does not rob her of  
agency but becomes the condition through which she understands her agency: 
evidence of  election gives Ellen’s spiritual striving a specific cosmic meaning.28

Augusta Jane Evans’s Beulah offers a very different model of  the Christian’s 
journey: in this Arminian woman’s fiction, salvation is not assured, and the 
heroine struggles to suppress her own doubts and to accept God’s offer of  free 
grace. Set in a fictionalized Mobile, Alabama, Beulah begins with the epony-
mous heroine living in an orphan asylum with her sister, Lilly. When Lilly is 
adopted by a wealthy family and then dies of  scarlet fever, Beulah is taken in 
by Lilly’s doctor, Guy Hartwell. They form an arrangement whereby Hart-
well will provide Beulah’s lodging and education until she is old enough to 
work as a teacher, when she will repay him for his expense. As she builds a 
career for herself, Beulah experiences a crisis of  faith brought on by her vora-
cious reading in works of  philosophy and psychology; when she appeals to 
the religiously skeptical Hartwell for help, he recommends that she give up 
teaching and become his wife. Beulah refuses this offer as well, choosing in-
stead to pursue a career as a writer and to continue her philosophical investi-
gations. After many years of  loneliness, hard work, and dogged study, Beulah 
finally reclaims her faith and agrees to marry Hartwell, setting herself  the task 
of  quieting his skepticism and converting him to Christianity.

Beulah Benton’s process of  Christian development is not a story of  claim-
ing salvation already granted but of  seeking—and possibly losing—a salvation 
perpetually on offer but also perpetually under threat. As a novel that assumes 
an Arminian soteriological narrative, Beulah operates according to the three 
most important theological innovations of  Wesleyan Arminianism: “free will, 
falling from grace, and sanctification.”29 Arminian Methodists subscribed to a 
theology of  “prevenient grace,” which asserted that while God’s grace is “given 
to each person, empowering that individual to choose between eternal life and 
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eternal damnation,” the gift of  grace is “resistible”: humans may choose to 
reject God’s gift of  salvation through the exercise of  their own free will. 
Nineteenth-century Methodists and other Arminians thus took very seriously 
the apostle Paul’s injunction, in Philippians 2:12, to “work out your own sal-
vation with fear and trembling.”30 Since “conversion was a vocation, not a one-
time event [and] it was possible for believers to turn from God and lose their 
salvation,” Methodist adherents were encouraged to guard against backslid-
ing by striving for Christian perfection or “entire sanctification” through acts 
of  “self-denial, prayer, scriptural study, and fasting.”31

Backsliding is precisely the religious experience that the young Beulah Ben-
ton undergoes after the death of  her parents and sister. Like Ellen Montgom-
ery, Beulah is born to a mother who imparts her sincere Christian faith to her 
daughter. But the strangers Beulah meets after her parents’ deaths are not kind, 
and these early experiences of  cruelty, capped by her sister Lilly’s death, set 
her on a path of  religious questioning. Her doubts are only amplified when 
she gains access to the library of  her benefactor, Guy Hartwell, which is full 
of  contemporary scientific and philosophical texts. (Poe’s poem “Eureka” is 
“the portal through which she enter[s] the vast Pantheon of  Speculation” 
[121].) People with whom Beulah discusses her doubts confess similar confu-
sion: her skeptical friend Cornelia Graham is busily trying to fashion a creed 
out of  Emerson’s “dim and contradictory” writings—particularly his “Law of  
Compensation” (230)—and an older mentor, though kindly, warns Beulah that 
“ ‘I am too unsettled myself  to presume to direct others’ ” (245). Those who 
are willing to advise Beulah about her faith tell her to go back rather than for-
ward—to suppress both intellect and independence and return to the simple 
and childlike faith of  her youth. When Guy Hartwell warns her not to “read 
[his] books promiscuously” lest they shake the faith she had “when a little girl,” 
Beulah demands to know whether she should “be satisfied with a creed which 
I could not bear to have investigated” (129). When her friend Clara Sanders 
finds Beulah doubting God’s plan for salvation (“Why curse a race in order to 
necessitate a Saviour?” Beulah wonders, echoing precisely those doubts about 
the atonement that were expressed by Child, Sedgwick, and their Unitarian 
contemporaries), Clara begs Beulah to give up her dangerous books: “ ‘Throw 
them into the fire, and come back to trust in Christ’ ” (208). All of  the well-
meaning advice from those around Beulah is expressed in binary terms that 
she refuses to accept: she must be child or adult, brainless or heartless, 
“panthei[st] or utter skeptic”—all choices that for Beulah are no choices at all 
(264). Beulah instead struggles to “work out [her] own salvation with fear and 
trembling.”
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The character who finally breaks this stalemate, Reginald Lindsay, appears 
only in the novel’s last hundred pages. Narratively, Reginald Lindsay occupies 
the place held by the stranger on the boat in The Wide, Wide World and the 
Evangelist in the Pilgrim’s Progress: he quiets Beulah’s skepticism and puts her 
on a Christian path. But he does so not by scolding or shaming her, assuring 
her that she is already saved, or insisting that she stop studying and return to 
a simplistic faith; instead he appeals to her mind, explaining why the revela-
tions found in the Bible are the only reasonable solution to the contradictions 
of  philosophy. He gifts her a copy of  William Hamilton’s Philosophy of  the Con-
ditioned, which recommends “a ‘learned ignorance’ ” as “the consummation 
of  knowledge” (367). It is this “learned ignorance” that finally enables Beu-
lah’s return to grace: she admits her own human frailty and throws herself  on 
God’s mercy: “ ‘My God, save me! Give me light: of  myself  I can know noth-
ing!’ ” (371). Having finally resolved her doubts and returned to the Christian 
fold, Beulah can now turn her attention to converting Guy Hartwell.

If  we think of  agency as a synonym for power or self-determination, it is 
tempting to claim that Beulah Benton has agency and Ellen Montgomery does 
not or that one has more agency than the other. But that, I am suggesting, is 
the wrong way to read woman’s fiction—and the wrong way to apprehend 
women’s religious agency more generally. As (fictional) Protestant women 
whose lives are modeled on a narrative of  Christian salvation, Ellen Montgom-
ery and Beulah Benton exercise agency within the terms of  their particular 
belief  systems, not in spite of  or against them. Ellen Montgomery exercises 
religious agency by acting in accordance with her predestined election, and 
Beulah Benton does so by grasping a grace freely offered. Each woman’s ac-
tions are shaped by her belief  in an all-powerful being whose will determines 
the possible channels through which agency may flow.

Generic Modification as Practical Theology  
in The Wide, Wide World and Beulah
While a text’s doctrinal work does not necessarily reflect the religious views 
of  its author, Evans and Warner were, in fact, members of  Protestant denom-
inations that stood at opposite ends of  the Calvinist-Arminian theological di-
vide: Warner was Presbyterian (one of  the two major Calvinist denominations 
in the nineteenth-century United States) and Evans was Methodist (which was 
Arminian in its approach to salvation). Warner, daughter of  a once wealthy 
New York lawyer and businessman who was eventually bankrupted, began her 
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writing career in 1848 as a way of  bolstering her father’s meager income. Henry 
Whiting Warner had bought a pew at the fashionable Mercer Street Presbyte-
rian Church in New York City in 1836, and his daughters frequently attended 
with him. But it was not until after their father’s financial and social downfall 
that Susan and her younger sister, Anna, decided to join the congregation as 
well. In her biography of  Susan, Anna reported that her sister was inclined 
toward the doctrinal and intellectual aspects of  her new faith; while Anna was 
relieved that the ceremony by which they were accepted into the church re-
quired them to be “put through no strict formula” in describing their conver-
sion experience, Susan remarked afterward “that she could not see how we 
were admitted, having so little to say.”32 While the Mercer Street Church ad-
hered to New School Presbyterianism—considered less theologically rigorous 
than Old School Presbyterianism—both sides professed Calvinist principles, 
and both saw themselves as guardians of  an American intellectual inheritance 
grounded in a proud Puritan history.33

Augusta Jane Evans’s motivations for writing were similar to Susan War-
ner’s, though she began at a younger age. Evans was born in Columbus, Geor-
gia, in 1835, and her father’s financial troubles and the family’s frequent 
relocations led her to begin composing her first novel, Inez: A Tale of  the Al-
amo (1855), in her teens. An anti-Catholic narrative full of  theological argu-
ment, Inez was overlooked by critics and the public alike, but Evans’s second 
novel, Beulah, which adhered more closely to the established formula of  
woman’s fiction, found both a wide audience and critical approbation, though 
there were those who objected to its ostentatious intellectualism. Evans was 
a lifelong Methodist, a strong proponent of  free grace who was given to dis-
missing religious and political enemies with epithets such as “Puritanic lo-
custs.”34 But her personal papers show that, like her character Beulah Benton, 
she struggled to reconcile her religious faith with the intellectual, scientific, 
and philosophical advances of  the mid-nineteenth century.35

Warner’s The Wide, Wide World and Evans’s Beulah reflect these distinct re-
ligious and regional backgrounds and contribute to contemporary theologi-
cal debates about predestination and free will that filled the religious press in 
the 1850s. Vociferous debates about the relative merits of  Calvinism and 
Arminianism—and of  the particular doctrines of  predestination and free 
grace—filled the pages of  sectarian journals, and these debates were not al-
ways conducted calmly or in a spirit of  generosity. An 1856 essay in the Pres-
byterian Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review described Methodist preachers 
as “uneducated and fanatical men” and labeled their Arminian theology “pure 
rant” that was “disgusting to men of  sense, and shocking to men of  right feel-
ing.”36 In April of  that same year, the Methodist Quarterly Review published a 
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reply insisting that “no man, with even a tolerable knowledge of  the history 
of  theology, could have honestly written” such a spurious attack on Armin-
ianism.37 Similarly, in September 1850 the Puritan Recorder, commenting on re-
cent changes to the structure of  authority in the English Methodist church, 
complained of  “the grosser abuses” of  the Arminian system of  theology.38 A 
month later a commentator in the Zion’s Herald and Wesleyan Journal replied 
that, though the Puritan Recorder article had been short, a “greater mass of  false 
propositions and dogmatic assumptions, could not well be crowded into so 
small a compass.”39 When the Presbyterian minister William  B. Sprague 
warned his daughter, in a series of  letters later published as a conduct man-
ual, to avoid “the din and clashing of  religious combatants,” it was this kind 
of  debate to which he alluded.40

But nineteenth-century theology was not merely a site for arcane philosoph-
ical wrangling and public sniping; it was also assumed to have imminent prac-
tical consequences for individuals’ lives. Unlike many European theological 
traditions, “an understanding of  theology as practical governed the discipline 
in America from the outset,” and by the mid-nineteenth century, “theologians 
in America emphasized the close connection between the practical and the 
moral,” with “the ethical side of  theology [becoming] increasingly promi-
nent.”41 Ideas about God’s plan for salvation were not to be judged solely on 
their logical merits but on the effects they produced on readers and hearers; a 
theological system that accurately reflected the truth of  God’s nature and of  
his salvational scheme would produce evidence of  conversion and sanctifica-
tion in those who heard and believed it.

Because practical theology was such a crucial component of  the American 
theological tradition, debates between Calvinist and Arminian divines nearly 
always made reference to the effects that particular doctrines had on believ-
ers. The perennial complaint about Calvinists was that the doctrine of  pre-
destination produced either hopeless, dispirited melancholics unable to find 
assurance of  their election or, conversely, self-righteous bigots convinced of  
their salvation and indifferent to the suffering of  the non-elect. These are the 
Calvinist caricatures that appear in Sedgwick’s A New-England Tale, the inau-
gural work of  woman’s fiction that so angered the author’s Stockbridge neigh-
bors. Calvinists, in turn, thought Methodists and other Arminians were 
hopelessly arrogant: they appropriated to themselves, through their belief  in 
free grace, a salvational power that only God could wield. Because of  Meth-
odism’s association with revivalism and its insistence that salvation, once 
claimed, could be lost, Arminians were also accused of  being spiritually shal-
low, prone to religious “enthusiasms” that would pass away as quickly as they 
came.
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These debates were ongoing in the sectarian press of  the 1850s. In 1856, 
the Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review, edited by the Reverend Charles 
Hodge, professor at Princeton Theological Seminary and one of  the era’s most 
respected Calvinist divines, published a long dissection of  Arminian views. 
Wrapping up his critique of  Arminian doctrines of  free grace, the author con-
cluded by complaining of  the Methodists’ “system of  revivals and periodical 
excitements [which] brings within their churches multitudes who profess to 
be the subjects of  divine grace, who are deluded by mere emotional excite-
ment, and who relapse into their former state.” These “enthusiasms,” far from 
being incidental or merely a reflection of  flawed human nature, were for 
Hodge the fault of  a fundamentally mistaken theology: “It cannot be other
wise. What is false in their system of  doctrine and theory of  religion, must 
produce the bitter fruits of  evil, just in proportion as it is prominently presented 
and acted out.”42 In its reply to the Princeton Review essay, an article in the Meth-
odist Quarterly Review, the foremost Wesleyan journal in the nineteenth-
century United States, insisted that not only had the Princeton Review author 
misrepresented Arminianism but that Calvinism “in its distinguishing features, 
is a very mischievous corruption of  Christianity” that “destroys at once the 
moral attributes of  God and the free agency of  man.”43 Both arguments rested 
on the assertion that the opposing theology was not only logically incoherent 
but pernicious in its practical effects, leading potential Christians away from 
rather than toward salvation.

While avoiding the argumentative intricacies (and the accompanying nas-
tiness) of  such explicit theological debate, woman’s fiction nevertheless pro-
vided a medium for the elaboration and dissemination of  practical theology. 
The aim of  practical theology was to impart “knowledge that led to a good 
beyond itself, specifically to the end of  blessedness and union with God.”44 Cor-
rect doctrine, nineteenth-century Protestants believed, would produce right 
living. Woman’s fiction, which depicted in detail a young person’s transforma-
tion from unredeemed child to saved and sanctified adult, offered an extended 
demonstration of  how particular doctrines might produce the outcome of  
“blessedness and union.” It did so not only—or even primarily—through dia-
logue and explication but through the mechanism of  plot. The selection and 
placement of  standard story elements, including adoption and marriage, re-
flected particular cosmological understandings of  the Christian life righteously 
lived.

Woman’s fiction’s status as a mode of  practical theology elaborated through 
literary form can be traced through the genre’s most fundamental trope: adop-
tion.45 The heroine’s adoption and her response to it reflect a novel’s theo-
logical assumptions about the nature of  salvation and to whom it is distributed. 
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In the Calvinist cosmos of  The Wide, Wide World, earthly adoption corresponds 
typologically to divine election: Ellen’s extralegal adoption by the Humphreys 
siblings parallels her status as a predestined member of  the family of  God. 
While Ellen perceives herself  as having “chosen” to join the Humphreys family, 
in fact this choice is made for her by other characters in the novel, as she is 
selected by Alice, then given to John, and then reclaimed by John after her so-
journ in England in a series of  “elections” over which she has little control. 
Furthermore, Ellen’s adoption by the Humphreyses is final and irrevocable, 
as John and Alice’s affective claim to her is as “irresistible” as the Calvinist con-
vert’s unconditional election. When her uncle, who is her legal guardian but 
a spiritual stranger, insists that Ellen change her last name from Montgomery 
to Lindsay, Ellen silently reminds herself  that she still belongs to God and the 
Humphreyses: whatever her name, she “ ‘can’t be adopted twice’ ” (490).

In Beulah, by contrast, earthly adoption is not the type of  God’s heavenly 
election; instead, it is evidence of  laziness and dependency, a failure to exer-
cise one’s God-given free will. When Guy Hartwell retrieves Beulah Benton 
from the orphan asylum, she agrees to live with him on one condition: “ ‘I am 
not going to be adopted’ ” (106). He repeats his offer to adopt her on several 
occasions: when she graduates high school and takes a teaching job, when she 
begins a successful career as a writer, and when she rents a home with a 
friend and lives independently. When Clara Sanders—the novel’s Calvinist 
mouthpiece—advises Beulah to accept Hartwell’s repeated offers of  adoption, 
Beulah demands to know whether Clara would be “ ‘willing to change places 
with me, and indolently wait for others to maintain you?’ ” Clara replies, 
“ ‘Gladly, if  I had been selected as you were’ ” (115). Beulah’s repeated refusals 
to be (s)elected by Hartwell index Beulah’s commitment to an Arminian world 
view, according to which the individual believer chooses his or her spiritual 
fate rather than submitting to a predestined election. Evans makes the con-
nection between adoption and spiritual failure explicit when Beulah asserts that 
her friend Eugene’s “ ‘adoption was his ruin’ ” (296): Beulah tells Eugene that 
“ ‘in lieu of  his gold and influence,’ ” Eugene’s adopted father “ ‘has your will, 
your conscience. How can you bear to be a mere tool in his hands?’ ” (187). 
Instead of  “working out his own salvation,” as Beulah does, Eugene allows 
himself  to be adopted by the worldly Graham family, an indulgence that leads 
to alcoholism, a loveless marriage, and a near-fatal accident.

In framing Eugene’s downfall as a failure of  will, Beulah raises another cru-
cial distinction between Calvinist and Arminian woman’s fictions: their treat-
ment of  the question of  free will. In depicting women’s spiritual development 
and the forms of  religious agency available to Christian women, woman’s fic-
tions reflect divergent theological understandings of  human—and particularly 
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female—will. These distinctions were as old as the Reformation but remained 
central to antebellum sectarian debates.

The Calvinist understanding of  free will was thoroughly explicated by the 
eighteenth-century theologian Jonathan Edwards; his detailed treatment of  
predestinarian theology appeared in 1754 and depicted an ordered universe in 
which events are predetermined by God in a long sequence of  cause and ef-
fect stretching backward to the moment of  creation.46 Edwards insisted that 
predestination and free will were compatible concepts because individuals are 
at liberty to act according to their wills, but at the same time, as the “moral 
cause” of  human existence and human history, God determines what all of  
their choices will be. According to Edwards, human beings are “at liberty to 
act from their own inclinations. What they cannot control, and what does not 
enter into the equation of  their freedom, is how their inclination got to be the 
way it is and why they apprehend as they do.”47 Edwards’s nineteenth-century 
New England successors wrestled with the details of  his system but agreed 
that “God was both the moral governor of  responsible creatures and the sov-
ereign efficient cause of  every event.”48

Edwards’s treatise on the will was a rebuttal to an anonymous and influen-
tial book, published in 1732 in London, called An Essay on the Freedom of  Will 
in God and in Creatures, which laid out in some detail the basis of  an Arminian 
view of  human will. The author of  the Essay insisted that human will, so far 
from being predetermined by God, was self-determining and could choose ar-
bitrarily, even perversely, simply for the pleasure of  willing. Any interference 
from God in determining human will would nullify the very concept of  free 
will and make human existence meaningless: “free will” implied “a Power to 
chuse or to refuse, to chuse one thing or the contrary among several things 
which are proposed, without any inward or outward restraint, force or con-
straining byass or influence.”49 John Wesley, writing in 1798, explained how 
human will might be exercised in contradiction to divine will: “The Armin-
ians hold, that, altho’ there may be some moments wherein the Grace of  God 
acts irresistibly, yet in general, any man may resist, and that to his eternal ruin, 
the Grace whereby it was the Will of  God, he should have been eternally 
saved.”50 In the Arminian formulation, human will is not predetermined by 
God’s will; indeed, it is so independent that it can defy the desires of  an all-
powerful God.

For the Calvinist or Arminian believer of  the nineteenth century, these dis-
tinctions had immense practical implications for human agency. To under-
stand the nature of  human free will and its relation to God’s will is to 
recognize the opportunities and limits of  one’s own agency within a particu
lar cosmological framing of  human and divine relation. If  God’s will is fixed 



	 “Unsheathe the Sword of a Strong, Unbending Will”	 71

and one’s salvational status is predetermined, the human task is one of  recon-
ciliation and submission—“to know and to do the will of  God,” as the stranger 
says to Ellen on the boat. Attempting to defy God’s fixed will can cause only 
frustration and self-harm. But if  salvation is not predetermined but offered to 
all, the task of  human beings is to accept God’s gift of  grace—to ask, as Beu-
lah Benton does, for God to “ ‘save me!’ ” In their depictions of  Ellen’s and 
Beulah’s wills, The Wide, Wide World and Beulah reflect this very real and 
consequential distinction and offer divergent models of  Protestant religious 
agency for women in particular. For The Wide, Wide World’s Ellen Montgom-
ery, human will is something to be surrendered—her responsibility as a will-
ing subject is to conform her will to divine will. For Beulah’s Beulah Benton, 
human will is something to be exercised—it is the means to salvation rather 
than a stumbling block to perfect submission.

Throughout the Calvinist fiction The Wide, Wide World, women’s wills are 
represented entirely in the negative. Since human will is something to be sur-
rendered, displays of  self-will are always punished, while conformity to divine 
will (as interpreted by godly parents and clergymen) is praised and rewarded. 
The discipline of  conforming to divine will is modeled first by Ellen’s mother, 
then by Alice Humphreys, and then by Mrs. Vawse, until it is finally internal-
ized by Ellen herself. Ellen’s mother, mourning the impending separation from 
her daughter, falls to her knees and prays, “ ‘Not my will, but thine be done’ ” 
(30), the same words that Alice uses when informing Ellen that she (Alice) is 
terminally ill. When Ellen receives no news from her absent father and mother, 
John advises that she try “ ‘to love [God] more, and to be patient under his will’ ” 
(344); when Aunt Fortune’s illness keeps Ellen from visiting the Humphrey-
ses, John likewise insists that “ ‘the good Husbandman knows what his plants 
want . . . ​so there come clouds and rains, and “stormy wind fulfilling his will” ’ ” 
(368). John’s invocation of  the “good Husbandman” recalls Mrs. Montgom-
ery’s God, who “ ‘sends no trouble upon his children but in love.’ ” Similarly, 
when Alice dies, John comforts himself  and Ellen with the assurance that 
“ ‘dear Alice is well—she is well,—and if  we are made to suffer, we know and 
we love the hand that has done it’ ” (443–44). Late in the novel, Ellen makes a 
single statement that succinctly encapsulates the novel’s Calvinist conception 
of  human will. Asked by the Lindsays to take an action that would violate her 
conscience, Ellen protests that “ ‘I can’t do that . . . ​and I don’t want to’ ” (563). 
It is Edwardsean free will theology in a nutshell: since human beings cannot 
alter God’s will, they should train themselves not to want to.

In the Arminian woman’s fiction Beulah, by contrast, human will is repre-
sented not as an unruly obstacle to be wrestled with and surrendered but as a 
positive force that enables the Christian’s eventual salvation. The first thing 
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the reader learns about Beulah Benton is that she has a “warm, hopeful heart,” 
defended by “the sword of  a strong, unfaltering will” (14). Beulah’s earliest ob-
ject lessons are not the ones that Ellen learns—that submitting to the will of  
others will lead to happiness and peace; instead, Beulah’s first lessons teach 
her that surrendering one’s will results in moral and even physical death. When 
the wealthy Graysons adopt her sister, Lilly, from the orphan asylum but re-
fuse to take Beulah (because, the narrator flatly reveals, she is too ugly), Beu-
lah resolves “to bear with fortitude what she could not avert” and convinces 
Lilly to go with her new parents (19). But Lilly dies within weeks of  this sepa-
ration, and Beulah decides never again to bend her will to others, with the re-
sult that when Guy Hartwell takes her into his home, they become embroiled 
in a decades-long battle of  wills. When Hartwell questions Beulah about her 
origins during their first meeting, her reply to him is, “ ‘No more. You have 
not the right to question, nor I the will to answer’ ” (36). Beulah refuses Hart-
well’s offers to adopt and then to marry her because she recognizes that they 
are contingent on her complete submission and the suppression of  her will: 
“ ‘He wants to rule me with a rod of  iron,’ ” she infers, “ ‘because I am indebted 
to him for an education and support for several years’ ” (174). When Beulah’s 
romantic rival Clara Sanders realizes that Hartwell will never love her, it is “that 
marvelous bit of  mechanism, the human will,” that enables her to press on 
despite this “fierce ordeal, and numbing despair” (205, 206). In Beulah a woman’s 
will exists for her protection and self-determination, not as something to be 
surrendered and suppressed. The repeated lesson offered by Beulah is that a 
woman is better off  consulting her own will than conforming to the wills of  
those around her, however much they love her.

These two treatments of  the female will in The Wide, Wide World and Beu-
lah are not binary; it is not simply that Beulah has a strong will and Ellen a 
weak one. Both Ellen and Beulah are strong willed, and both are reproved by 
others for exerting their wills to ends that their advisers see as improper. The 
difference between the heroines lies in the uses to which Ellen’s and Beulah’s 
wills may be properly put under the doctrinal terms of  each novel. For Ellen 
Montgomery, the Christian journey is one of  obedience, of  conforming her 
will to God’s and to those of  her guardians; she follows Christ because her 
mother wished her to, because all of  the kindest people in her life wish it as 
well, and because, she will eventually come to learn, she was predestined to 
do so. For Beulah Benton, by contrast, the Christian journey is a struggle to 
work out her own salvation, to move beyond the dependence to which others 
would subject her, and to form a robust, mature system of  belief  to replace 
the unquestioning faith of  her childhood. Beulah can experience her faith as 
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authentic only if  it comes as the result of  her own intellectual and spiritual 
effort and uncoerced choice.

In these sectarian woman’s fictions, the question of  whether and when to 
exert or control one’s will informs every moment of  the heroine’s life, as it 
will inform her eventual death. To foreshadow this offstage event, each novel 
presents the death of  one of  the heroine’s close friends, a sister-mentor who, 
for better or worse, models mature female existence for the heroine. In The 
Wide, Wide World, the sister-mentor is Alice Humphreys, Ellen’s adopted sib-
ling and John’s biological one. Alice (who corresponds to the character of  
Faithful in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress) dies from that standard disease of  
woman’s fiction: consumption, a wasting away that leaves plenty of  time for 
moral instruction but also for the scenes of  loving female care that character-
ize all works in the genre. Alice’s sanctified death affirms a submissive model 
of  human will as she models a calm resignation to her approaching death. 
Prompted by her unconditional obedience to God, Alice professes herself  per-
fectly happy with her fate and surrenders peacefully to death. Describing 
John’s final embrace of  his sister, the narrator details how Alice’s arms “fell 
languidly down; the will and the power that had sustained them were gone. 
Alice was gone” (441). Alice’s will, like Ellen’s, exists only in the negative—
this act of  surrender is the only moment in the novel in which Alice is described 
as having any will at all.

Compare this beatific death to the harrowing scene in Evans’s Beulah when 
Cornelia Graham, friend to Beulah and adopted sister to Eugene, expires from 
the same wasting illness that takes Alice Humphreys. In this Arminian fiction, 
Cornelia has the “power to chuse” not to believe, and she exercises that power 
to the last. When Beulah attempts to comfort her by reminding her that “ ‘they 
say Jesus of  Nazareth slept, and woke again; if  so, you will,’ ” Cornelia replies, 
“ ‘They say! They say! Yes, but I never believed them before, and I don’t want 
to believe them now. I will not believe it’ ” (318). In an Arminian universe, Cor-
nelia can resist God’s gift of  grace through the exercise of  her free will, and 
this is the choice she makes. Though Cornelia does not believe, she neverthe-
less counsels her friend to seek salvation: “ ‘Don’t live as I have, believing noth-
ing. . . . ​It is because I believe in nothing, that I am so clouded now’ ” (319). In 
Beulah, belief  and unbelief  are choices that are made possible through an ex-
ertion of  will, not its surrender. Because she has chosen not to believe, Cor-
nelia’s death is not a gentle letting go but a painful “exit,” and she receives no 
final assurance of  salvation, no last vision of  loved ones gone before. Unlike 
Alice Humphreys’s peaceful death, Cornelia dies with a “long shudder” and 
“a deep, heavy sigh” (320).



74 	C hapter 2

The differing theologies of  the will that guide the plots of  The Wide, Wide 
World and Beulah also result in divergent attitudes toward authority—
particularly ecclesiastical authority. The Wide, Wide World contains no fewer 
than three benevolent minister figures: Mr. Humphreys, John Humphreys, and 
George Marshman—the stranger on the boat, whose identity and vocation are 
revealed to Ellen and the reader only after Alice’s death. Since Ellen’s task is 
to conform her will to God’s, she needs Christian guidance in doing so, and 
Warner provides her with a plethora of  paragons of  Christian renunciation, 
both ordained and unordained. These include her mother, Alice Humphreys, 
Mrs. Vawse, and the three ministers, as well as negative examples in the god-
less Aunt Fortune and the flighty Sophia Marshman. Beulah, by contrast, in-
cludes only one named ministerial figure, the tyrannical Mr. Mortimer, who 
nearly crushes his young wife’s spirit through his demands for total submis-
sion. Reginald Lindsay, the man who helps Beulah reclaim her faith, is a poli-
tician rather than a pastor; the character who bears the name of  American 
Methodism’s first bishop—Dr. Asbury—is a medical doctor and an agnostic 
one at that.51 Beulah’s dearth of  pastoral guides reflects the novel’s Arminian 
stance that individuals must “work out their own salvation” rather than sub-
mitting to the wills of  others.

Warner’s and Evans’s divergent attitudes toward the proper role of  human 
will in the Christian life are reflected in both their fictional creations and their 
personal documents. Like Ellen Montgomery, Susan Warner had a strong will: 
this is evident in her untiring work to support her family after her father’s fi-
nancial ruin. She and her sister Anna famously rose at four a.m. each day to 
write by candlelight before turning to the domestic duties of  keeping their 
father’s house. This self-discipline reflected the proper use of  her will: she was 
to perform the God-given task of  supporting and encouraging others through 
hard work and devotion to duty. But Susan also struggled with what she called 
“self-will”: a compulsive turning of  the mind to things over which it had no 
control. In a letter that Anna quotes at length in her biography of  her sister, 
Susan excoriated herself  thus: “Not long ago my self-will took fast hold of  a 
matter with which it had, lawfully, no manner of  concern; inasmuch as it was 
no more in my power to control it than it was to make one hair white or black. 
What had self-will to do? But you know mine: it took hold of  this matter with 
so firm a clasp that it has needed a long time to unloose it. . . . ​You know well 
enough what my self-will is, to be well convinced that it needs checking.” So 
long as Susan’s strong will was submitted to godly purposes, it was a blessing; 
it was only self-will—the stubborn pursuit of  ends other than God’s—that was 
to be avoided.52
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Augusta Jane Evans showed similar determination in her struggles toward 
self-mastery, but her primary spiritual goal was discovery rather than submis-
sion. In a series of  letters to her friend Walter Clopton Harriss, a Methodist 
minister, Evans described her struggles with spiritual doubt: “My mind was 
darkened. Questions of  vital import, touching on my soul, were folded away 
in inscrutable mystery. To my anxious cry of  ‘why are these things?’ there came 
but a mocking echo, that fell back, with a dead crushing weight upon my sick-
ened heart.” Evans’s own spiritual struggles would provide the model for 
Beulah Benton’s, and while the author assured Harriss that eventually “a green 
and sunny path led me back to my Father and my God,” she also admitted 
that “whether I shall stay there, is now the question.” Later letters show that 
for Evans, falling from grace remained a real and ever-present possibility, since 
her Arminian belief  system included no provision for the perseverance of  the 
saints. She wrote to Harriss that “even when my soul is serenely, happily bask-
ing in the light of  an eternal God, and his equally eternal word, a grim guant 
[sic] spectre stands by me, as my shadow, and makes me doubt the reasonable 
certainty and absolute proof  of  the faith that consoles me.” Rather than de-
tailing a process of  submission or the conquering of  “self-will,” Evans described 
an active and perpetual battle that had to be “continually fought over and over” 
against forces that threatened to rob her of  her salvation.53

In the overplot of  woman’s fiction, the spiritual telos is an eternity with 
God, and the earthly telos is marriage. This final denouement is the heroine’s 
reward for right behavior and the safe haven where she will spend her remain-
ing days on earth. Read against the pattern tale of  The Pilgrim’s Progress, these 
marriages correspond to the land of  Beulah, where Christian and Hopeful rest 
before making their final passage across the river of  death and into the Celes-
tial City. In her original study of  the genre, Baym argued that “both the shape 
of  fiction and the shape of  reality conspired to suggest marriage as the appro-
priate ending” to a work of  woman’s fiction, given that the resolution of  ro-
mantic complications “is the basic ending of  all fiction” and that “marriage 
and domesticity were still the reality for the overwhelming majority of  women” 
during the antebellum period.54 Claudia Stokes has explored the theological 
functions that have been served by the marriage plot at least since the book 
of  Revelation: the “novelistic convention of  the marriage plot is in and of  it-
self  inherently millenial,” Stokes writes, because “it provides reassurances of  
ongoing improvement and renewal, and it does so by enabling the reproduc-
tion of  homes and families.”55 In the theologically informed genre of  woman’s 
fiction, which envisions female agency exercised according to particular 
doctrinal patterns, the heroine’s choice of  mate indexes both her growing 
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self-knowledge—she will choose a reliable and sober partner over an attrac-
tive dandy—and the novel’s doctrinal work. In The Wide, Wide World Ellen is 
predestined to marry John Humphreys as surely as she is to go to heaven; at 
their first meeting, Alice pronounces him “ ‘your brother as well as mine,’ ” to 
which John responds that Alice is “ ‘giving [them] away to each other at a 
great rate’ ” and then demands from Ellen “ ‘a brother’s right,’ ” a kiss on the lips 
(274). Their informal betrothal in the text’s final published chapter is similarly 
preordained: John tells Ellen that “ ‘if  we live we shall spend our lives here 
together. . . . ​And what God orders let us quietly submit to’ ” (565). Though she 
similarly marries her lifelong mentor, Beulah Benton’s engagement is the re-
sult of  determined choice rather than calm acquiescence; after decades of  
refusing Guy Hartwell’s advances, Beulah accepts his proposals only after she 
has reclaimed her faith and rejected another worthy suitor. “ ‘Give me your 
hand, Beulah? . . . ​Is it mine?’ ” Hartwell asks, to which she replies, “ ‘Yes, sir, if  
you want it’ ” (413). Humphreys and Hartwell enact in their offers of  mar-
riage the soteriological schemes of  the novels’ respective gods.

Feminist readings of  woman’s fiction often categorize the heroine’s mar-
riage as a capitulation, since for women in the antebellum United States mar-
riage almost always entailed the erasure of  their legal personhood and an 
attendant loss of  economic power and bodily sovereignty. Even while acknowl-
edging this change in temporal status, however, we can still recognize how 
these matrimonial endings, read in theological terms, offer their protagonists 
a greater scope of  spiritual action. Both The Wide, Wide World and Beulah offer 
small glimpses into their heroines’ marriages (though in the case of  Warner’s 
novel, this glimpse was withheld from nineteenth-century readers), and these 
final scenes indicate how the texts envision the duties of  a Christian wife.56 
Marriage, in these novels, is not the happily ever after of  the fairy tale or the 
terrifying imprisonment of  the gothic romance but the space that unites be-
lief  and action—the arena in which the heroine will live out the consequences 
of  her Christian faith and pursue her ongoing spiritual development.

In keeping with The Wide, Wide World’s Calvinist cosmology, Ellen Mont-
gomery’s postmarriage scene underscores her irresistible and irrevocable elec-
tion by the holy Humphreys family. Ellen belongs to John Humphreys as she 
always has, just as she belongs to God as she always has. When the newly wed-
ded Ellen arrives in “one of  our pleasantest, though not one of  our largest 
cities,” she finds all the same possessions that had stood in the Humphreyses’ 
previous home in the country, “and as near as possible in the same arrange-
ment” (571). The Humphreyses’ servant, Margery, transported along with the 
family’s belongings, affirms Ellen’s predestined status as a member of  the 
Humphreys household: “ ‘We’ll keep you now, won’t we? And you’re not 
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changed—no . . . ​you are just the very same! the very same! I see you are Miss 
Ellen in everything. . . . ​But will we keep you now?’ ” The only thing that has 
changed about Ellen is her name: “ ‘Not Miss Ellen, Margery,’ ” John points out 
(573). Mr. Humphreys also pronounces Ellen “ ‘the same child you used to be’ ” 
and consents to future visits from Mr. Lindsay only because “ ‘we have you fast 
now’ ” (580, 581). These scenes of  homecoming enact a temporal repetition 
that emphasizes the predestined nature of  both Ellen’s worldly destiny—Alice 
“gave her” to John when she was only a child—and her spiritual one.

Ellen’s nuptial task is to continue subduing her self-will and to be a help-
meet to John, who will watch carefully over her ongoing spiritual development. 
When she remarks that the beautiful things John has bought her will encour-
age laziness and luxury, he assures her that “ ‘if  you show any symptoms of  
such a character it will rouse me to a most vigorous opposition.’ ” Ellen, care-
fully trained to seek John’s approval in all things, finds the thought comfort-
ing: “ ‘I am glad of  that. . . . ​I may enjoy myself  in perfect security that you 
will see the beginning of  mischief  and put a stop to it’ ” (576). Her only earthly 
labor is to manage the household, and even that she will do under John’s su-
pervision: though he “ ‘shall never ask you how you spend’ ” the money he sets 
aside for domestic matters, he nevertheless promises to correct her “ ‘if  I see 
you going very far out of  the way in anything’ ” (582). Though twenty-first-
century readers may find this surveillance unnerving (Marianne Noble notes 
the marriage’s similarity to a sadomasochistic relationship), Ellen experiences 
it as freeing: describing the “puzzles” she gets into while reading, she notes 
that “ ‘I often launch out upon a sea where I dare not trust my own naviga-
tion, and am fain to lower sail and come humbly back to the shore; but now I 
will take the pilot along . . . ​and sail every whither’ ” (577).57 In her Calvinist 
universe in which self-will can only lead to self-harm, Ellen accepts John’s guid-
ance as a boon—a means of  avoiding fruitless spiritual struggle. Like a cat 
curling up in a box, Ellen finds comfort in the smallness of  her surroundings. 
This particular adaptation to circumstance may frustrate modern readers, but 
given the blockbuster sales of  The Wide, Wide World, millions of  nineteenth-
century Americans apparently found it a compelling fictional model of  female 
religious agency.

It is decidedly not the model of  female agency set forth in Evans’s Beulah. 
Beulah Benton’s marriage to Guy Hartwell is not a refuge, a retreat, or a place 
of  grateful rest; instead, it is a new field of  endeavor in which Beulah can ful-
fill the “ ‘divine decree that all should work’ ” (310). Instead of  recreating the 
past or positing earthly marriage as a foretaste of  heavenly bliss, Beulah ends 
by prescribing its heroine’s continuing temporal and spiritual task: “To save 
her husband from his unbelief  is the labor of  future years” (417–18). In a rare 
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moment of  direct address that echoes Evans’s model, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre, the narrator asserts, “Reader, marriage is not the end of  life; it is but the 
beginning of  a new course of  duties” (417). And the novel ends not with static 
certainty but with an uncertain hope: “May God aid the wife in her holy work 
of  love” (420). Beulah concludes with its heroine’s long verbal testimony about 
her own struggles with religious skepticism and her eventual conversion. Prais-
ing the advances of  science, she nevertheless challenges Hartwell—and the 
reader—to explain “how matter creates mind,” the great question that all her 
philosophical study has left unanswered. Having worked out her own salva-
tion, Beulah now sets herself  the task of  effecting Hartwell’s.

The fact that much of  the context and subtext of  Beulah and The Wide, Wide 
World is theological does not mean that these novels’ concerns were private 
and restricted to domestic subjects. By involving themselves in theological de-
bates, Warner and Evans engaged in a public discourse about human agency 
in general and female agency in particular—a discourse that took place both 
in sectarian journals and in the more popular literary space of  sentimental fic-
tion. As June Howard notes, sentimentality always engages with “the devel-
opment of  modern subjectivities in their intricate imbrication with belief  
systems and social structures.”58 By exploring particular Protestant beliefs 
through the medium of  fiction, Evans and Warner took part in a larger de-
bate about the role of  women in the public sphere. In keeping with this larger 
social question of  women’s public agency, part of  Ellen Montgomery’s and 
Beulah Benton’s tasks (as well as the task of  their readers) is to reconcile their 
theological beliefs with their legal and political status as citizens and subjects 
who cannot elect their own leaders or claim equal protection under the law. 
As with their spiritual maturation, their political educations are shaped by the 
theological systems to which they subscribe, and the novels’ reflections on 
women’s political lives and duties are inextricable from their theological com-
mitments.

Ellen Montgomery’s spiritual and temporal training under the Humphrey-
ses includes lessons in recognizing and conforming to legitimate temporal 
authority as well as irresistible spiritual authority: in addition to the Bible that 
Ellen’s mother gives her and the copy of  The Pilgrim’s Progress she receives from 
John, Ellen also receives a copy of  Mason Weems’s Life of  Washington, which 
she absorbs with at least as much attention as she devotes to the other two. 
When Ellen arrives in Scotland, the name of  Washington comes to stand in 
for the name of  John Humphreys: though she “disliked to speak the loved 
names [of  Alice and John] in the hearing of  ears to which she knew they would 
be unlovely” (509), Ellen has no trouble invoking the name of  Washington at 
every turn. When her uncle Lindsay asks whether she is “ ‘one of  those that 
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make a saint of  George Washington,’ ” Ellen replies that “ ‘he was a great deal 
better than some saints’ ” (506). When Mr. Lindsay brings up the “murder” of  
John André, Ellen insists that this act must have been right because if  it were 
not, “ ‘Washington would not have done it.’ ” When Mr. Lindsay accuses Ellen 
of  circular reasoning, she explains herself  by insisting that “ ‘when a person 
always does right, if  he happen to do something that I don’t know enough to 
understand, I have good reason to think it is right, even though I cannot un-
derstand it’ ” (515). This is the same reasoning that Alice had earlier applied to 
John: when Ellen wonders whether John was right in whipping an obstinate 
horse, Alice replies that “ ‘it is sometimes necessary to do such things. . . . ​You 
and I know John, do we not?’ ” (377). John, like Washington, cannot be guilty 
of  a wrong act—like the Calvinist God that Alice and Ellen worship, John’s 
justice is unquestionable, though his behavior sometimes seems unfathomable. 
John is both God and Washington to Ellen: he embodies both spiritual and 
temporal authority, such that Ellen need no longer consult her own will.

The Wide, Wide World, then, would seem to envision both the kingdom of  
God and the kingdom of  this world as representative republics in which 
women’s consent to structures of  power can be assumed because those pow-
ers are self-evidently benevolent. As I have discussed, Ellen’s act of  “choosing” 
John is predetermined by John himself  and, presumably, by God. Similarly, El-
len’s Americanness, so repugnant to the Lindsays, is also out of  her control: 
when Mr.  Lindsay commands Ellen to “ ‘forget that [she was] American,’ ” 
Ellen’s silent rejoinder that “ ‘there are some things he cannot command. . . . ​
Forget, indeed!’ ” represents one of  the only times in the novel when she does 
not rebuke herself  for pride or rebelliousness (510). Ellen’s Americanness, like 
her Calvinist election and her adoption by the Humphreys family, is 
irrevocable—“irresistible,” in Calvinist parlance; it is not a matter of  her own 
will or choosing, and she could not change it if  she wished to.

Beulah sets forth an alternative model of  male-female relations in which the 
narrator and protagonist urge the women of  the United States not to submit 
themselves to godly men but to accept independence and intellectual pursuits 
as their God-given duty. When Beulah gives the commencement address at 
the public school where she has been educated, she takes as her theme “fe-
male heroism” and sets out to demonstrate “that female intellect was capable 
of  the most exalted attainments, and that the elements of  her character would 
enable woman to cope successfully with difficulties of  every class” (140). Beu-
lah concludes her address by encouraging her classmates to make themselves 
“true women of  America” not by submitting to superior men but by proving 
themselves “angel guardians of  the sacred hearthstone, ministering spirits 
where suffering and want deman[d] succor,” and women “qualified to assist 
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in a council of  statesmen, if  dire necessity ever requir[e] it” (140). American-
ness, for “true women” at least, is not a state into which one is born but a dis-
tinction to which one aspires.

Evans saw herself  as the torchbearer for a new brand of  southern litera
ture that would challenge the intellectual and political hegemony of  the Bos-
ton and New York elite; the Arminian free-will doctrines that Beulah embraces 
would undergird a new era of  southern supremacy based on states’ rights and 
individual (white) self-determination. Evans signals her ambitions in her choice 
to name her eponymous heroine Beulah. While critics have rightly pointed 
out that the Hebrew word Beulah means “married woman” and that the name 
thus foreshadows the romantic denouement of  the novel,59 the biblical pas-
sage in which the word Beulah figures does not refer to an actual woman but 
to the land of  Israel. Predicting a future time of  glory for the Hebrew people, 
the prophet Isaiah asserts, “Thou shalt no more be termed Forsaken; neither 
shall thy land any more be termed Desolate: but thou shalt be called Hephzi-
bah, and thy land Beulah: for the Lord delighteth in thee, and thy land shall 
be married.”60 In associating her southern heroine with an idealized vision of  
an agriculturally productive Israel, Evans intimates that the South, not the 
North, is that region of  the country truly chosen and blessed by God. The as-
sociation of  the southern heroine with bridal imagery also invokes the tradi-
tion of  the church as the bridegroom of  Christ, making southern Arminian 
churches, rather than New England Calvinists, the true inheritors of  the Amer-
ican Christian mission.

Sentimental Power and Sentimental Agency,  
or The Douglas-Tompkins “Debate”
Despite their surface similarities and their shared overplot, Beulah and The 
Wide, Wide World describe fictional universes that are shaped by sharply dis-
tinct theological premises; their depictions of  female moral and spiritual de-
velopment directly reflect those differing cosmologies. Protestant doctrine, far 
from being “epiphenomenal” to woman’s fiction, is in fact subphenomenal: it 
underlies and shades all other aspects of  a text.61 Most importantly, it shapes 
a text’s understanding and portrayal of  female agency: the Calvinist Ellen 
Montgomery’s way of  being and acting in the world is entirely different from 
the Arminian Beulah Benton’s. This insight is crucial to studies of  women’s 
writing because critical treatments of  woman’s fiction in particular and senti-
mentalism more generally have long been concerned with the question of  how 
sentimental texts enable or undermine female agency. Unfortunately, these 
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studies have been driven by reductive debates about whether sentimental 
power is “good” or “bad”—debates that remain grounded in inaccurate and 
anachronistic understandings of  nineteenth-century American religion.

Discussions of  nineteenth-century sentimental fiction have long proceeded 
under the terms originally laid down by the critics Ann Douglas and Jane 
Tompkins—terms that were essentially religious-historical, though few later 
critics approached them as such. Douglas’s 1977 tome The Feminization of  
American Culture offered an exhaustive critique of  nineteenth-century senti-
mental writing that supported an openly declensionist argument about Amer-
ican religious history. According to Douglas, nineteenth-century women 
writers and attention-seeking liberal ministers eviscerated a formerly robust 
and appropriately masculine Calvinist theological tradition; in doing so, they 
produced the ostensibly anti-intellectual and “feminized” mass culture of  the 
twentieth century.62 In response to this argument, Tompkins’s 1985 mono-
graph Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of  American Fiction, 1790–1860 ac-
knowledged sentimentalism’s religious underpinnings but rejected the 
theological declensionism of  Douglas’s book. Tompkins, reading for cultural 
effects rather than intellectual history, described how the evangelical revival-
ism of  the Second Great Awakening gave rise to a phenomenon she called “sen-
timental power”: a belief  that “those who know how, in the privacy of  their 
closets, to struggle for possession of  their souls will one day possess the world 
through the power given to them by God.”63

While Douglas told a story of  loss and Tompkins one of  triumph, the two 
critics agreed on the undeniable cultural influence of  nineteenth-century 
women’s religious writing. Sentimental writers, both posited, fundamentally 
altered the course of  American intellectual and cultural history by writing 
openly religious fiction about saintly little girls and long-suffering wives. The 
two critics also agreed on the seemingly self-evident source of  this power: 
evangelical Christianity. But the problem with characterizing sentimental fic-
tion as evangelical is that the term evangelical collapses a wide field of  
nineteenth-century Protestant beliefs under a single heading while at the same 
time imposing twentieth-century political and religious assumptions onto a 
nineteenth-century religious context. As such, it obscures the very real doc-
trinal distinctions between different Protestant sects—distinctions that affect 
how individual authors envisioned possibilities for women’s religious agency. 
Teasing out these distinctions helps to explain why the terms of  the Douglas-
Tompkins “debate” remain so frustratingly binding.64

The term evangelical became a prominent feature of  Western European re-
ligious identity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it was adopted 
by groups of  Christians to signify their allegiance to the nascent Protestant 
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reformation. Denominations, such as the Evangelical Lutheran Church, used 
the word to mark their dissent from Catholic tradition, their rejection of  pa-
pal authority, and their embrace of  the “good tidings” (Greek: evangelium) of  
salvation by grace rather than by the intercession of  priest or saints. The 
term maintained this relatively straightforward meaning until the nineteenth 
century, when early religious historians, including Robert Baird and Philip 
Schaff, began using it to distinguish sects whose doctrines and practices they 
approved of  from those they considered apostate. Baird’s Religion in America 
(1844), for instance, placed Christian sects as doctrinally, ecclesiastically, and 
liturgically diverse as Presbyterians and Quakers under the heading of  
“evangelical” while including among the “non-evangelical” both self-identified 
Christians (Unitarians and Universalists) and non-Christians including atheists 
and Jews.65 Around the same time, evangelical acquired other meanings: in ad-
dition to describing identities and beliefs, it came to denote participation in a 
set of  activities particularly important to newly converted American Protes-
tants. To be evangelical was, increasingly, to evangelize: to support Christian 
reform activities at home and proselytizing missions abroad.66 It was also, of-
ten, to participate in the popular revivals that periodically swept the country. 
Because these revivals attracted persons of  all genders, races, and social classes, 
and because attendees notoriously experienced ecstatic transports and “in-
flamed passions,” evangelicalism increasingly came to be associated with em-
bodied excess and uncontrolled—perhaps uncontrollable—religious emotion.67 
This set of  connotations followed the term into the next century: from the 
1930s to the 1970s the term evangelical was applied most often to the Pente-
costal and charismatic movements, which did not exist before the twentieth 
century and which emphasized an embodied, mystical, and personal connec-
tion to God and Jesus Christ.68 To confuse matters further, in the 1960s and 
1970s the term acquired additional political valences as “one conservative party 
in almost all the most notable denominations [took] the adjective ‘evangeli-
cal’ to apply to itself.”69 By the late twentieth century, then, when nineteenth-
century women’s writing was being recovered by feminist scholars, the term 
evangelical had come to indicate a small but vocal group of  Christian adher-
ents known primarily for their commitment to emotional and embodied re-
vivalism, to proselytizing activity, and to conservative political causes.

This definition was the one adopted by Ann Douglas: Feminization defines 
“non-evangelical” sects as those that “appreciated distinction and tradition,” 
that “stood for a settled ministry [and] for intellectual elitism,” and that either 
rejected revivals altogether or “wished to see them cautiously conducted in 
orderly fashion by ministers within their own congregations.”70 The “evangeli-
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cals,” for Douglas, were everyone else—those who abjured tradition and in-
tellectualism, embraced revivalist “excesses,” and wrote sentimental fiction. 
Sensational Designs adopted a similarly anachronistic construction of  “evan-
gelical” Christianity as its operative religious-historical term: while asserting 
that the meaning of  a sentimental text “depends upon its audience’s beliefs 
not just in a gross general way, but intricately and precisely,” the term Tomp-
kins used to describe sentimental religiosity, “evangelical,” was both gross and 
general.71 The religious-historical assumptions that undergirded the Douglas-
Tompkins debate were thus never up for debate at all. Both The Feminization 
of  American Culture and Sensational Designs used a twentieth-century model of  
evangelical religion to frame their claims about the nineteenth century: that 
Christian evangelicalism was the religious ground of  nineteenth-century sen-
timental fiction, that evangelical religiosity was marked by emotional excess 
rather than theological precision, and that this excessive evangelical emotion 
was filtered into the culture through the medium of  women’s crying bodies.

Douglas’s and Tompkins’s formulations of  sentimental power offered a nec-
essary corrective to generations of  literary criticism and religious history that 
had first aligned the entire intellectual life of  the antebellum United States with 
Calvinist theological discourse and then (because women could neither attend 
universities nor become ordained ministers) assumed that women’s influence 
on nineteenth-century intellectual culture was negligible. But Douglas and 
Tompkins did not respond by looking for signs of  women writers’ intellec-
tual engagement with theological questions; instead, they located women’s 
cultural and religious agency in their feeling bodies rather than in their think-
ing minds. The ahistorical importation of  the term evangelical thus helped to 
undergird a frustrating and persistent critical and historiographic binary: the 
assumption that women experience religion emotionally while men experi-
ence it intellectually. This binary can be traced through the persistent use of  
the ostensibly oppositional terms evangelical and Calvinist. In Feminization, 
Douglas accused sentimental authors of  using their “evangelical” writing to 
introduce “formerly denounced heresy” into a society previously grounded 
in a virile Calvinist orthodoxy.72 Tompkins implicitly maintained the dichot-
omy: when discussing works by Herman Melville and Charles Brockden 
Brown, Sensational Designs identifies these authors and their writing as “Cal-
vinist”; when analyzing Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850) and Har-
riet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)—the blockbusters of  the “other 
American Renaissance”—it labels these works “evangelical.” In both The Fem-
inization of  American Culture and Sensational Designs, male authors have think-
ing, Calvinist minds while female authors have feeling, evangelical bodies. The 
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stubborn persistence of  this critical binary has often made it difficult to rec-
ognize the theological investments of  women’s writing, including those I trace 
in this book.73

Recent scholarship on women’s writing generally and sentimentalism in 
particular has begun to redress the religious-historical problems that attended 
the Douglas-Tompkins debate. This work includes Abram Van Engen’s exca-
vations of  sympathy in Puritan (Old and New) England; Dawn Coleman’s dis-
cussions of  homiletic form in the writing of  Harriet Beecher Stowe (and of  
the crucial influence of  Protestant preaching on antebellum literature more 
generally); Susanna Compton Underland’s scholarship on the intersection of  
secularism and domesticity from the early national period to the Civil War; 
Kevin Pelletier’s discovery that apocalyptic eschatology fueled nineteenth-
century sentimentalism among authors and activists both black and white; 
Tracy Fessenden’s work on the intersections of  secularism, feminism, and im-
perialism in the nineteenth century and today; Molly Robey’s research on 
women writers’ literary depictions of  the Holy Land; Ashley Barnes’s work 
on sacramental reading in novels by Harriet Beecher Stowe and Elizabeth Stu-
art Phelps; Randi Tanglen’s studies of  the intersections of  race, class, and re-
ligion among women authors across a range of  denominations; Claudia 
Stokes’s extensive exposition of  the theology of  sentimentalism in The Altar 
at Home and her subsequent work on religion and disability in The Lamplighter; 
and the essential essays collected in Mary McCartin Wearn’s Nineteenth-Century 
American Women Write Religion: Lived Theologies and Literature. These and other 
works of  literary history and criticism have offered detailed examinations of  
women’s religious writing that take into account both the enormous sectar-
ian diversity of  the antebellum United States and the myriad ways that women 
experience religion: intellectually and emotionally, individually and commu-
nally, publicly and privately.74

More work needs to be done, however, if  we are to understand the nature 
of  women’s religious agency in the nineteenth century and in our own time. 
It is crucial to accurately apprehend the religious-historical and theological 
commitments of  woman’s fiction and of  sentimental writing more generally 
because these novels’ depictions of  female agency are inseparable from their 
conceptions of  divine power. Critics of  sentimental fiction have often read sen-
timental religiosity as a cunning strategy for accruing worldly power; as 
Tracy Fessenden has noted, the religiosity on display in sentimental fiction has 
frequently been approached not for its own sake but as “simply the cultural 
camouflage under which female power moves into public discourse.”75 This 
critical preoccupation with power—usually conceived solely as a question of  
a text’s “politics”—limits discussions of  sentimental fiction to analyses of  
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whether these power plays worked and, if  they did, whether their cultural con-
sequences were positive or negative according to the critic’s own lights. 
Hence the reductiveness of  the Douglas-Tompkins debate: women’s power bad 
vs. women’s power good, with religion considered primarily as a metonym for 
power.

The models of  religious agency offered by woman’s fiction and the senti-
mental novel have been difficult to apprehend because they do not always con-
form to the “progressive-secular imaginary”—the Western feminist narrative 
that assumes that women’s flourishing requires their emancipation from reli-
gious adherence. This narrative rests on a foundation of  presentist and secu-
larist arrogance, “a deep self-assurance . . . ​that the life forms [secularization] 
offers are the best way out for . . . ​unenlightened souls, mired as they are in 
the spectral hopes that gods and prophets hold out to them.”76 Under these 
terms, in which religion can function only as a delusion from which the sub-
jects of  critical discourse must be freed, it is difficult for scholars to recognize 
and acknowledge forms of  agency enabled by religious belief  and practice.

The progressive-secular imaginary thus hampers serious critique of  
nineteenth-century women writers: religious women authors of  the nine-
teenth century take on the anthropological role of  Other in the writings of  
some twenty-first-century critics, their religion representing a primitive resi-
due of  nineteenth-century culture to be left behind on the journey toward fem-
inist enlightenment. But as the anthropologist and legal theorist Leti Volpp 
notes, when “culture and feminism are believed to be opponents in a zero-sum 
game, women will be presumed to be emancipated when they have abandoned 
their cultures.”77 Since the authors of  nineteenth-century sentimental fiction, 
now long since dead, can no longer abandon their religious cultures but have 
left evidence of  them in their novels, critics have too often done the abandon-
ing for them, writing around the question of  religion or assuming that it ex-
ists only to mask other concerns—gender, race, class—more interesting to 
latter-day scholars.

Paradoxically, the persistence of  the progressive-secular imaginary has made 
it easiest to identify female power in sentimental texts that embrace religious 
beliefs that seem especially foreign to a secularized critical stance, like the strict 
Calvinism of  Susan Warner. Often the perceived strangeness of  the texts’ re-
ligiosity makes it easier to dismiss that religiosity as a cultural accretion. If  
women like Susan Warner and her protagonist Ellen Montgomery are able to 
wield agency and develop subjectivity (as critics of  the sentimental novel in-
sist, quite correctly, that they do) even while embracing a religion that osten-
sibly demonizes individual self-determination, that religion must not be 
effective and can be dismissed as an historical artifact with little bearing on the 
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“real” problem of  power. Baffled by the possibility that female agency might 
be exercised through religious adherence rather than in spite of  it, critics have 
sought ways to write around women’s religion rather than about it. Thus, even 
those critical formulations of  sentimental power that have claimed to treat the 
religiosity of  nineteenth-century women’s literature with respect have often 
furthered secularized critical narratives that dismiss religion from serious 
discussion.

Novels like Evans’s Beulah fit uneasily into this secularized understanding 
of  women’s social and political power because the model of  religious agency 
that they offer aligns with liberal assumptions about autonomy and self-
determination while simultaneously rejecting an attendant narrative of  per-
sonal or communal secularization. Beulah short-circuits the progressive-secular 
narrative that celebrates the supposedly inevitable—but contested and ideo-
logically naturalized—conjunction between secularization and women’s intel-
lectual and social liberation. Beulah Benton’s quest for scientific and 
philosophical knowledge leads her toward rather than away from religious de-
votion, and her religious beliefs, in turn, bolster rather than undermine her 
feminist agency. She finds in her Arminian Christianity a warrant for state-
ments like this one, which she makes to her friend Clara:

You are opening your lips to repeat that senseless simile of  [male] oaks 
and [female] vines; I don’t want to hear it; there are no creeping tenden-
cies about me. You can wind, and lean, and hang on somebody else if  
you like; but I feel more like one of  those old pine trees yonder. I can 
stand up. Very slim, if  you will, but straight and high. Stand by myself; 
battle with wind and rain and tempest roar; be swayed and bent, per-
haps, in the storm, but stand unaided, nevertheless. I feel humbled when 
I hear a woman bemoaning the weakness of  her sex, instead of  show-
ing that she has a soul and mind of  her own inferior to none. (116)

Because the progressive-secular imaginary assumes that feminist enlighten-
ment and religious adherence are incompatible, critics of  nineteenth-century 
woman’s fiction have found no place in their narratives for a text like Beulah 
that combines fierce religiosity with feminist sentiment. Evans has been over-
looked, in part, because her religious feminism is unrecognizable according 
to a progressive-secular narrative that assumes that women can achieve agency 
only by rejecting religion.

To take women’s religious adherence seriously is not the same as uncriti-
cally celebrating it. We should not simply replace one critical monolith with 
another: women’s power good with women’s religious agency good. Evans was un-
apologetically proslavery and pro-secession; she maintained friendships with 
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prominent southern politicians and military leaders, including P. G. T. Beau-
regard and J. L. M. Curry, and during the Civil War her novel Macaria, or Al-
tars of  Sacrifice became a best-selling work of  Southern apologetics. In Beulah, 
Beulah Benton’s ostentatious performances of  theological and philosophical 
learning are intended, in part, to display her intellectual immunity to the “su-
perstitious” beliefs and behaviors of  the novel’s black characters, particularly 
Guy Hartwell’s enslaved housekeeper, Harriet, whose folk wisdom Beulah re-
peatedly rejects. Evans’s Arminian Christianity is a crucial component of  her 
white feminism, and ignoring it means missing an opportunity to explore how 
white women’s religious agency has often functioned to bolster white su-
premacy.

Recognizing entanglements between theology and politics in the nineteenth 
century can, in turn, make us better and more astute observers of  our own 
time. It is easy to see in Beulah Benton the precursor of  wealthy suburbanites 
who attend televised megachurches and vote for conservative political candi-
dates. If  Beulah Benton’s God is the God of  white slaveowners, women—and 
indeed, everyone—would be better off  without him. But the skepticism and 
secularization celebrated by proponents of  the progressive-secular imaginary 
also forms a key component of  what Sara Farris calls “femonationalism.” Fem-
onationalism is the political-military-religious alliance that justifies Western 
imperialism by insisting that the true aim of  the United States’ global military 
conquests is the liberation of  women—particularly Muslim women—from 
their self-evidently oppressive religions.78

Under femonationalism, religious and nonreligious ideologies conspire to 
become complementary tools of  patriarchy and empire. Femonationalism ob-
jectifies nonwhite women (both within and outside the United States) by re-
fusing to recognize their religious beliefs and practices as evidence of  agency 
and as crucial and consequential aspects of  their identities. This refusal can 
be justified in the name of  either religion (usually a Protestant Christianity 
ostensibly cleansed of  its patriarchal elements) or skepticism (there is a rea-
son that the New Atheists almost uniformly embrace a rabid anti-Muslim 
ideology).79 Combating femonationalism requires, at minimum, that we 
acknowledge women as conscious agents capable of  making their own choices 
about their religious and political lives. We must take women’s religious agency 
seriously, in other words, precisely because that agency is multivalent and has 
sometimes unpredictable effects.

Attending to the wide array of  religious positions on display in women’s 
writing helps to complicate critical narratives that presume that for women 
to exercise agency, they must resist repressive religion in favor of  an ostensi-
bly liberating skepticism. What woman’s fiction, in all its doctrinal diversity, 
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demonstrates is that women authors engaged deeply with nineteenth-century 
theological questions—that they approached religion both intellectually and 
emotionally rather than eschewing one approach in favor of  another. Just as 
importantly, recognizing the theological arguments at work in woman’s fic-
tion helps us to see that women’s agency is not an either-or proposition, even 
and perhaps especially when that agency grows out of  religious principles. If  
critics are to continue to assert the important role of  nineteenth-century 
women authors in literary history and to understand the complex models of  
agency at work in their texts, we must adjust our approach to these texts to 
include all possible avenues to female agency, religious and nonreligious.
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Chapter 3

“I Have Sinned against God and Myself ”
Bearing Witness to Enslaved Women’s Agency  
in Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl

As every reader of  sentimental literature knows, 
deathbed scenes are crucial to the form, as they provide narrative circum-
stances for enacting the mode’s affective purposes. As a novel’s characters 
gather around the deathbed of  a beloved mother, friend, sister, or child, they 
form a tableau vivant that emblematizes the sympathetic relations binding 
born and created families together. In woman’s fiction, the deathbed scene is 
also a crucial indicator of  a novel’s theological positioning; it provides a cen-
tral character with a final opportunity to engage in an act of  doctrinal agency. 
When The Wide, Wide World’s Calvinist Alice Humphreys declares herself  
“ ‘perfectly happy’ ” before surrendering the “will and the power that had sus-
tained [her]” and succumbing to death, she makes a final gesture of  renuncia-
tion that crowns a lifetime spent suppressing self-will and acting in accordance 
with her divine election.1 When Beulah’s skeptical Cornelia Graham insists in 
her final moments that she “ ‘do[esn’t] want to believe’ ” in Christ’s resurrec-
tion (or her own), she is exercising the Arminian option to “chuse or to re-
fuse” salvation.2

Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl, like these and other sen-
timental novels, includes a number of  deathbed scenes. In one that appears 
early in the text, two adult women hover by the bedside of  a dying girl to hear 
her final words. The girl is not surrounded by loving friends; nor is she dying 
peacefully of  consumption. Instead she is in agony and, like the protagonist 
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of  many a seduction novel, is dying from the effects of  childbirth. Because she 
has mothered “a child nearly white,” her mistress stands over her, cursing her 
for the supposed seduction of  her husband. “ ‘You suffer, do you?’ ” the mis-
tress demands sadistically. “ ‘I am glad of  it. You deserve it all, and more too.’ ” 
When the girl’s mother predicts that the fading girl will soon follow her dead 
child to heaven, the mistress pronounces that “ ‘there is no such place for the 
like of  her and her bastard’ ” (16).3

This scene sets up in five paragraphs the legal and moral impasse at the 
heart of  Incidents, which thematizes the contradictory standards to which en-
slaved women were held: a Christian moral law that judged women accord-
ing to their sexual purity—their ability to resist seduction—and the slave laws 
that defined any act of  resistance as insubordination or crime.4 Mangled in the 
gears of  these interlocking systems, the dying girl, like her white “sisters” in 
sentimental fiction, makes a final assertion of  religious faith: she appeals di-
rectly to a higher power. “ ‘Don’t grieve so, mother,’ ” she says to the weeping 
woman at her side; “ ‘God knows all about it; and HE will have mercy upon 
me’ ” (16). In the presence of  the white mistress who condemns her, and in 
the absence of  the white master who raped her, the girl does not plead inno-
cence or beg forgiveness; to do so would be to accept the mistress’s—or the 
law’s—right to pass judgment. Instead, the unnamed girl rhetorically circum-
vents both of  these standards—legal and moral—by insisting that her inno-
cence or guilt can be adjudicated by no one but God himself.

While the girl’s final words betray no particular doctrinal commitment—
Jacobs does not even name her, much less reveal a denominational affiliation—
her statement is a very clear declaration of  theodicy: an assertion about the 
nature of  divine justice and the meaning of  evil and human suffering. Indeed, 
the scene stages a contest of  interpretation in which, in Jacobs’s telling, the 
dying black girl has the final word. For the white mistress, the girl’s suffering 
is evidence of  God’s righteous anger: she suffers because this is the deserved 
punishment for the sin of  “seducing” her master. In contrast to this cruel and 
punishing deity, the girl invokes a God who sees and knows and who judges 
with compassion rather than condemnation. Aware that she suffers not as the 
result of  her own sin but of  her master’s, the girl declares that she is known 
to God and that he will treat her mercifully. The unnamed girl’s last agentive 
act on earth is not to proclaim her innocence but to invite divine judgment 
for her deeds.5

This scene appears early in Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl, and it intro-
duces the book’s primary motifs: the ubiquity and sadistic variety of  sexual 
crimes against enslaved women and the hypocrisy of  a “benevolent” and 
“Christian” slave system designed to shield the perpetrators of  those crimes 
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while punishing and shaming their victims. But the scene also presents the pri-
mary theological argument of  Incidents: that the “sins” of  enslaved women 
cannot be judged by their corrupt enslavers or those enslavers’ “virtuous” wives 
and instead can and will be judged by no one but God himself. Inserted into 
the story at a point where the narrating Linda Brent is still a child, the scene 
foreshadows the fate that Linda herself  will narrowly avoid by entering into a 
relationship with a white man who is unmarried (and thus has no wife to ac-
cuse her) and not her master. The confession of  this crime—the sin of  allow-
ing herself  to be “seduced” by Mr. Sands—provides both the narrative impetus 
for the writing of  Incidents and the spiritual warrant for Jacobs’s antislavery 
appeal. Like the dying girl’s final words, “God knows all about it,” Incidents is 
a confession that doubles as a claim to cosmic recognition. But unlike the ill-
fated and unnamed girl, whose confession is also her last testimonial act on 
earth, the death of  Jacobs’s sexual virtue enables the resurrection of  her nar-
rative voice. Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl takes the form of  a spiritual au-
tobiography in which Jacobs’s confession of  her sexual sin is not the end of  
her religious authority but the necessary precondition for it.

Much of  the critical literature devoted to Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl 
has explored its generic hybridity and traced its narrative relations. The text’s 
most obvious frame is the escaped-slave narrative, which by 1861 was a firmly 
established but male-dominated genre. As critics have noted, Incidents is for-
mally distinct from most male slave narratives, as Linda’s escape is long and 
protracted, more a string of  varied imprisonments than a clean break with slav-
ery.6 Even at the end of  the story, after her legal manumission, Linda declares 
herself  not completely free but only more free: “as free from the power of  
slaveholders as are the white people of  the north,” which, because of  the Fed-
eral Fugitive Slave Law, is “not saying a great deal” (225). Like William Wells 
Brown’s Clotel, Incidents also follows a pattern similar to woman’s fiction: it 
traces Linda’s development from a sheltered child to a mature woman as she 
encounters trials and difficulties, experiences physical and spiritual growth, and 
is shuffled from one “home” to another. That Linda self-consciously ends her 
story “with freedom; not in the usual way, with marriage” suggests that Ja-
cobs intentionally invoked this popular genre and deliberately deviated from 
its narrative line (224).7 With its appeals to readers’ pity and compassion, Inci-
dents is also clearly in conversation with the larger sentimental mode to which 
woman’s fiction belongs. But that conversation is often staged as argument or 
ironic commentary: as narrator, Linda Brent frequently denies the sympathetic 
identification on which sentimentalism depends, admonishing her readers, for 
instance, that “if  you have never been a slave, you cannot imagine the acute 
sensation of  suffering” occasioned by the potential loss of  her children (219). 
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Finally, as Saidiya Hartman has thoroughly demonstrated, Incidents must also 
be read in the tradition of  the seduction novel, a genre that policed women’s 
potential emergence as liberal individuals by reinforcing their status as sexual 
property.

Surprisingly, however, critics have rarely situated Incidents in relation to what 
would seem the obvious generic tradition of  the spiritual autobiography. As 
William Andrews and others have shown, the earliest examples of  black auto-
biography took the form of  spiritual narratives, closely following the existing 
conventions of  conversion and captivity tales; when James Gronniosaw (1770), 
John Marrant (1785), and George White (1810) published their life stories, they 
adopted these familiar popular genres, and the escaped-slave narratives of  the 
antebellum period, even when less explicitly devout, maintained the “perva-
sive use of  journey or quest motifs that symbolize[d] multiple layers of  spiri-
tual evolution.”8 Despite this well-established history, studies of  Jacobs’s slave 
narrative have tended either to downplay the text’s spiritual elements or to di-
vorce them from its political aspirations as a work of  antislavery writing.9 
Margaret Lindgren, following Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, has suggested that 
when writing their autobiographies, the “political/cultural realities which 
dominated the lives of  Black women denied them the ‘luxury’ of  confessional 
or spiritual motives.”10 In these readings, “politics” is essential and “spiritual-
ity” is a luxury, a secularized framing that anachronistically puts asunder what, 
for many nineteenth-century African Americans, God had joined together. 
Studies of  Incidents that do examine the text’s religious rhetoric have often fo-
cused on the disciplinary force imposed by nineteenth-century Protestant-
ism’s cult of  female sexual purity. Nell Irvin Painter laments the effect that 
Molly Horniblow’s “attachment to the feminine ideal of  chastity” had on Ja-
cobs’s “emotional life,” and Ann Taves, noting Jacobs’s adherence to a Chris-
tian standard that equated “sexual purity and spirituality,” asserts that in the 
conflict with Dr. Flint, Jacobs’s “ideas about purity allowed [Linda] to fight, 
but they did not allow her to win.”11 These readings apprehend Jacobs’s (and 
Linda’s) attachment to Christian moral standards primarily as oppression—as 
another form of  enslavement, one that Jacobs apparently never managed to 
escape.

Many readings of  Incidents, in other words, frame Linda Brent’s religious 
and moral commitments as constraints on her agency because they seem to 
prevent her from achieving full autonomy. But as Saidiya Hartman has defini-
tively demonstrated, the agency of  enslaved persons cannot be discussed in 
terms of  autonomy and self-determination—the concepts with which agency 
is usually conflated. “The notion of  the autonomous self  endowed with free 
will is inadequate and, more important, inappropriate to thinking through the 
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issue of  slave agency,” Hartman asserts, since “the self-possessed subject with 
his inalienable attributes is quite unthinkable or unimaginable in this case.” 
Because slave agency could exist only under conditions of  coercion and legal 
nonpersonhood, historians and critics seeking evidence of  slave agency must 
“endeavor to scrutinize and investigate the forms, dispositions, and constraints 
of  action and the disfigured and liminal status of  the agents of  such acts.”12 
Acknowledging the agency of  the enslaved in no way mitigates the guilt of  
the slaveowner or the evil of  slavery, but it can assist us in recognizing the hu-
manity of  the enslaved. Reading Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl as a spiritual 
autobiography reveals the disfigured, liminal, but no less real ways Jacobs en-
visioned and enacted her own agency and that of  her protagonist, Linda Brent.

This agency took shape according to the terms offered by a black Christian 
autobiographical tradition that Jacobs inherited, adapted, and integrated with 
the white sentimental mode to which her northern readers were accustomed. 
Adopting a form that undergirded spiritual autobiographies by the nineteenth-
century black women preachers Jarena Lee and Sojourner Truth but also the 
black revolutionary Nat Turner, Jacobs relates the “incidents” of  Linda’s life 
according to a Christian narrative pattern of  sin, confession, and redemption 
that positions Linda’s sin as the necessary precursor to both her spiritual sal-
vation and Jacobs’s own literary authority. By presenting her narrative as a spir-
itual autobiography, Jacobs is able to confess her sexual sin to her audience 
while maintaining her singular narrative voice and developing a unique hor-
tatory style—something impossible for the sentimental heroines to whom 
Linda Brent has most often been compared. In a political, legal, and moral sys-
tem in which enslaved women’s agency was assumed to be nonexistent or 
was acknowledged only when it appeared in the form of  sexual “crime,” Har-
riet Jacobs found a small but no less real space for religious agency and liter-
ary authority—a loophole—by confessing her sexual sin and making a direct 
appeal to divine judgment. That appeal, in turn, became the ground on which 
the redeemed Linda Brent could stand and exhort the women of  the United 
States, black and white, to work for the abolition of  slavery.

Confronting “the Demon Slavery”:  
Incidents as Spiritual Autobiography
When Linda Brent decides, after months of  persecution by her lecherous mas-
ter, Dr.  Flint, to engage in an affair with another white man in her North 
Carolina town, she frames this decision as a suicide. Learning that Dr. Flint is 
building “a small house . . . ​in a secluded place, four miles away from the 
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town,” in which he plans to “make a lady of ” her, Linda vows to “do any thing, 
every thing, for the sake of  defeating him” (59). Imagining her existence as 
Flint’s concubine as a kind of  “living death,” Linda chooses a different kind 
of  death instead: like Clotel Jefferson throwing herself  from the Long Bridge 
in Washington, DC, Linda becomes “reckless in [her] despair” and makes “a 
plunge into the abyss” (60, 59). Detailing the impossible choice offered to her—
be raped by Dr. Flint or “give [her]self ” to Mr. Sands—Linda reiterates the fig-
ure of  flight through suicide: “Seeing no other way of  escaping the doom I so 
much dreaded, I made a headlong plunge” (61). She describes this decision in 
terms of  the sense of  temporal—and temporary—power that it afforded her: 
“It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to submit to compulsion. There 
is something akin to freedom in having a lover who has no control over you, 
except that which he gains by kindness and attachment” (61).

Jean Fagan Yellin has suggested that by engaging in an affair with a white 
man who was not her master, Jacobs “abandoned her attempt to avoid sexual 
involvements in an effort to assert her autonomy as a human being.”13 “Au-
tonomy,” as Geoff Hamilton discusses, is best translated as “self-law” (and not 
simply as “individualism”): the ability to rule oneself  rather than be ruled by 
others.14 But complete autonomy was not possible for Jacobs, or indeed for 
almost any nineteenth-century woman, and Linda quickly learns that she can-
not achieve “self-law” by transgressing the legal codes that define her entirely 
by her reproductive value to Dr. Flint. In the event, Linda’s sexual transgres-
sion defines more precisely her lack of  power under slave law; it “intensifies 
the constraints of  slavery and reinscribes her status as property . . . ​at the very 
moment in which she tries to undo and transform her status.”15 Learning of  
Linda’s pregnancy, Dr. Flint, rather than selling her or her (yet unborn) child 
to her lover as she had hoped, reiterates his claim to her: “ ‘You are my slave, 
and shall always be my slave. I will never sell you, that you may depend upon’ ” 
(67). What Linda finds in her affair with Mr. Sands is “something akin to free-
dom” but not freedom itself.

What Linda’s sexual transgression does allow her to do is define her actions 
according to a different moral code than that set forth by Dr. Flint. Though 
Flint continues to claim legal ownership of  Linda’s body and of  her future 
children, he cannot lay claim to her soul. When Flint accuses Linda of  being 
“criminal towards” him, Linda’s rejoinder is that “I have sinned against God 
and myself  . . . ​but not against you” (65). For Linda, submitting to a Christian 
sexual standard rather than to slave law allows her to choose whom she will 
sin against, if  not whom she will serve.16 If, as Saidiya Hartman has shown, 
any display of  independent will on the part of  the slave represented transgres-
sion under slave codes that defined slaves as entirely subject to masters, then 
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choosing the authority against whom one would transgress was itself  an act 
of  agency. Antebellum slave codes insisted that enslaved persons “[could] not 
be governed by the same common system of  laws” as free persons, “so differ
ent [were] their positions, rights, and duties.”17 Linda insists on being judged 
by a Christian moral standard rather than the standards set by slave law because 
only under God’s law can she be understood to have any moral agency at all.

In writing and publishing Incidents, Jacobs grounded Linda Brent’s right to 
speak on the fact of  this sexual fall—and of  her resurrection from it. This seem-
ingly paradoxical agentive configuration accords with both the convoluted 
legal, social, and moral restrictions surrounding chattel slavery and the cor-
respondingly complex formal and narrative conventions of  Jacobs’s text, in 
which the most obvious place (Aunt Marthy’s house) is the most hidden and 
the most public place (the town of  Edenton) is the most protected. The shape 
of  Linda’s story becomes more legible when we read Incidents in the light of  
another generic tradition of  which Jacobs would likely have been aware: black 
women’s spiritual autobiographies. Reading Incidents as a spiritual autobiog-
raphy helps to clarify how Linda’s sexual sin, rather than robbing her of  agency, 
becomes the ground on which she bases her right to speak.

In the spiritual autobiography tradition to which Incidents rightly belongs, 
conviction and confession of  sin are the first steps in a spiritual journey toward 
redemption, conversion, testimony, and, in some cases, exhortation. The spir-
itual autobiography was a ubiquitous form in America from the seventeenth 
through the nineteenth centuries, and its roots can be traced to the writings 
of  St. Augustine and, even further, to the apostle Paul, whose conversion on 
the road to Damascus set the pattern for the spiritual narrative’s tale of  con-
viction, conversion, and public witness.18 The spiritual autobiography was 
“highly formulaic, composed according to the requirements of  a strictly de-
fined convention.”19 Whether narrated by a colonial Congregationalist, an 
eighteenth-century Quaker, or an antebellum Methodist, the spiritual narra-
tive was likely to follow a conventional pattern: the speaker would describe a 
childhood full of  “thoughtlessness, frivolity, or willfullness” meant to “signify 
an early state of  spiritual lostness and hopelessness” but also marked by “pro-
found religious impressions.” After encountering some form of  Christian 
preaching or proselytizing, the speaker would become convinced of  his or her 
sinful nature and experience “distress, guilt, and anxiety about their spiritual 
welfare.” This “sense of  guilt and occasionally paralyzing anxiety trouble[d] 
the prospective Christian” until he or she experienced, usually as a teenager 
or young adult, a realizing sense of  God’s grace: the certainty that his or her 
sins had been forgiven through Christ’s atoning death on the cross.20 For the 
Protestant Christian, this event marked the moment of  conversion, though 
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not necessarily the end of  doubt or striving.21 Many speakers recounted expe-
riencing “period[s] when delight and assurance yielded to doubt, as converts 
discovered that some of  the old ‘corruption’ persisted in their hearts”; these 
times of  doubt would often alternate with “period[s] of  renewed consecra-
tion, accompanied by a return of  peace and joy.” Spiritual narratives often con-
cluded by offering justifications for their own existence: the convert, having 
reached a place of  spiritual assurance, felt called to share his or her experience 
with others and to give “an account of  the ‘fruits’ of  the experience—usually 
zealous conduct of  evangelical activity.”22 More even than conversion itself, 
this call to share with others a common experience of  spiritual change and 
growth provided a warrant for the work of  self-definition and self-expression 
enacted in the spiritual autobiography.

This narrative pattern can be found in the spiritual autobiographies of  Jar-
ena Lee and Sojourner Truth, antebellum African American women exhort-
ers whose narratives Jacobs may have encountered during the year when she 
attended to the daily operations of  the Rochester Anti-Slavery Office and Read-
ing Room.23 Lee’s Life and Religious Experience of  Jarena Lee (1836) describes 
the author’s early conversion to Christianity, her experience of  sanctification, 
and her call to become a Christian exhorter. Despite being born to parents who 
were “wholly ignorant of  the knowledge of  God,” in early life “the spirit of  
God moved in power through [her] conscience, and told [her she] was a 
wretched sinner” (27).24 Lee received further conviction of  sin while listening 
to the preaching of  a Presbyterian missionary. After four years of  anxiety about 
the state of  her soul, Lee was “gloriously converted to God” during a Meth-
odist service led by the African American preacher Richard Allen, the first 
bishop of  the African Methodist Episcopal Church (29). Crying to God for for-
giveness, Lee felt “as if  a garment, which had entirely enveloped my whole 
person, even to my fingers ends, split at the crown of  my head, and was stripped 
away from me, passing like a shadow, from my sight—when the glory of  God 
seemed to cover me in its stead” (29). Released from the “shadow” of  her sins, 
Lee went on to achieve sanctification, an experience described by John Wes-
ley in which the believer “gradually dies to sin, and grows in grace.”25 In her 
narrative, Lee’s experience of  sanctification secures her place in a Christian 
history stretching all the way back to the early apostles: “So great was the joy, 
that it is past description. There is no language that can describe it, except that 
which was heard by St. Paul, when he was caught up to the third heaven, and 
heard words which it was not lawful to utter” (34). After receiving assurance 
of  her salvation and sanctification, Lee found herself  called to preach the gos-
pel and spent much of  her life as a traveling exhorter.
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The Narrative of  Sojourner Truth, though longer than Lee’s narrative and con-
taining more personal details, conforms to a similar pattern. It is difficult to 
know how much of  the shape of  Truth’s narrative originated with Sojourner 
herself  and how much was imposed by her amanuensis and editor Olive Gil-
bert, but Truth, too, depicts herself  as a rebellious young person given to early 
religious impressions and an increasing awareness of  her own sinfulness. As a 
child the young Isabella Baumfree’s mother tells her of  “a god, who hears and 
sees you” and who “lives in the sky” (17).26 With only this rudimentary reli-
gious education, Isabella “go[es] to God in all her trials, and every affliction,” 
speaking her prayers aloud and asking for whatever she desires (27). After suc-
cessfully suing for the return of  her youngest child, Peter, who was illegally 
sold into slavery in the South, Isabella receives a vision of  God “revealed . . . ​
to her, with all the suddenness of  a flash of  lightning” and, subsequently, a 
vision of  Jesus (65–67). Convinced of  her own “vileness” and shamed by the 
contrast between her sin and “God’s holiness and all-pervading presence” (69), 
Isabella begs for intercession from Jesus and finally receives assurance of  her 
reconciliation to God. Years later, living in New York City, Isabella feels “called 
in spirit to leave it, and to travel east and lecture” and takes the name of  So-
journer, embarking on a career as a traveling exhorter and activist (99).

Jacobs’s narrative of  sin, redemption, and witness follows this narrative 
structure, but the fact of  slavery subverts her spiritual autobiography’s form. 
Whereas Jarena Lee describes a childhood fraught with “distress, guilt, and 
anxiety about [her] spiritual welfare,” Jacobs recalls a bucolic childhood in 
which she was not yet aware of  her slave status and the consequences it would 
have for her life. I was “born a slave,” the narrating Linda asserts as she begins 
her narrative, but “never knew it until six years of  happy childhood had passed 
away” (7). Like Lee and Truth, Linda receives some rudimentary religious 
training, in her case by a kind mistress who teaches her to “read and spell” 
(10), but she also absorbs the “blasphemous doctrine” that, though a slave, she 
is also a human being (12). Whereas Lee was “converted . . . ​in rather spec-
tacular fashion” in adolescence, Jacobs’s teen years bring her to a realizing sense 
of  Dr. Flint’s disgusting desires, and it is to thwart his unholy power over her 
that she engages in an affair with Sands.27 Jacobs’s narrative reaches its spiri-
tual crisis point in a scene in which Aunt Marthy orders Linda out of  her house 
after hearing the confession of  her affair, and it is only after she relents, plac-
ing her hand upon Linda’s head and murmuring, “ ‘Poor child! Poor child!’ ” 
that Linda is able to continue her story (64). To complete her journey to sal-
vation, Linda must flee not only her own sin but Dr. Flint’s—she must escape 
the slaveholding South altogether. After surviving “alternat[ing] patterns of  
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spiritual light and darkness” during her years in hiding, Linda achieves true 
spiritual peace during a trip to England with her first northern employer.28 
There, beyond the reach of  slavery, she “receive[s] strong religious impres-
sions” as grace “enter[s] [her] heart,” and she kneels “at the communion 
table . . . ​in true humility of  soul” (206).

To do justice to the purpose of  Incidents as both spiritual autobiography 
and antislavery polemic, Jacobs must be explicit about the nature of  her sin. 
In most spiritual autobiographies, the exact nature of  the convert’s sin is un-
clear; to describe one’s sins in too much detail would corrupt listeners and sur-
render narrative space to the works of  Satan. Jarena Lee describes her 
transgressions in conventional terms, without dwelling on their particularities: 
she told a lie as a child; she was tempted to destroy herself; she was, in the 
words of  a hymn she quotes, generally “vile, conceived in sin / Born unholy 
and unclean” (27). The details of  her sin are irrelevant because the telos of  
her narrative is her conversion and calling to an itinerant ministry; the only 
fact readers need to know about her sins is that they have been washed clean. 
Jacobs, because she is writing a spiritual autobiography that is also an exposé 
of  slavery, indicates the precise nature of  her sin: driven to despair by the per-
secutions of  her master, she had sexual relations and bore children with a man 
who was not her husband. “I was struggling alone in the powerful grasp of  
the demon Slavery,” Jacobs writes, couching her battle with Flint in the lan-
guage of  cosmic struggle, “and the monster proved too strong for me. I felt as 
if  I was forsaken by God and man; as if  all my efforts must be frustrated; and 
I became reckless in my despair” (60). Because the conviction and confession 
of  sin is always the first event in a spiritual testimony, Jacobs’s confession lays 
the groundwork for the remainder of  her story, in which she will assume a 
hortatory voice similar to that of  Jarena Lee and other itinerant preachers. But 
because she will exhort her readers to join the abolitionist cause, she must first 
expose the enabling and perpetuating condition of  slavery: the sexual exploi-
tation of  female slaves.

The presence of  “the demon Slavery” also marks the relationship between 
Incidents as spiritual narrative and as antislavery text. The devil was a primary 
and very real character in the black spiritual autobiography tradition, whose 
practitioners were apt to employ “biblical tropes . . . ​literally rather than meta
phorically.”29 Lee describes hearing the devil’s voice in her ear and even see-
ing him crouched in her room “in the form of  a monstrous dog” (30). When 
she is called to preach the gospel, the devil attempts to undermine her voca-
tion by convincing her that she is too bad to be saved—so sinful that even God’s 
grace cannot redeem her. Even after her conversion, Satan continues to tor-
ment her: when she prays for sanctification, the devil’s voice audibly replies, 
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“ ‘No, it is too great a work to be done’ ” (34). In Lee’s and other black spiritual 
autobiographies, Satan is the cosmic antagonist who uses spiritual, psychologi-
cal, and sometimes material means to prevent the would-be Christian from 
fulfilling his or her spiritual and temporal mission.

Dr. Flint’s machinations against Linda and her family mark him as the dev
il’s earthly avatar, determined to prevent Linda from maintaining her virtue 
and, later, from escaping his domain. He seems omnipresent, meeting Linda 
“at every turn” and seeming to appear out of  nowhere (31). He invades her 
thoughts, “whisper[ing] foul words in [her] ear” in an effort to “corrupt the 
pure principles [her] grandmother had instilled” (30). When she refuses to ac-
cept his notes, he insists on reading them aloud, requiring Linda “to stand 
and listen to such language” (35). His “dark shadow . . . ​follows her to even 
her most private of  moments” and “achieves a kind of  omnipresence by in-
vading [her] psychological world”; he seems to “multiply his presence expo-
nentially, even when he might be physically absent.”30 Flint’s diabolical actions 
drive Linda into the arms of  Mr. Sands, an event that affirms his infernal char-
acter since the devil’s role in the cosmic play is to tempt human beings to sin 
and then curse them with despair at the thought that their sins are unforgiv-
able.31 After confessing her affair with Mr. Sands to her grandmother, Linda, 
like Jarena Lee, contemplates her fallen nature and considers destroying her-
self: she “pray[s] to die; but the prayer [is] not answered” (63). “Truly,” Linda 
assures her readers, “Satan had no difficulty in distinguishing the color of  
[Dr. Flint’s] soul!” (38).

It is tempting to read Dr. Flint’s diabolical nature as metaphorical, especially 
given his infernal pseudonym; James Norcom was, of  course, a historical per-
son with total legal power over Harriet Jacobs and her children. But as histo-
rians have detailed, slavery itself  functioned as not only a legal system but also 
a theological one, insofar as slaveholders could claim complete temporal and 
spiritual authority over their chattel. In the early centuries of  the slave trade, 
the Christianization of  “heathen” races by means of  their enslavement was 
seen by many religious leaders as the providential purpose of  colonization, 
and the laws that detached slave status from baptism in early Virginia protected 
slaveholders’ right to own human chattel while promoting the “propagation 
of  christianity by permitting children, though slaves, . . . ​to be admitted to that 
sacrament.”32 Because he controlled both the daily lives of  his slaves and their 
access to spiritual goods, the slaveholder’s total and unquestionable power ap-
proached that of  an omnipotent deity.33

Given slaveholders’ aspirations to godlike status, a crucial part of  Linda’s 
personal and theological challenge to Dr. Flint is her refusal to address him as 
the god he claims to be. “ ‘If  you deceive me,’ ” Flint threatens, “ ‘you shall feel 



100 	C hapter 3

the fires of  hell’ ” (65). But while describing him as practically omnipresent, 
Linda attributes Flint’s powers not to his divine nature but to his diabolical 
one: his “restless, craving, vicious nature rove[s] about day and night, seeking 
whom to devour” (20).34 Just as a personal devil was a very real source of  tor-
ment and temptation to Jarena Lee and Sojourner Truth, Linda Brent is stalked 
by a demonic presence whose danger to her is only heightened by the tempo-
ral authority he also wields.

To defy the theological and temporal power of  the slaveholder-god, aboli-
tionists invoked the doctrine of  Christian universalism, a staple of  Christian 
theology from the earliest years of  the church. Christian universalism asserts 
that all human beings, regardless of  nation or race, are children of  God and 
eligible for salvation. It is grounded in three crucial verses from the New Tes-
tament and linked to the great commission, Christ’s instruction to his disci-
ples in Matthew 28:19: “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of  the Father, and of  the Son, and of  the Holy Ghost.”35 From 
the earliest centuries of  Christianity, Christian missionary and conversion ac-
tivities were grounded in “the doctrine that the Crucifixion offered grace to 
all willing to receive it and made all Christian believers equal before God.”36 
The book of  Acts recounts the working out of  the great commission among 
Christ’s apostles as they went forth in the wake of  the resurrection to “teach 
all nations”; early Christians “celebrated the conversion of  Africans as evidence 
for their faith in the spiritual equality of  all human beings”; and medieval Chris-
tian missionaries “honored black converts as living evidence of  the universal-
ity of  their faith.”37 While the late classical and medieval periods were rife with 
prejudice and violence directed at various ethnic and religious groups—
particularly Jews—the official doctrinal position of  the Catholic church re-
mained that all people were eligible for salvation and that sincere conversion 
was always possible.38

The two major theological systems of  the Protestant Reformation, despite 
their deep divisions regarding matters of  soteriology, retained the doctrine of  
Christian universalism. From a Calvinist point of  view, the doctrine of  pre-
destination is perfectly compatible with Christian universalism; though only 
a small number of  the human family might be among the elect, there is noth-
ing in the New Testament to suggest that election entails a racial component. 
Indeed, Paul’s assertion in his letter to the churches in Galatia that “there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male 
nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” suggests that the elect will be 
found among all nations.39 While in practice the elect of  New England were 
most likely to be middle class and of  English descent, in theory “neither slave 
nor free” were excluded from salvation. Arminian free-grace theology is even 
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more amenable to Christian universalism, since according to its proponents, 
Christ’s atonement has been accomplished for all humankind and salvation is 
offered freely to everyone rather than reserved for a select few. Early Method-
ist missionaries to North America often preached indiscriminately to racially 
mixed congregations made up of  young and old, male and female, rich and 
poor, slave and free, and their emphasis on the universal availability of  salva-
tion contributed to the denomination’s explosive growth during and after the 
Second Great Awakening.

According to historians of  race and racism, the invention of  racial catego-
ries that began in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was necessitated in 
part by the persistence of  Christian universalism. To justify slavery and colo-
nialism and to obviate the theological imperative to convert the indigenous 
peoples they encountered, slaveholders, colonial legislatures, and church lead-
ers took a multipronged approach to defusing the doctrine. Theologically, 
they pointed to the curse of  Ham as biblical justification for the enslavement 
of  African peoples. This curse ostensibly exempted the “children of  Canaan” 
(Ham’s son) from the promise of  Christian salvation because they had been 
condemned to be the “servants of  servants.”40 Juridically, defenders of  chattel 
slavery passed slave codes that made slave status dependent on “heathen an-
cestry” as transmitted through the mother.41 Later, the scientific revolution of  
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would give rise to another set of  tools 
for defining Africans and other non-Europeans as fundamentally inferior to 
white Christians: proponents of  race science used dubiously compiled evidence 
of  physical differences to construct a theory of  polygenesis that could under-
mine the biblical assertion of  monogenesis. Only after the ostensible inferior-
ity of  blacks had been theologically, juridically, and scientifically established 
and baptism’s threat to the legality of  slavery had been dismantled were seri-
ous Christian missionary efforts directed to the enslaved peoples of  North 
America.42

Even as these racial discourses were being formulated, however, the doc-
trine of  Christian universalism—with its assertion that all human beings are 
children of  God and therefore eligible to experience salvation—remained a 
powerful theological and political force. The earliest abolitionists, white and 
black, seized on the doctrine as justification for their antislavery efforts and 
emphasized again and again the primal heresies of  slavery: that it denied en-
slaved people’s status as children of  God, that it withheld from them the means 
of  salvation, and that its hierarchies replaced an immortal God with a mortal 
man as the source of  highest authority.43 David Walker challenged southern 
slaveholders to refute the assertion “that God made man to serve Him alone, 
and that man should have no other Lord or Lords but Himself—that God 
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Almighty is the sole proprietor or master of  the WHOLE human family.”44 
Henry “Box” Brown described the confusing theology of  slave life: while his 
mother taught him not to steal or lie, the young Brown “really believed my 
old master was Almighty God, and that his son, my young master, was Jesus 
Christ.”45 William Wells Brown played this confusion for comedy in Clotel: 
when a northern visitor asks an enslaved woman if  she serves the Lord, she 
replies, “ ‘No, sir, I don’t serve anybody but Mr. Jones; I neber belong to any-
body else.’ ” Another man, when asked if  he has ever heard of  John the Bap-
tist, replies, “ ‘Oh yes, marser, John de Baptist. . . . ​[H]e libs in Old Kentuck, 
where I come from.’ ”46 And in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Topsy famously answers 
Miss Ophelia’s question as to whether the Lord made her with the specula-
tion that “ ‘I spect I grow’d. Don’t think nobody never made me.’ ”47 According 
to antislavery authors and speakers, slavery’s original sin was that it denied 
slaves’ status as God’s children and mandated idolatry. The catechism’s most 
basic tenets, that “God created man, male and female, after his own image” 
and that God’s creatures owed “total obedience” only to their Creator, was 
undermined by the legal stipulation that slaves owed total obedience not to 
God but to their earthly masters.48

In the context of  Jacobs’s spiritual autobiography, the doctrine of  Christian 
universalism is the warrant for Jacobs’s confession of  her sexual sin and her 
insistence that she be judged by the same Christian higher law that her read-
ers are held to. Christopher Z. Hobson has described how the shared convic-
tion of  sin became a crux of  black Christians’ claims to equality with whites: 
“If  ‘great and small, bond and free,’ are all prisoners of  sin, then differences 
between them must be derivative and trivial; the governing classes and the 
whites cannot differ in kind from Africans and laborers.”49 In confessing her 
sexual sin to her readers, Linda acknowledges their right to offer or withhold 
compassion—“Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader!” she exclaims—
but also emphasizes their fundamental inability to comprehend her actions 
(61). Since her white readers have been “shielded by the laws” from the rav-
ages of  slavery, they cannot know “what it is to be a slave; to be entirely un-
protected by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of  
a chattel” (60, 62). If  her readers have not seemed to be “prisoners of  sin,” it 
is happenstance rather than innate virtue that has shielded them from the 
knowledge of  their own unworthiness, since “all have sinned, and come short 
of  the glory of  God.”50 Given these differential circumstances, Jacobs’s read-
ers “ought not” to judge her “by the same standard as others”; indeed, only 
God can justly weigh Linda’s sins and her repentance (62).

Adopting the conventions of  the spiritual autobiography enabled Jacobs to 
present the undeniable fact of  slavery’s sexual abuses as, in her case, the pre-
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cursor to agency rather than the occasion for its destruction, as abolitionist 
rhetoric and the seduction and sentimental novel traditions would have it. Act-
ing as a spiritual warrior engaged in a battle for her soul gives Linda Brent 
space for agency even under the terrible conditions of  enslavement to Dr. Flint. 
It is a role that does not reduce her to one of  the “helpless victims or whores” 
who populated both proslavery and antislavery writing—the very position to 
which Dr. Flint wishes to reduce her.51 Though Jacobs invests “the demon Slav-
ery” (62) with a diabolical will, forever fearing that it will “succeed in snatch-
ing [her] children from [her]” (168), her response is to pit her own divinely 
vested agency against the will of  the slave system and its demonic representa-
tive, Dr. Flint. Even after her affair with Mr. Sands, Linda continues to assert 
that she is superior in Christian virtue to her lecherous master. When he re-
news his harassment on the day after his confirmation in the church, she re-
buffs his advances with the rejoinder that “ ‘if  I could be allowed to live like a 
Christian, I should be glad’ ” (83). Flint takes it upon himself  to instruct Linda 
in the ways of  Christian virtue: “ ‘You can do what I require; and if  you are 
faithful to me, you will be as virtuous as my wife’ ” (83). When Linda replies 
that “ ‘the Bible [doesn’t] say so,’ ” Flint’s angry reaction reveals how unprece
dented her accession of  scriptural authority is: “ ‘How dare you preach to me 
about your infernal Bible!’ ” he exclaims. “ ‘What right have you, who are my 
negro, to talk to me about what you would like, and what you wouldn’t like? 
I am your master, and you shall obey me’ ” (83). Linda’s independent act of  
interpretation challenges Flint’s reading of  the Bible and, in doing so, forces 
him to once again reveal his diabolical nature when in his fit of  temper he 
curses the name of  the holy scriptures (“your infernal Bible”).

By answering Dr. Flint’s definition of  virtue with a biblical one—Flint explic
itly calls it “preaching”—Linda declares herself  the servant of  another mas-
ter, one whose commands she is perfectly capable of  reading and interpreting 
on her own. Linda’s insubordination is an act of  biblical exegesis couched as 
revelation: Linda knows the real truth about the Bible—“the Bible doesn’t say 
so”—just as she knows the real truth about the children that the “respectable” 
Dr. Flint has fathered. And she is willing to share this knowledge with other 
enslaved people, even at the risk of  whipping and imprisonment. When an 
older enslaved man, Uncle Fred, asks Linda to teach him to read, she finds “a 
quiet nook, where no intruder was likely to penetrate,” and teaches him to 
read through the New Testament in a few months (81). Learning to read the 
Bible on his own—a task that must be performed in secret because of  proscrip-
tions against educating slaves—will enable Uncle Fred to see through the dis-
guises and concealments of  proslavery doctrine just as Linda can: the way it 
silences, for instance, the story of  the Israelites’ escape from slavery in Egypt 
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while proclaiming the curse of  Ham. Since “slave narratives are almost always 
founded upon a fundamental lack of  knowledge,” to know the truth—and to 
know the truth about God, the most powerful being in the universe—is among 
the most seditious acts of  revelation possible to a slave.52

Harriet Jacobs as Christian Exhorter,  
or The Confessions of Linda Brent
In her spiritual autobiography, Jarena Lee presented her experiences of  con-
version and sanctification as first steps in a journey toward Christian vocation 
that culminated in her divine call to become a traveling exhorter. This calling 
provided the warrant for every act of  apparent insubordination, every devia-
tion from race and gender norms. In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century spir-
itual autobiographies written by women, including Lee and Truth, the 
experience of  conversion and salvation prompts a change in behavior: “Con-
verts fe[el] obligated by the very fact of  this momentous experience to tell their 
stories and persuade others,” but to do so they must “overcome their shyness 
and timidity enough to exhort relatives, enter strange homes, address groups 
of  strangers, inspire and organize other women, and, of  course, publish their 
stories.”53 Here, too, Incidents follows the pattern of  spiritual autobiography, 
as Linda increasingly adopts a hortatory style that condemns both southern 
slaveholders and their northern collaborators.

Incidents offers some of  the most scathing critique to be found in antebel-
lum abolitionist writing, a fact sometimes overlooked by scholars preoccupied 
with the more sentimental aspects of  Linda’s narration. In a thundering dis-
missal of  white Protestant churches’ evangelizing efforts on behalf  of  faraway 
“savages,” for instance, Linda calls for Christian missions to white enslavers: 
“Talk to American slaveholders as you talk to savages in Africa. Tell them it is 
wrong to traffic in men. Tell them it is sinful to sell their own children, and 
atrocious to violate their own daughters. Tell them that all men are brethren, 
and that man has no right to shut out the light of  knowledge from his 
brother. . . . ​Are doctors of  divinity blind, or are they hypocrites?” (82) Jacobs 
contrasts her firsthand knowledge of  slavery’s horrors with the blindness of  
the “doctor of  divinity” who applauds slavery as a “beautiful ‘patriarchal in-
stitution’ ” because he has seen it only through the slaveholder’s eyes (83). 
Claiming the moral authority of  one who has read the Bible and taught others 
to do so as well, Linda adopts the position of  Christian exhorter, admonish-
ing her readers to acknowledge slavery as a demonic institution and to join 
the fight against it—a fight full of  both earthly and cosmic importance.
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The role of  exhorter was a specific position of  religious authority that was 
occupied in the nineteenth century by Jarena Lee, Sojourner Truth, William 
Apess, and Nat Turner, among many others. Though “the terms preacher, 
minister, and exhorter” were sometimes “used interchangeably for black reli-
gious leaders” in the nineteenth century, the term exhorter had a somewhat 
different meaning than minister or preacher.54 While a minister or preacher was 
usually officially ordained by a denomination, the title exhorter could be an hon-
orary one bestowed by one’s community or an official one granted by an es-
tablished religious body. Nat Turner was an unofficial exhorter, one who was 
not regularly ordained but who, “being admired and respected by his fellow 
slaves, . . . ​often spoke to them on the Sabbath get-togethers.”55 Jarena Lee, by 
contrast, was a licensed exhorter; she preached with the official sanction of  
the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, the first independent black 
Protestant denomination in the United States. The license to exhort (which 
was not exclusive to the AME Church but was offered by other Methodist de-
nominations and some Baptist congregations) was one of  the few official 
clerical designations available to women of  any denomination in the 
nineteenth-century United States. While it carried the official imprimatur of  
church leaders—Lee received her license directly from Richard Allen, the 
founder and first bishop of  the AME Church—it was “the lowest position in 
the church’s preaching hierarchy,” and even licensed exhorters “had to have 
permission before addressing individual congregations.”56 Exhorters could give 
testimony, witness to their own conversion experiences, and hold prayer meet-
ings in homes, but they could not choose texts from which to speak—only an 
ordained minister could do so—or preach from the pulpit.

The position of  exhorter, while superior to that of  a mere congregant, was 
subordinate to the position of  preacher and often served as a consolation prize 
for those deemed unsuitable for full ordained ministry. The Pequot convert 
William Apess, who joined a Methodist community in 1818, spent ten years 
seeking an official exhorter’s license from the majority-white Methodist Epis-
copal Church; while he did finally obtain his license, he was forced to change 
denominations—to the less rigid and more racially diverse Methodist Society—
before he was allowed to preach independently.57 Such exclusions frequently 
characterized black churches as well as white: Lee, though she convinced the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church to grant her an exhorter’s license in 1819, 
never received official permission to preach despite decades of  advocacy for 
her own and other women’s vocation as ministers.58 And even as a licensed 
exhorter, Lee encountered “repeated instances over many years of  male min-
isters resisting her right to [exhort] or congregations challenging a woman’s 
ability.”59 Nevertheless, for licensed exhorters like Lee and Apess, who fought 
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race and gender prejudice to reach even this lowest rung of  the ecclesiastical 
ladder, the position could become a space for critique and even for prophecy.

Harriet Jacobs grants to her protagonist-narrator Linda Brent the authori-
tative voice of  the Christian exhorter. Adopting the rhetorical position of  the 
convert called to witness to others, Linda speaks as one who has experienced 
both the terrors of  slavery and the depths of  sin to which it drove her, and 
who has emerged from the experience with a vision and a voice both unique 
and representative. Linda’s status as redeemed sinner enables her to critique 
the Christians and Christianities she encounters both north and south. She con-
trasts the quotidian kindness of  her first mistress with that mistress’s decision 
to bequeath Aunt Marthy’s children, including Linda, to relatives rather than 
leaving them all free. Though grateful that her mistress at least taught her to 
read and write, Linda notes the contradiction between the content of  these 
lessons and the import of  her teacher’s actions: “My mistress had taught me 
the precepts of  God’s Word: ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.’ ‘What-
soever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them.’ But 
I was her slave, and I suppose she did not recognize me as her neighbor” (10). 
Like the Episcopal priest Reverend Pike, who defines the slave’s duty to God 
as identical to his submission to the master, Linda’s “kind” mistress preaches 
a golden rule that binds only Linda and not herself. Linda recognizes this as 
“blasphemous doctrine,” even when it is preached by her own grandmother. 
When Aunt Marthy “strive[s]” to convince her children and grandchildren that 
their enslavement is “the will of  God: that He had seen fit to place us under 
such circumstances,” Linda and Benjamin “condem[n] it,” reasoning that “it 
was more the will of  God that we should be situated as she was,” free and with 
homes of  their own (19). Painter asserts that Molly Horniblow’s “grandchil-
dren admired, but could not share, her heartfelt Christian piety.”60 But while 
Linda and Benjamin “condemn” Aunt Marthy’s particular interpretation of  her 
faith—that morality consists in remaining patient even under unjust authority—
they do not reject Christian piety altogether. Instead, they weigh the faith 
Aunt Marthy recommends against other religious positions, applying reason 
to experience to craft an adaptation of  Christianity that honors both Aunt Mar-
thy’s living example and their own understanding of  the “will of  God.”

To see how Linda Brent’s religious identification offers a route to agency 
and an outlet for her hortatory voice, we need only compare her text with the 
framing of  women’s religion that appears in the most widely read escaped-
slave narrative of  the nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of  the 
Life of  Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself (1845). In a fa-
mous passage in the Narrative, Douglass deconstructs the biblical curse against 
Ham that was used to justify slavery: “A very different-looking class of  people 
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are springing up at the south, and are now held in slavery, from those origi-
nally brought to this country from Africa. . . . ​If  the linear descendants of  Ham 
are alone to be scripturally enslaved, it is certain that slavery at the south must 
soon become unscriptural; for thousands are ushered into the world, annu-
ally, who, like myself, owe their existence to white fathers, and those fathers 
most frequently their own masters.”61 In this passage, Douglass associates slav-
ery with scripture and scripture, implicitly, with black mothers. To be “scrip-
turally enslaved” is to be descended from Ham, but these mixed-race slaves, 
including Douglass himself, are descended from Ham only on their mothers’ 
sides. Even as they are invoked, however, these black mothers are deftly re-
moved from the procreative process as mixed-race slaves are spontaneously 
generated by white slaveholders, “springing up at the south” and being “ush-
ered into the world” while owing “their existence to white fathers,” with 
mothers nowhere to be found. In this crucial passage, scripture—particularly 
the curse of  Ham—is associated with black mothers, and then both are made 
to disappear, rendering both black women and their religious agency invisi-
ble or impossible.

When religious women do appear in Douglass’s Narrative it is only in the 
aggregate and as the victims of  religious white men. The women who appear 
in Douglass’s Narrative are not the myriad women, white and black, who par-
ticipated in Christian antislavery societies—not the Angelina Grimkés and 
Sarah Louisa Fortens—but oppressed women whose abused state serves as a 
signifier of  evil slaveholding practices. “We have men-stealers for ministers, 
women-whippers for missionaries, and cradle-plunderers for church mem-
bers,” Douglass avers. “He who sells my sister, for purposes of  prostitution, 
stands forth as the pious advocate of  purity.”62 Like Jacobs, Douglass points to 
the hypocrisy of  a slave system perpetuated by white men’s sexual crimes and 
excused by a white Christianity that blesses such actions. But for the male au-
thor, the bound and whipped woman is not an agent in her own right but an 
emblem of  essentialized victimhood.63 Even Sophia Auld, the kind white 
woman who is chastised by her husband for teaching young Frederick to read, 
is initially presented in terms that echo Christ’s commendation to the “good 
and faithful servant” in Matthew 25:35–36 but is robbed of  her religious agency 
by the power of  slavery: “Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of  these 
heavenly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the 
lamblike disposition gave way to one of  tiger-like fierceness.”64 Slavery, not So-
phia Auld, is granted all of  the agency in this passage; for her, Christianity is 
little more than a dangerous trap she fails to avoid, leading her in the “sim-
plicity of  her soul . . . ​to treat [Douglass] as she supposed one human being 
ought to treat another” until she is disabused of  this notion.65 The Narrative’s 
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semantic framing of  women as the victims of  religion rather than its practi
tioners suggests Douglass’s doubtful opinion of  the possibilities for black or 
white women’s religious agency.66

As John Ernest has noted, over the last forty years Jacobs’s Incidents has 
joined Douglass’s Narrative as the most anthologized escaped-slave narrative, 
with the two texts frequently paired by literary historians and classroom in-
structors in a kind of  “his and hers” representation of  slavery.67 Yet despite the 
fact that by 1861 Douglass’s was the most widely read escaped-slave narrative 
and Douglass himself  the most well-known black American, Incidents makes 
no mention of  Jacobs’s famous contemporary or his work, even as it offers 
oblique or explicit allusions to other abolitionists and public figures, includ-
ing Harriet Beecher Stowe, Amy Post, and Jeremiah Durham. The black po
litical and religious figure whom Jacobs does explicitly invoke is Nat Turner, 
whose 1831 rebellion shook the South, including Jacobs’s native town of  Eden-
ton, North Carolina. By referring more than once to Turner’s revolt, Incidents 
implicitly aligns Linda Brent’s act of  sexual insubordination with the revolu-
tionary events of  the Northampton rebellion and, more specifically, with the 
resurrected narrative voice that circulated in the Confessions of  Nat Turner.

In Incidents, the details of  Nat Turner’s rebellion and its aftermath are sand-
wiched between the chapters that announce the births of  Linda’s two 
children. The arrangement of  these chapters, while chronologically accurate 
( Joseph Jacobs was born in 1829 and Louisa Jacobs in 1833), also places Lin-
da’s affair and her new maternal identity in implicit dialogue with Turner’s 
particular brand of  insurgent religious agency. Turner, like Jacobs, learned to 
read and write at an early age, and like Jacobs he attributed his strong religious 
impressions to the influence of  his grandmother. His Confessions, like Jacobs’s 
Incidents, can be read as a spiritual autobiography in which Christian convic-
tion prompts radical antislavery action. Dictated to Thomas Gray on the eve 
of  his execution, Turner’s Confessions devotes five pages (of  an eleven-page doc-
ument) to describing the series of  signs and wonders that convinced Turner 
that he was a prophet called to do a great work that would hasten the arrival 
of  the judgment day.68 While Gray sought to frame Turner’s religious convic-
tions and his prophetic visions as perversions of  Christianity—the word “fa-
natic” appears three times in Gray’s introductory material and once in the 
court’s pronouncement sentencing Turner to death—Turner describes his re-
ligious history as a combination of  intellectual engagement (reading the Bi-
ble and preaching), ritual participation (fasting, baptism), and direct revelation 
(he hears the voice of  “the Spirit that spoke to the prophets in former days”).69 
Though Turner’s experiences were more mystical than those of  typical white 
converts, they closely followed the pattern of  the black spiritual autobiography.
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The focus on Turner in Incidents may in some respects be attributable to 
the influence of  Jacobs’s editor, Lydia Maria Child, who while working with 
the manuscript requested further details about the aftermath of  the insurrec-
tion. “You say the reader would not believe what you saw ‘inflicted on men, 
women, and children, without the slightest ground of  suspicion against them,’ ” 
Child wrote to Jacobs. “What were those inflictions? Were any tortured to 
make them confess? . . . ​Please write down some of  the most striking partic-
ulars, and let me have them to insert.”70 Incidents accordingly includes accounts 
of  the invasive searches to which Jacobs and her neighbors were subjected after 
the revolt was put down, as well as descriptions of  innocent black residents 
“whipped till the blood stood in puddles at their feet,” “tortured with a buck-
ing paddle,” and “cruelly scourged” (71). But while Child had requested—and 
Jacobs apparently provided—more information about the physical violence vis-
ited on Edenton’s black population after Turner’s revolt, Linda as narrator 
dwells at even greater length on the destruction of  the slaves’ religious com-
munities and on the agentive possibilities those communities represented.

As the social historian Walter Johnson has noted, “neither African nor 
African-American cultural forms,” including African American Christianity, 
“were inherently resistant to the system of  slavery. And yet it was through em-
ploying shared cultural forms . . . ​that enslaved people flourished even in their 
slavery, and set about forming the alliances through which they helped one 
another resist it.”71 Recognizing the opportunities for collusion that black 
Christian connection could enable, in the wake of  Turner’s rebellion Eden-
ton’s white authorities begin by demolishing the black believers’ “little church 
in the woods, with their burying ground around it,” which was “built by the 
colored people,” and where “they had no higher happiness than to meet . . . ​
and sing hymns together, and pour out their hearts in spontaneous prayer” 
(75). In place of  this independent religious practice, the slaveholders substi-
tute supervised worship: Edenton’s black population is “permitted to attend 
the white churches” on Sunday mornings, where they are relegated to seats 
in the gallery and served communion only after the service is over (75). The 
white community also institutes separate evening services in which they de-
termine to “give the slaves enough of  religious instruction to keep them from 
murdering their masters” (57). At the first of  these segregated services, the 
minister, Reverend Pike, takes as his text Ephesians 6:5: “Servants, be obedi-
ent to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trem-
bling, in singleness of  your heart, as unto Christ.”

Having seen in Turner’s rebellion how unsupervised biblical interpretation 
could lead to violent collective action among slaves, Pike and the slaveholders 
who employ him decide that the best way to head off  the most revolutionary 
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results of  religious agency is to control which parts of  the Bible are made avail-
able to slaves. But his strategies backfire as the slaves make their exclusion the 
ground of  their critique, interpellating themselves as observers rather than ob-
jects of  proslavery preaching and treating Pike’s sermons as performances 
staged for their entertainment. “Highly amused” with Pike’s preaching, his au-
dience returns a few more times to hear “pretty much a repetition of  the last 
discourse” and then, tiring of  these harangues, opts to attend a “Methodist 
shout” instead (58). At the “shout” and at Methodist class meetings (small 
group gatherings led by whites), the slaves note the hypocrisy of  the white 
Christians (one white class leader snickers at a bereaved black woman whose 
last child has been sold) even as they recognize the liberatory potential of  
Christian teaching and their own capacity to practice a piety superior to that 
of  white Christians. Linda reflects on the sincerity of  the enslaved and asserts 
that “many of  them [are] nearer to the gate of  heaven than sanctimonious 
Mr. Pike, and other long-faced Christians, who see wounded Samaritans, and 
pass by on the other side” (78). Jacobs’s free and enslaved blacks voice their 
awareness of  white Christian hypocrisy through slyly coded songs: “Ole Sa-
tan’s church is here below. / Up to God’s free church I hope to go. / Cry Amen, 
cry Amen, cry Amen to God!” (79). In these and other scenes, Linda and her 
fellow black believers appropriate the white teachings intended to pacify them 
and adapt them instead to their own liberatory purposes, just as Nat Turner 
and his fellow insurgents had done.

By enfolding the history of  Turner’s revolt and its consequences into the 
story of  her sexual rebellion, Jacobs implies that Linda’s moral suicide—her 
“plunge into the abyss”—has set free a resurrected narrative voice that is akin 
to the prophetic voice that circulated in The Confessions of  Nat Turner. From 
its first publication, the Confessions seemed to defy the purposes for which its 
white editor intended it, raising as much sympathy for the slaves’ cause as it 
did condemnation. In the pages of  the Liberator, William Lloyd Garrison sa-
tirically suggested that “a large reward” be offered “for the arrest of  Gray and 
his printers,” since the Confessions was as likely to foment antislavery sentiment 
as to quash it.72 If  abolitionism was the Lord’s work, as black and white aboli-
tionists so frequently claimed, the voice of  Nat Turner, as it circulated in the 
Confessions, had become the voice of  God.

In Incidents, Linda reminds readers of  Turner’s rebellion not only in the 
chapters between the birth of  her children but again when she begins her long 
escape from Dr. Flint. Just before fleeing the Flint plantation to seek shelter in 
the attic room of  a white friend, Linda passes by “the wreck of  the old meet-
ing house, where, before Nat Turner’s time, the slaves had been allowed to 
meet for worship.” There she seems to hear her father’s voice emanating from 
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it, “bidding me not to tarry till I reached freedom or the grave” (101). When 
describing each of  her desperate plunges—into sin and into hiding—Linda in-
vokes the name of  Nat Turner. And just as Turner’s story rose from the ashes 
of  his revolt, the Linda Brent who emerges from the “living grave” of  her 
grandmother’s attic claims a hortatory voice that rages against slavery and its 
abuses (164).

Mastering the authoritative voice of  the Christian exhorter enables Linda 
to unleash thundering condemnations of  both southern slaveholders and their 
complacent northern enablers. After praising abolitionists, Linda wonders why 
more do not join their ranks: “Why are ye silent, ye free men and women of  
the north?” she apostrophizes (33). Living in New York City after the passage 
of  the Fugitive Slave Act, Linda calls it the “City of  Iniquity,” lamenting that 
“while fashionables were listening to the thrilling voice of  Jenny Lind in Met-
ropolitan Hall, the thrilling voices of  poor hunted colored people went up, in 
an agony of  supplication, to the Lord, from Zion’s church” (213). The refer-
ence to “Zion’s church” ties a specific northern black congregation—Zion 
Church in New York City, which had split from the white-dominated Meth-
odist Episcopal Church in 1821 to become the founding church of  the AME 
Zion denomination—to the “sincere” southern black worshippers who had 
prayed to be taken “up to God’s free church” (79), and also to the Old Testa-
ment Israelites set free by the hand of  God and led to their Promised Land. 
Just as adopting the conventions of  the spiritual autobiography enabled Jacobs 
to narrate her sin and redemption as a story with cosmic importance, assum-
ing the voice of  Christian exhortation allows Linda to condemn corrupt white 
Christians while celebrating the faith of  black believers.

Eavesdropping on Incidents
The formulaic nature of  the spiritual autobiography—its tendency to draw 
on a well of  generic images and phrases to describe a process of  personal 
transformation—has sometimes led critics to overlook or undervalue the pro
cesses of  self-making and self-expression it both describes and enables. For 
the black spiritual autobiographer in particular, however, the genre enables the 
accession of  self hood so strenuously denied by the slave system. The narra-
tor of  the spiritual autobiography describes “a spiritual journey through the 
trials of  life, growing in strength and wisdom as he or she grapples with these 
trials, gradually becoming worthy of  his or her ultimate destination of  ever-
lasting life with God.”73 To be known by God—not the false slaveholder-
god but the all-powerful deity embraced by Christian believers—was to be 
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recognized as worthy of  divine notice and consideration, even in the worst of  
circumstances. As Saidiya Hartman has asserted in her study of  slave human-
ity and agency, “serving God was a crucial site of  struggle” because “the ex-
change of  blacks as commodities and their violent domination were often 
described in terms of  being treated as if  one did not have a soul.”74 When 
Linda, at sixteen years old, repudiates Dr. Flint’s “clai[m] . . . ​to rule me, body 
and soul,” she is engaging in the most fundamental act of  agency available to 
a slave, and one that forms the basis for all of  her later actions (43).

Recognizing how the established genre of  the spiritual autobiography struc-
tures Incidents helps to reveal how Linda Brent’s agency operates through her 
religious and moral commitments—including the shame engendered by her 
sexual sin—and not solely or primarily in spite of  them. Decoupling Jacobs’s 
agency from a secularized notion of  total autonomy helps us as readers and 
critics to see the full range of  Jacobs’s agency and, thus, of  her humanity. As I 
have demonstrated in earlier chapters of  this book, conflating agency with au-
tonomy obfuscates our understanding of  the religious experiences of  free 
white women. But when applied to enslaved women, this practice results in 
much more serious and damaging forms of  misapprehension that are tanta-
mount to epistemic violence. Acts of  epistemic violence “violat[e] the most 
fundamental way that a person or people know themselves” by denying, de-
stroying, or erasing their experience, cosmology, or world view.75 Harriet Ja-
cobs knew herself  as a Christian woman, and she apprehended her agentive 
options in the light of  that knowledge.

As Carla Kaplan has discussed in her reading of  Incidents, critics of  the text 
have often appointed themselves the judges of  Linda Brent and of  her author, 
Harriet Jacobs. Seeking to recuperate Jacobs’s agency, critics have identified 
her acts of  literacy and literary production as subversive by definition, hold-
ing up Incidents itself  as evidence of  her “triumph” over James Norcom and 
the slave system. Kaplan, like Hartman, exposes how such readings do vio
lence to slaves’ stories and obscure the workings of  slavery by imposing ideals 
of  autonomy onto their subjects. While such recuperative criticism “restores 
important texts, helps us to reshape the canon, [and] maps the lines of  ideo-
logical struggle along which canons have been laid out,” Kaplan writes, by 
“substitut[ing] the critic’s own agency for the textual agency supposedly be-
ing restored,” the recuperative critic also “places him- or herself  in a juridical 
position,” claiming the right to pass judgment on a text and its author.76 Be-
yond the single case of  Harriet Jacobs, judging enslaved people by their ca-
pacity for rebellion or subversion reinscribes the very terms that justified their 
enslavement, since liberal notions of  autonomous agency, Walter Johnson re-
minds us, “were themselves worked out in self-conscious philosophical op-
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position to the condition of  slavery.” Lauding Jacobs for achieving autonomy 
through publication not only elides the many forms of  oppression she contin-
ued to endure after her manumission but also erases “a[ny] consideration of  
human-ness lived outside the conventions of  liberal agency, a consideration, 
that is, of  the condition of  enslaved humanity.”77

Though Incidents is explicitly directed to white women—the epigraphs on 
the book’s title page, the prefaces by Jacobs and Child, and the many apostro-
phized variations on “you happy free women” make this direction clear 
(18)—these readers are exhorted not to pass judgment but to listen: to bear 
witness to Linda Brent’s testimony of  sin and redemption. The first of  the 
text’s epigraphs decries northerners’ continued ignorance of  slavery: despite 
a tradition of  escaped-slave narratives that was by then decades old, northern 
readers continue to naively believe that slavery is “perpetual bondage only.” To 
repair these faulty northern beliefs, Jacobs’s second epigraph counsels attention 
and rapt listening: “Rise up, ye women that are at ease! Hear my voice, ye care-
less daughters! Give ear unto my speech!” (1). The epigraphs, taken together, 
imply that Jacobs, as author of  the text and expert on the horrors of  slavery, is 
not the subject of  judgment but the practitioner of  it. In ignoring “the depth of  
degradation involved in that word, slavery,” and allowing the slave system to re-
main in place for hundreds of  years, Jacobs’s northern readers have given ample 
evidence of  their own sinful natures. The extract from Isaiah, read in context, 
offers both an admonishment (“Hear my voice”) and an accusation:

For the vile person will speak villany, and his heart will work iniquity, to 
practise hypocrisy, and to utter error against the Lord . . .

Rise up, ye women that are at ease; hear my voice, ye careless 
daughters; give ear unto my speech.

Many days and years shall ye be troubled, ye careless women: for the 
vintage shall fail, the gathering shall not come.

Tremble, ye women that are at ease; be troubled, ye careless ones: 
strip you, and make you bare, and gird sackcloth upon your loins . . .

Upon the land of  my people shall come up thorns and briers; yea, 
upon all the houses of  joy in the joyous city.78

Writing from the City of  Iniquity to her northern white neighbors and speak-
ing in the passionate voice of  the Christian exhorter who invokes an ancient 
prophet, the Jacobs of  the epigraph pronounces judgment not on the “slave 
girl” of  the narrative’s title but on the northern readers, “careless” and “at 
ease,” who have allowed “villany” and “hypocrisy” to run rampant in the land. 
It is the “careless daughters” of  the North who should cower before the Lord’s 
righteousness, not the pitiable victims of  slavery’s degradations.
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Those among Jacobs’s readers who would usurp the right to pass judgment 
on her occupy the place of  the sadistic mistress in the deathbed scene with 
which I began this chapter. In the scene, the dying girl never speaks to or even 
acknowledges the white mistress hovering over her; instead, all of  her words 
are addressed to God and to her mourning mother. “ ‘Oh Lord, come and take 
me!’ ” the girl begs. She then commands her mother not to grieve and expresses 
faith in God’s righteous judgment. Though the white mistress obtrudes her-
self  on the scene, the dying girl takes no notice. Her statement of  theodicy—
“God knows all about it”—is directed to her mother and not to the white 
woman who has appropriated to herself  the right to accuse (16).

If  Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl is a spiritual autobiography akin to the 
narratives of  Jarena Lee, Sojourner Truth, and even Nat Turner, we as read-
ers and critics are called less to pass judgment than to bear witness. Caleb Smith 
has argued that Jacobs’s narrative is best read as testimony, the mode through 
which Garrisonian abolitionism sought to bring about its antislavery ends by 
constructing the abolitionist press as “an arena of  justice that was both more 
democratic and more capable of  honoring the higher truths of  divine law” 
than were the earthly courts that merely exacerbated brutality against enslaved 
people.79 Incidents makes a direct appeal to the higher law by enacting the rit-
ual of  personal confession that begins the spiritual autobiography, in which 
conversion requires first the conviction of  sin. But whereas court testimony is 
offered to facilitate earthly judgment, the testimony offered in the spiritual nar-
rative asserts that judgment has already been rendered. God “knows all 
about” the convicted sinner, and we as readers are summoned to hear a con-
fession and a testimony whose primary audience is God. Just as Jarena Lee tes-
tified before Bethel Church while Richard Allen remained silent, and just as 
Nat Turner spoke past Thomas Gray and offered his testimony before the con-
gregation of  enslaved people, Jacobs offered a confession that we, as readers, 
are called to witness but not to adjudicate.
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Chapter 4

“The Human Soul . . . ​Makes All 
Things Sacred”
Communal Agency in the Theological Romances  
of  Harriet Beecher Stowe

In the introduction to her brother Charles’s 1849 
book The Incarnation; or, Pictures of  the Virgin and Her Son, Harriet Beecher 
Stowe made a plea for romance as a vehicle for religious truth. The Incarna-
tion is a narrativization of  the gospels, and Stowe acknowledges that some 
readers might find the fictionalization of  scripture objectionable: “There may 
be some who at first would feel a prejudice against this species of  composi-
tion, as so blending together the outlines of  truth and fiction as to spread a 
doubtful hue of  romance over the whole” (iv–v).1 Having linked romance and 
truth as opposites in the imagined minds of  her readers, Stowe goes on to 
throw a “doubtful hue” not over romance but over truth. Since pictures of  his-
torical events are constructed in the mind, no textual rendering of  those 
events can ever be really true, which is to say both satisfyingly thorough and 
factually accurate: “The blank, cold, vague, misty images of  an uninstructed 
mind are no more like the truth, than the conceptions of  a vivid imagination 
chastened and guided by accurate knowledge” (v). Stowe offers an example 
of  the problem of  erroneous conception by outlining her readers’ probable 
attitudes toward the Virgin Mary:

No one ever heard of  the Virgin Mary without forming some kind of  
an image or conception of  her, it may be, borrowed from some anti-
quated engraving or old church painting . . . ; or it may be that there is 
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only a kind of  formless mist connected with the sound of  that name. 
But neither the formless mist nor the antique effigy are a whit nearer to 
the reality than the conception of  one who, . . . ​gathering all the intima-
tions of  Scripture touching her descent, character, and external posi-
tion, should embody to himself, as nearly as possible, the probable truth 
of  the case. (v–vi)

Dealing in probabilities rather than certainties, Stowe makes a case for the 
author of  romance as the creator of  truth. Her repeated use of  the word con-
ception to describe her brother’s depiction of  Mary suggests the act of  incar-
nation engaged in by the author of  romance. The romancer gives flesh to the 
“formless mist” or “antique effigy” that exists in the reader’s mind, bringing 
into being true “conceptions” that are “guided by accurate knowledge.” For 
Stowe, romance comes closest to “truth” because it places facts, which are 
always obscured by the mists of  history, in service to the higher powers of  
human imagination.

Stowe elaborated her defense of  romance a decade later in her 1859 novel 
The Minister’s Wooing. In it, her narrator offers a gently facetious “plea” to those 
serious readers who have come to the novel expecting a “history” of  the 
eighteenth-century New England clergyman Samuel Hopkins and have instead 
discovered “a love-story, after all” (73).2 Unlike the biographer or historian, 
Stowe claims, the author of  romance has eyes “anointed to see what poems, 
what romances, what sublime tragedies lie around us in the daily walk of  life” 
(73). To the complaints of  “all prosaic, and all bitter, disenchanted people [who] 
talk as if  poets and novelists made romance,” Stowe’s narrator counters that 
“GOD is the great maker of  romance. HE, from whose hand came man and 
woman,—HE, who strung the great harp of  Existence . . . ​HE is the great Poet 
of  life” (72). Since romance is God’s own creation, the “scoffing spirit that 
laughs at romance is an apple of  the Devil’s own handing from the bitter tree 
of  knowledge;—it opens the eyes only to see eternal nakedness” (72). The nar-
rator of  The Minister’s Wooing associates this original sin—the denial of  
romance—with capitalist accumulation and consumption: “When Mr. Smith 
or Mr. Stubbs has brought every wheel of  life into such range and order that 
it is one steady, daily grind,” he throws “all but this dead grind, and the dol-
lars that come through the mill, . . . ​into one waste ‘catch-all’ and label[s] it 
romance” (70). The female corollary to Mr. Smith and Mr. Stubbs is “the fasci-
nating Mrs. T., whose life is a whirl between ball and opera, point-lace, [and] 
diamonds” (71). The spoils of  industrial capitalism—mindless labor, pointless 
acquisitiveness, and conspicuous consumption—are the temptations offered 
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by “the devil’s own handing”; it is the task of  the romancer to rebuke these 
temptations through the incarnation of  higher truths.

In the late 1850s and early 1860s, Stowe would counter what she saw as a 
growing antiromantic strain in American culture by composing what I am call-
ing theological romances, a term that, for Stowe, is fundamentally redundant 
since, if  God is the “great maker of  romance,” the writing of  romance is theo-
logical. Romance, the realm of  imagination and emotional connection, is 
where God’s—which is to say, reality’s—ultimate expression is to be found, 
and it is the representation of  that reality not in the “blank, cold, vague” out-
lines of  material fact but in all its spiritual, physical, and conceptual fullness 
that is the romancer’s lot. To write romance is to push back against the allied 
forces of  religious disenchantment and capitalist accumulation that together 
conspire to rob the world of  mystery and replace it with acquired goods whose 
empty materiality amounts to only a pale echo of  a higher truth. Rather than 
a childish retreat from the facts of  life, the “smiles . . . ​tears . . . ​[and] intense 
excitement” of  romance are “the reality . . . ​of  which the romancer is the 
second-hand recorder” (MW 73).3

For Stowe, the writing of  romance is as much a religious vocation as an 
artistic and literary choice, and both The Minister’s Wooing and her 1862 novel, 
Agnes of  Sorrento, can be read as theological romances that rewrite religious 
history to envision how women’s religious agency—and particularly their ro-
mantic agency—might provide a source of  resistance to the encroaching forces 
of  liberal capitalist modernity. Set in the late-eighteenth century, The Minis-
ter’s Wooing critiques the increasing specialization of  nineteenth-century so-
cial, economic, and religious life and decries the culturally enforced distance 
between the “speculative” and “practical” domains of  endeavor. In it, the 
women of  postrevolutionary Newport, Rhode Island, practice a form of  com-
munal agency that circulates by means of  the material objects they create 
together: dresses, cuffs, blankets, tablecloths, ribbons. Rather than feeding the 
“dead grind, and the dollars that come through the mill” or fading shabbily 
before Mrs. T’s point lace, these created objects embody an enchanted mate-
riality that, because of  its association with lost loved ones, cannot be reduced 
solely to its economic value.

Agnes of  Sorrento—published shortly after The Minister’s Wooing and, like 
its predecessor, in the Atlantic Monthly—likewise depicts a form of  female com-
munal agency that, as Jenny Franchot has argued, “eases the Protestant (and 
particularly Calvinist) burdens of  isolation”: the titular Agnes finds her agency, 
not in autonomous action, but in collaboration with the community of  saints, 
the Christians living and dead whom she claims as her companions and guides.4 
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The enchanted materials that circulate through this theological romance are 
works of  religious art: paintings, drawings, frescoes, and sculptures that turn 
lifeless materials into representations of  a living faith. Set in a time and space 
that precedes both the Protestant Reformation and the rise of  Enlightenment 
liberalism, Agnes of  Sorrento denaturalizes disenchantment, revealing not only 
its imbrication with capitalism—the way secular modernity disenchants ob-
jects to better suit them for capitalist exchange—but its conspiracy with patri-
archy. Agnes herself  is the novel’s prime example of  enchanted materiality: 
like the Virgin Mary she prays to, she is both fully human woman and the ves-
sel for divine revelation. And yet whether she is under the control of  the 
Catholic priest Father Francesco or the proto-Protestant cavalier Agostino 
Sarelli, Agnes finds herself  the victim of  a patriarch who would deny her 
agency and reduce her to an object for possession.

Theological romance offered a counterweight to the nineteenth-century lit-
erary movement that Gregory Jackson has recently identified as homiletic 
realism. As Jackson has discussed, Stowe and her post-Calvinist peers did not 
subscribe to “the dialectical relationship between realism and idealism” that 
structures our modern secular world view; rather, in nineteenth-century Prot-
estantism’s “fundamentally Augustinian moral order . . . ​fact and fiction 
[were] two sides of  the coin of  representation; both offer[ed] insight only as 
they directly mediate[d] an invisible, spiritual reality.” The homiletic realism 
practiced by such authors as William T. Stead and Charles Sheldon, Jackson 
argues, offered lurid and shocking portraits of  poverty and degradation that 
audiences were meant to read through if  they were to apprehend human suf-
fering correctly, as an opportunity for spiritual volition.5 Stowe’s work shared 
this same Augustinian genealogy, and she was surrounded throughout her life 
by ordained ministers whose preaching prowess was often attributed to their 
ability to paint realistic and terrifying portraits of  brothels, wine sinks, and 
other dens of  iniquity.6 Critics of  Stowe’s work from her own time to ours have 
rightly identified her novels as homiletic and her authorial career as a lay min-
istry that challenged and even exceeded her father’s and brothers’ successes. 
Dawn Coleman’s recent work on Stowe has identified the thundering sermonic 
voice that develops in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and highlighted the “democratization 
of  preaching” that takes place in that text.7 And yet Stowe’s later novels, in-
cluding The Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sorrento, increasingly repudiate the 
implicit voyeurism of  homiletic realism, with its tight focus on material con-
ditions, and insist instead that theological romance is the best mode for repre-
senting the substance of  invisible things and the reality of  unseen and enchanted 
forces.
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Since her recovery by feminist scholars in the 1970s and 1980s, Stowe has 
been one of  only two nineteenth-century women writers—alongside Emily 
Dickinson—whose religious ideas have received sustained and serious atten-
tion from critics. Because of  her explicit engagement with Calvinist intellec-
tual traditions and with the sermonic form through which they were passed 
down, Stowe has largely escaped the accusation that her works are devoid of  
theology. Charles Foster, Stowe’s mid-twentieth-century critic and biographer, 
gave careful attention to her Calvinist inheritance, while Lawrence Buell in-
vestigated Stowe’s post-Puritan writings in his New England Literary Culture 
(1986) and elsewhere, comparing her favorably with her contemporary Na-
thaniel Hawthorne and labeling them both “maverick children of  . . . ​colonial 
Puritanism.”8 These and other critics have most often focused on the influence 
of  Jonathan Edwards’s millennialism on Stowe’s own theology. Helen Petter 
Westra has limned the similarities and differences between Edwards’s millen-
nial vision and Stowe’s, highlighting Stowe’s belief  that slavery (rather than 
the persistence of  non-Christian religions) was the great sin preventing the re-
turn of  Christ.9 Mason I. Lowance Jr. has elaborated the rhetorical techniques 
that Stowe derived from exegetical traditions, including her use of  “biblical 
types, Platonic and allegorical figures, [and] millennial and prophetic language,” 
and Carla Rineer has argued that the works of  explicit biblical exegesis that 
Stowe produced in her later career, Woman in Sacred History (1872) and Foot-
steps of  the Master (1877), represent “a collection of  religious documents [in-
tended] to codify the precepts of  her matriarchal millennialism into a tangible 
gospel.”10 While most treatments of  Stowe’s theological writing emphasize 
her turn to a nurturing, maternal God, a few critics, including Karen Halttu
nen, Jeffrey Cass, and, most thoroughly, Kevin Pelletier have argued for the 
persistence of  an “apocalyptic terror” that was fundamental to Calvinist the-
ology and that animated Stowe’s sentimental fiction in previously unrecog-
nized ways.11

Given this attention to Stowe’s theology and its social effects, one critic has 
registered concern that readings of  Stowe’s work might in fact be too doctri-
nal, that critics may have distorted her texts by producing interpretations that 
are “schematic and strictly theological” (558).12 Yet even as they acknowledge 
her capacity for theological engagement, many critical treatments of  Stowe 
continue to fall prey to the intellect/emotion binary I have discussed elsewhere 
in this book—the persistent misconception that women experience religion 
emotionally while men approach it intellectually, a mistake that can be traced 
back to Enlightenment liberalism’s yoking of  femininity with irrationality and 
religion.13 Other critics position Stowe’s religious ideas as reactionary or 
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consolatory rather than generative: she is represented as a rebellious daughter 
engaged in an interpersonal struggle with her overbearing father, a popular
izer of  doctrines initiated and promulgated by male clerics (whether living or 
dead), or a mourning mother sanding off  Calvinism’s hard edges to make it 
more amenable to grief.14 While these pictures carry some truth, they are 
themselves “vague, misty images” that underestimate both Stowe’s intellec-
tual and theological creativity and her concrete contributions to nineteenth-
century Protestant thought.

To understand Stowe’s theology and its implications, we must employ the 
technique of  secular reading that I have been advocating throughout this book. 
As Mary McCartin Wearn has recently argued, “Stowe’s writing is no renun-
ciation of  theology and is not the reactionary anti-intellectualism” of  which 
she has sometimes been accused; instead, her work must be read as “a call to 
an intellectually honest theology that is translated to Christian practice in the 
real world.”15 We can begin by acknowledging Stowe as a creative producer 
of  theology rather than as someone who waters down complex Calvinist doc-
trine for a lazy reading public. Just as importantly, reading Stowe secularly 
means recognizing the ways in which her texts are themselves interrogations 
of  nineteenth-century secularity. By depicting women’s religious agency as si
multaneously distributed and powerful, The Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  
Sorrento challenge the atomizing and disenchanting impulses of  secular mo-
dernity. By appearing as both icons of  idealized womanhood and incarnated 
daughters, granddaughters, and wives, Mary Scudder and Agnes repair the in-
creasing fragmentation of  modern life by uniting in their persons the spiritual 
and the material, the temporal and the eternal, and the holy and the profane. 
As works of  one of  the nineteenth century’s most astute cultural and religious 
critics, Stowe’s novels offer sophisticated critiques of  her secular situation—
which is, of  course, the prehistory of  our own.

The Minister’s Wooing: From Disinterested 
Benevolence to Infinite Kindness
In a February 1858 article in the Atlantic Monthly titled “New England Minis-
ters,” Stowe took issue with William Buell Sprague’s recently published An-
nals of  the American Pulpit, the first volume in a new history of  notable American 
clerics. Recalling her own experience of  having grown up among the New 
England clergy at the beginning of  the nineteenth century, Stowe complained 
about what she considered Sprague’s inaccurate portraits of  eighteenth-
century New England clerical life.16 Where Sprague portrayed stuffed shirts 
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poring over ancient tomes, the real forefathers of  the current New England 
clerical class, Stowe asserted, had possessed “a rare fund of  humor, shrewd-
ness, genius, and originality” (221). Rather than locking themselves in cells 
to pursue their intellectual callings, learned divines including Jonathan Ed-
wards and Samuel Hopkins had farmed, gardened, and taken in scholars to 
supplement their meager incomes and had often served as doctors and 
lawyers to their congregants. According to Stowe, Sprague’s Annals imposed 
on its eighteenth-century subjects a distinctly “modern” understanding of  
how a minister should behave in the world; she diagnosed this modern mal-
ady as “the doctrine that a minister is to maintain some ethereal, unearthly 
station, where, wrapt in divine contemplation, he is to regard with indiffer-
ence the actual struggles and realities of  life” (228). The revered clergy of  
the eighteenth century, Stowe asserted, had drawn no such artificial distinc-
tions between the intellectual work of  theologizing and the practical work 
of  ministering to parishioners and maintaining a household. Rather, Hop-
kins, Edwards, and their contemporaries had embodied “a rare union of  the 
speculative and the practical” (221), a felicitous combination of  intellectual 
rigor, personal piety, domestic faculty, and pastoral concern. Sprague had 
misrepresented his subjects by overspecializing the role of  the clergy, exalt-
ing the “ethereal” and “unearthly” over the practical and the “real”—a fail-
ing Stowe attributes to Sprague and his “modern” colleagues but not to 
Sprague’s subjects.17

As I have noted elsewhere, speculative and practical are theological terms that 
can be traced back at least as far as the thirteenth century, to the work of  
Thomas Aquinas. Speculative theology had as its aim “the beholding of  God 
as an end in itself ”; practical theology “led to a good beyond itself ”—to tan-
gible and salutary effects in the world.18 Historically these two theological 
modes had been conceived as complementary, particularly in the American 
Protestant tradition. But speculative and practical were also the terms that John 
Locke adopted to describe the proper distribution of  religious and civil pow-
ers in a liberal state. “Articles of  religion,” Locke asserted, “are some of  them 
practical and some speculative,” and though “both sorts consist in the knowl-
edge of  truth, yet [the speculative] terminate simply in the understanding, [the 
practical] influence the will and manners.” On “speculative opinions” and “ar-
ticles of  faith,” Locke insisted, the state should have nothing to say; but as to 
practical matters, “moral actions belong . . . ​to the jurisdiction of  both the out-
ward and inward court; both of  the civil and domestic governor; I mean both 
of  the magistrate and conscience.”19 From the state’s perspective, in other 
words, speculative religion was a private matter, while the effects of  practical 
religion could be publicly regulated.
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In its critique of  the “modern” clergy, “New England Ministers” invokes 
all of  these theological and political valences. By dividing speculative theologi-
cal work from practical ministerial work, the essay implies, the new genera-
tion of  New England ministers was both betraying a long-standing Christian 
integrative tradition and capitulating to a political ideology that diminished 
the church’s worldly influence by divorcing matters of  “private” belief  from 
matters of  “public” concern. Not only were Stowe’s contemporaries neglect-
ing an important part of  their religious duty by elevating speculative theol-
ogy over practical matters, but in doing so they were contributing to a liberal 
privatization of  religion that removed matters of  theology from the public 
square and robbed the church of  what Stowe regarded as its proper moral 
mission.

Ten months after Stowe published “New England Ministers” in the Atlan-
tic, the first installment of  her novel The Minister’s Wooing appeared in the same 
journal, with the eighteenth-century clergyman Samuel Hopkins as a central 
character. Stowe’s novel seemed to contradict her earlier critique of  Sprague’s 
biographies, since the Hopkins of  The Minister’s Wooing is almost literally a 
stuffed shirt: he has neither humor, shrewdness, genius, nor originality, and 
he cannot so much as darn a sock, much less manage a garden or farm. The 
Minister’s Wooing willfully misrepresents the historical Hopkins in precisely 
the way that Stowe had accused Sprague of  misrecognizing him: the fictional 
Hopkins dwells entirely in the realm of  the speculative while his practical needs 
are ministered to by the women around him. Even when engaged in the most 
material of  activities, the eating of  meals, the fictional Hopkins is immersed 
in ruminations about the future fate of  humankind: he sits at his landlady’s 
supper table, oblivious as always to the domestic preparations happening 
around him, and “calmly expand[s] and soliloquize[s] on his favorite topic, the 
last golden age of  Time, the Marriage-Supper of  the Lamb, when the purified 
earth, like a repentant Psyche, shall be restored to the long-lost favor of  a ce-
lestial Bridegroom, and glorified saints and angels shall walk familiarly as 
wedding-guests among men” (119). Rather than enjoying—and expressing 
gratitude for—the meal placed before him, Hopkins transforms all material 
things into metaphors for life in the world to come. This fictional Hopkins be-
comes the vehicle for the extended critique of  “modern” New England Prot-
estantism that Stowe had begun in her earlier essay—a critique that, in keeping 
with an integrative theological tradition, is both speculative and practical.

As a work of  theological romance, The Minister’s Wooing attacks what Stowe 
called the “arithmetical theology” formulated by the real-life Hopkins and pro-
mulgated by his nineteenth-century biographer Edwards Park: the doctrine 
of  disinterested benevolence that, according to Stowe, turned millions of  
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human souls into the universe’s useless waste. In its stead the novel offers what 
I will call—in a borrowing from Stowe’s mother, Roxana Foote—the doctrine 
of  infinite kindness, a soteriological scheme that locates salvation in the rela-
tions between God and the human community rather than in God’s predes-
tined and inflexible will. While the narrator of  The Minister’s Wooing 
occasionally argues explicitly with the long-dead Hopkins, the doctrine of  in-
finite kindness is less debated than incarnated by the community of  women 
who perform domestic and theological work side by side. The women of  The 
Minister’s Wooing unite the speculative and the practical in their daily lives as 
Stowe’s “New England ministers” of  old had done and in the process enact a 
form of  collaborative communal agency. The incarnated theology offered by 
this community adheres to no systematic formula that might compete with 
Hopkins’s work, but for Stowe the romancer, it comes much closer to the 
“probable truth” of  the kingdom of  God.

The hub of  the novel’s female community is The Minister’s Wooing’s roman-
tic protagonist, Mary Scudder, a beautiful, modest, and devout maiden living 
in Newport, Rhode Island, in the wake of  the American Revolution. Mary has 
fallen in love with her longtime friend James Marvyn, but when James is re-
ported lost at sea before having made any provision for the fate of  his immor-
tal soul, Mary is plunged into grief. When she emerges from her mourning, 
she agrees to marry Doctor Hopkins, who boards in her mother’s home and 
whose feelings for her have grown from paternal to romantic. Mary is warned 
against this decision by her friend Virginie de Frontignac, a Catholic immigrant 
who is married to an older man she does not love and who has become ro-
mantically entangled with New England’s most notorious rake, the genteel 
and godless Aaron Burr. When James returns from sea alive and well, Mary 
feels it her duty to fulfill her promise to marry Hopkins, but through the in-
tervention of  the Marvyns’ servant Candace and the town seamstress, Miss 
Prissy Diamond, Hopkins is informed of  the young couple’s love for one an-
other and graciously relinquishes his claim to Mary.

The real Samuel Hopkins, like Stowe’s fictional minister, was an outspoken 
and sincere opponent of  slavery. Unlike Stowe’s forty-something bachelor 
boarder, however, the real Hopkins was married by age twenty-seven and fa-
thered eight children. By the 1850s, he was best remembered as a strict Cal-
vinist theologian and an elaborator of  Jonathan Edwards’s “New Divinity” 
theology. His most controversial theological innovation—and the one that pre-
occupied Stowe—was the doctrine of  disinterested benevolence. Whereas 
Edwards had asserted that true human virtue was defined by “benevolence to 
Being in general,” Hopkins took this position further, asserting that “the gen-
uine expression of  disinterested benevolence . . . ​always gives up a less good 
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for a greater, and the private good of  individuals for the sake of  the public 
good, or the salvation of  many.” This elevation of  the public good over the 
“private good of  individuals” meant, for Hopkins, that a Christian’s true vir-
tue consisted in a “willingness to be damned for the glory of  God.”20 With 
this extension of  Edwardsian thought, Hopkins had “aroused a furor” because 
his system “allowed no middle ground between sinners and saints. One either 
loved God above self  or one loved self  above God.”21 If, as Hopkins insisted, 
the only true evidence of  salvation was an almost superhuman unselfishness—
the willingness to be damned for God’s glory—then almost no one was saved.

In The Minister’s Wooing, Stowe’s narrator describes how Hopkins’s theol-
ogy made Christian salvation not a process but a product: “There is a ladder 
to heaven, whose base God has placed in human affections, tender instincts, 
symbolic feelings, sacraments of  love, through which the soul rises higher and 
higher, refining as she goes, till she outgrows the human, and changes, as she 
rises, into the image of  the divine. . . . ​This Ultima Thule of  virtue had been 
seized upon by our sage as the all of  religion. He knocked out every round of  
the ladder but the highest, and then, pointing to its hopeless splendor, said to 
the world, ‘Go up thither and be saved!’ ” (53–54) In letters to family and friends, 
Stowe would use less gentle language to describe Hopkins’s straightforward 
assertion that the ultimate expression of  God’s glory could be found in the 
damnation of  millions of  souls. In a letter to her brother Henry Ward Beecher, 
Stowe complained of  “the Hopkinsian arithmetical method of  disposing of  
the great majority of  the human race up to our day and on to the millennium 
as damned without benefit of  clergy.”22 In another letter to family friend Mar-
tha Wetherill, who, like Stowe herself, had recently lost a child, she again de-
cried a theology that “by very simple arithmetical calculation” would insist 
that “the whole human race with some small exceptions is made for everlast-
ing misery—for the number who have been true saints is certainly in compari-
son to the human race only the proportion of  one in a million.”23 For Stowe, 
a God who could “dispose of ” millions of  souls without a thought was not 
worth glorifying at all.

When Stowe wrote “New England Ministers” and The Minister’s Wooing, 
Hopkins had been dead for decades. But she was not idly quibbling with a mor-
ibund patriarch; she was wrangling with a living one. In 1859, Hopkins’s the-
ology was being vociferously championed by Edwards Amasa Park, the Abbot 
Professor of  Christian Theology at Andover Seminary during Calvin Stowe’s 
tenure there from 1852 to 1864 and the biographer and staunch admirer of  
Hopkins.24 Stowe, who had a front-row seat to theological politics at Andover 
in the 1850s, complained to Henry that Park not only required Andover’s clergy 
in training to subscribe to the belief  “that by using up three million in this way 
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thirty three million times more happiness can be made to exist in the end” but 
that he also insisted they praise such a God as “both just and generous.”25 The 
“arithmetical theology,” Stowe thought, was dangerous both to the church and 
to individual human souls, because believers like Martha Wetherill were close 
to forming the heretical conclusion “that instead of  Christ’s having brought a 
glorious gospel of  salvation—he has only brought the news of  damnation.”26 
The doctrine of  disinterested benevolence was demonstrably false because it 
denied the holiness of  human relations, which—as Christ repeatedly demon-
strated in his parables—were the type of  relations between God and human-
kind. As Stowe saw it, Hopkins and his follower Park, in trying to imagine the 
perfectly unselfish person, had created a monstrously selfish God.

In The Minister’s Wooing the details of  human relationships, rather than ab-
stract doctrinal principles, impart a right understanding of  God’s benevo-
lence. When Mary Scudder considers the possibility of  James Marvyn’s 
unredeemed death, she wonders, “If  he were among the lost, in what age of  
eternity could she ever be blessed? Could Christ be happy, if  those who were 
one with him were sinful and accursed?” Extrapolating from her own feelings 
to Christ’s, Mary reasons that a God who would die for his children would 
not gladly see those children damned; nor would he break in eternity the bonds 
of  “self-devoting love” that had formed on earth (205). When Hopkins warns 
Mary that “a mere selfish love” for God might “take the place of  that disinter-
ested complacency which regards Him for what He is in Himself, apart from 
what He is to us,” Mary’s response is to wonder how it would even be possi
ble to love God “apart” from oneself. Asked whether she has never felt her 
heart “rising up against” God, Mary replies, “Against Him? against my Heav-
enly Father?” (168, 169). Repeating the prepositional “against,” Mary empha-
sizes the relationship between herself  and God; to rebel would be to rebel not 
abstractly but against a particular being, a member of  her family, her Heav-
enly Father. Mary’s reply foregrounds God as a partner in relationship rather 
than a source of  terrifying cosmic power; to rise up against him would be to 
break her own heart.

Mary follows this conversation with a letter to Hopkins that is modeled on 
a letter Stowe’s mother, Roxana Foote, had written to Lyman Beecher during 
their courtship in the late eighteenth century.27 In the letter, Roxana-Mary chal-
lenges Beecher-Hopkins’s understanding of  divine goodness. Hopkins de-
fines divine goodness as individual blessing: he feels gratitude and love for God 
“ ‘because God has done me good’ ” (168). Mary instead insists that divine love 
arises in the relation between and among God and his creatures: “ ‘God is a 
benefactor to me and my friends . . . ​and when I think of  God, every creature 
is my friend’ ” (171). This God does not choose to do good to some creatures 
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and not others, as Hopkins’s cosmology implies; Mary’s God cannot help but 
do good to all creatures: “ ‘From a Being infinite in goodness everything must 
be good, though we do not always comprehend how it is so.’ ” Rather than 
expecting individual blessings from a capricious deity, Mary “ ‘bless[es] the hand 
that, with infinite kindness, wounds only to heal’ ” (170). As Roxana’s words 
flow from Stowe’s—and her fictional character Mary’s—pen, the three women 
(dead, alive, and invented) collaborate outside of  time to transform Hopkins’s 
(and, not incidentally, Edwards Park’s) lifeless theology into a living doctrine 
of  relational salvation. After reading the letter, Hopkins feels “as if  he could 
have kissed the hem of  her garment who wrote it” (171), a phrasing that posi-
tions Mary as a queen and Hopkins as her subject but also, far more radically, 
Mary as Christ and Hopkins as the woman with the flow of  blood who touched 
Christ’s garment to be healed.28

What Mary offers in response to Hopkins’s elaboration of  disinterested be-
nevolence is not a watered-down version of  Calvinist theology but a counter-
doctrine grounded in Calvinism itself  and fleshed out—incarnated—with the 
details of  lived experience. Hopkins’s theology positions salvation as atomiz-
ing and competitive: believers approach the throne of  God as isolated individ-
uals who in order to demonstrate their true election must cheerfully accept 
the potential damnation of  themselves and everyone they love. Mary’s doc-
trine of  infinite kindness assumes a community of  believers that includes God 
and Christ, who as members of  the community themselves must wish only 
for its collective and eternal good. In The Minister’s Wooing, bringing the prac-
tical (the emotional reality of  believers) into conversation with the specula-
tive (meditation on the nature of  God) produces a relational theology grounded 
in an idea of  communal agency. The network of  believers caring for one an-
other can bring about the collective salvation of  all.

While Mary enunciates the doctrine of  infinite kindness in her letter to 
Hopkins, it is most consistently embodied in the character of  Candace, an Af-
rican American woman who is enslaved at the novel’s opening but later freed. 
Like the real-life Elizabeth Freeman, Candace has heard the Declaration of  In
dependence proclaimed and, since she “ ‘a’n’t a critter,’ ” knows she must be 
included among its “ ‘all men’ ” (104). She also subscribes to the doctrine of  
Christian universalism, a stance she shares with Doctor Hopkins, who regards 
the slaves who pass through Newport, in her words, “ ‘as ef  he felt o’ one blood 
wid ’em’ ” (164). But Candace traces slavery’s immorality less to slaves’ onto-
logical status as human than to the way slavery removes its victims from a com-
munal economy of  loving servanthood: “ ‘Dem dat isn’t free has nuffin to gib 
to nobody;—dey can’t show what dey would do’ ” (104). Slavery, in other words, 
doesn’t just steal the slave’s labor; it steals the meaning of  that labor, the love 
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that domestic tasks like cooking, sewing, and childcare would otherwise con-
vey, by placing enslaved people outside the network of  communal agency. 
Once Candace is freed, she, too, can participate in the spiritual economy of  
Christian relation formed by the women of  Newport. One of  her first acts in 
this new state is to prevent Mrs. Marvyn from driving herself  mad at the 
thought that her son has died unredeemed. Candace’s love is the milk that feeds 
Mrs. Marvyn’s soul when Reverend Hopkins’s theology would choke her: 
“ ‘Now honey, I knows our Doctor’s a mighty good man, an’ larned,—an’ in 
fair weather I ha’nt’ no ’bjection to yer hearin’ all about dese yer great an’ 
mighty tings he’s got to say. But honey, dey won’t do for you now; sick folks 
mus’n’t hab strong meat’ ” (202). Now that she is free, Candace can “show what 
[she] would do” and assumes at once the role of  friend, nurse, and spiritual 
teacher.

For Stowe, finding the true relation between the speculative and the prac-
tical had implications not only for the salvation of  souls in the next world but 
for the improvement of  lives in this one. The privatization of  religion that char-
acterizes secular modernity has often facilitated the progress of  market capi-
talism by removing religion’s ethical functions from discussions surrounding 
politics and economics. While many American Protestants—individually and 
denominationally—have accommodated themselves to capitalism’s worst 
abuses by embracing theological adaptations like proslavery doctrine and the 
prosperity gospel, many of  the most successful reform and social justice ini-
tiatives of  the nineteenth century were both religiously motivated and “anti-
thetical to emerging capitalism (and imperialism).” These movements “needed 
to be swept out of  the way” to make room for further capitalist and imperial-
ist domination.29 Insisting that religiously motivated morality had no place in 
the public sphere was one way of  doing so, since “representing religious prac-
tices and ideas as otherworldly and apolitical is a useful means of  truncating 
their political meanings and social functions.”30 Part of  the secularization the-
sis’s obfuscatory power arises from its ability to mystify the workings of  capi-
talism by claiming that the values of  the marketplace are rational and inevitable 
markers of  progress rather than intentionally orchestrated processes that favor 
the goals of  capital. Separate-spheres ideology worked hand in hand with this 
process: the public dominance of  secular market capitalism—and its control 
by men—was facilitated by relegating women to the home and making them 
the primary keepers of  “private” matters like religious values and moral teach-
ing. The Minister’s Wooing illuminates how an increasing differentiation be-
tween speculative and practical matters could perpetuate horrors like the slave 
trade by privatizing and spiritualizing questions of  doctrine and morality and 
rendering them inapplicable to economic concerns.
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Thus, while “arithmetical theology” might cause terrible pain for individ-
ual Christians like Martha Wetherill, Stowe foresaw grave social and political 
consequences as well. In The Minister’s Wooing, Reverend Hopkins’s inability 
to tie his theological system to practical application undermines his effective-
ness as a moral teacher. It is because he cannot be bothered with the business 
of  day-to-day life that his parishioners find it easy to ignore his ethical pro-
nouncements, particularly his opposition to slavery. The “heartless” Simeon 
Brown, for instance, imitates Hopkins by approaching “the great question of  
the salvation and damnation of  myriads as a problem of  theological algebra” 
(36). But he uses Hopkins’s speculations as an excuse to disregard his ethical 
commands: “ ‘You are not a practical man, Doctor. . . . ​Your theology is clear;—
nobody can argue better. But come to practical matters, why, business has its 
laws’ ” (96). Hopkins’s unwillingness to involve himself  in matters of  business 
and housekeeping leaves him unequipped to engage with the practical matter 
of  the abolition of  slavery.

By rewriting the doctrine of  disinterested benevolence in The Minister’s Woo-
ing, Stowe offered an urgent intervention into both economic and spiritual 
questions—or rather, she refused to concede that economic and spiritual 
matters could or should be divorced from one another. Critics of  the novel 
have recognized how the fictional Hopkins’s theological pronouncements af-
fect the emotional lives of  individual women in his congregation: Joan Hed-
rick, for instance, observes that “in The Minister’s Wooing, men make theological 
systems—abstractly—but women . . . ​must deal with the emotional reality 
behind them.”31 But Stowe’s doctrinal critique is also intimately tied to her eco-
nomic and social project. Stowe objects to the doctrine of  disinterested be-
nevolence not only because it makes mothers miserable but because the God 
it imagines is a monstrous robber baron, the preferred deity of  slaveowners 
and sweatshop foremen, “using up” millions of  souls for the benefit of  a lucky 
few. Stowe counters this theology with the doctrine of  infinite kindness, a the-
ology of  plenitude incarnated in Candace the mother-minister, for whom 
each soul, like each child, is precious: “ ‘Jesus didn’t die for nothin,’ ” she in-
sists; “ ‘all dat love a’n’t gwine to be wasted’ ” (202).

In the critique she began in “New England Ministers” and continued in The 
Minister’s Wooing, Stowe contrasted modern clergy with their (superior) min-
isterial predecessors; in other words, she constructed a declension narrative 
of  American Protestantism. Like the twentieth-century religious and literary 
historians who came after her, Stowe described nineteenth-century American 
Protestantism as falling from a previous state of  grace. But for Stowe that de-
cline was not marked by the diminution or loss of  theology, as twentieth-
century critics would claim, but by its hyperspecialization: speculative theol-
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ogy had been differentiated from practical work, and the clergy had begun to 
see themselves not as ministers to entire communities but as producers of  
theological products. Stowe’s declension narrative is not a secularization nar-
rative: “modern,” “moonshiny” nineteenth-century clergy were not losing 
their religion. What they were doing was reshaping American Protestantism 
from a system of  home or village production, in which the minister worked 
with and beside his parishioners to produce carnal and spiritual goods—
whether food, solace, or doctrine—into a factory system in which upper 
management (the clergy) did the thought work of  producing speculative the-
ology and left the practical work of  ministering and pastoral care to laypeo-
ple on the ground. The Minister’s Wooing, with its incarnated doctrine of  infinite 
kindness, offers an alternative, integrated theological and economic vision for 
nineteenth-century American Protestantism.

Stowe’s Enchanted Materialities
As myriad critics have noted, Stowe’s New England upbringing and her com-
mitment to sentimental domesticity combined, in both fictional tales like Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin and nonfiction manuals including The American Woman’s Home, to 
align moral uprightness with domestic order. Indeed, the discourse of  salva-
tional domesticity was a crucial part of  Stowe’s theological project, as Jane 
Tompkins definitively demonstrated in Sensational Designs. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 
Tompkins argued, was “the summa theologica of  nineteenth-century America’s 
religion of  domesticity, . . . ​the story of  salvation through motherly love.”32 
This story of  salvation depended on a specifically matriarchal idea of  the 
Deity; as Joan Hedrick argues, Stowe’s “image of  God was based on her own 
understanding of  a mother’s love.”33 The doctrine of  domesticity imbued 
women’s work with a sense of  purpose, making the home the site of  national 
redemption, but as Amy Kaplan has influentially argued, it also bolstered U.S. 
imperialism by “unit[ing] men and women in a national domain . . . ​to gener-
ate notions of  the foreign against which the nation [could] be imagined as 
home.”34 Indeed, when viewed from the perspective not of  the white women 
who stand at the center of  many sentimental depictions of  domesticity but 
of  the raced and classed others relegated to its periphery, the theology of  do-
mesticity takes on a much more complex cast. Allison S. Curseen has argued 
that “Stowe’s domestic theology” centers “a graceful whiteness moving in cor-
rective opposition to an ungraceful blackness, which . . . ​shows up as both a 
heathen disruption and a hauntingly hard-to-see nothing.”35 And Rosemarie 
Garland Thomson has demonstrated how the benevolent maternalism 
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constructed by Stowe and other sentimental authors, including Elizabeth Stu-
art Phelps and Rebecca Harding Davis, depended on the rhetorical othering 
and diegetic destruction of  disabled female bodies and highlighted, by com-
parison, a perfectly able and abundantly reproductive maternal female body.36

The Minister’s Wooing is central to Stowe’s doctrine of  domesticity not only 
because the novel’s primary plot lines are domestic but because domestic du-
ties are the vehicles for an incarnated theology that is lived in community by 
Newport’s women. In the novel, right relations between the doctrinal and the 
ministerial, the speculative and the practical, are realized in the communal 
agency that enables orderly and optimal domestic arrangements. This com-
munal agency is instantiated in the many scenes of  sewing that punctuate the 
story. Clothing—produced by women working in community, imbued with 
the personality of  both maker and wearer, and freighted with biblical 
symbolism—unites the practical and the speculative in a single garment, mak-
ing women and women’s work not just necessary but holy. Both The Minis-
ter’s Wooing and, as I will show, Agnes of  Sorrento insist on an enchanted 
materiality: on the inextricability of  matter and spirit.

Enchanted materiality is difficult to grasp because discussions of  material-
ity in nineteenth-century women’s writing have tended to treat a concern with 
material objects as evidence of  corruption, of  capitulation to a capitalist 
scheme. In these readings, the religious/theological is opposed to the secu-
lar/aesthetic, with the two epistemologies assumed to be in competition. Lori 
Merish has argued influentially that in sentimental narratives “desire for con-
trol over, and psychic investment in, domestic possessions is an index of  a psy-
chic sense of  futility in the larger social realm”; thus, a concern with possessive 
ownership “operate[s] to articulate the distribution of  economic resources in 
personal and moral, rather than collective and political, terms.”37 In this reading, 
the “domestic” is opposed to the “larger social realm,” and between the “per-
sonal and moral” and the “collective and political” there is a great (italicized) 
gulf  fixed. Christopher Wilson, writing specifically of  The Minister’s Wooing, 
associates Miss Prissy with the material and therefore with the secular or the 
“fallen” and asserts that her character “signifies the unresolved status in Stowe’s 
epistemology between art and artifice, . . . ​[between] woman’s role as artist 
(influence) or artifact (ornament).”38 Both of  these readings assume a critical 
position in which Stowe and other sentimental authors, faced with a series of  
binary choices—material or spiritual, artist or artifact, personal or collective, 
moral or political—always choose the “wrong” one.

Lynn Wardley’s work on the fetishistic resonance of  sentimental material-
ity provides a counterpoint to these binarized readings. Wardley, taking note 
of  the hair, shoes, ribbons, paper, ink, books, and other treasured objects end-
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lessly enumerated and exchanged in sentimental texts, reads them for their tal-
ismanic resonances and traces this reliquary tradition not only to Roman 
Catholicism but to pan-African survivals; in her reading, the materiality of  sen-
timentalism is a means for expressing nonrational and nonlinguistic religious 
affects within a hyperlinguistic literary mode.39 Gillian Brown’s study of  Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin also offers a more nuanced discussion of  materiality in Stowe’s 
writing: rather than seeking to make the home complicit in maintaining mar-
ket capitalism, Brown argues, Stowe depicted “an economy of  abundant 
mother-love built on an excess of  supply rather than the excess of  demand and 
desire upon which both the slave economy and Northern capitalism oper-
ated.”40 But Wardley and Brown label Stowe’s materialism “fetishistic,” a 
term implying that the viewer of  an object projects onto it a spiritual pres-
ence or soul that isn’t actually there. Treating sentimental materiality as fe-
tishization assumes an excarnated world in which spirit and agency can inhere 
only in minds, not in objects; in such a universe, any spirit or agency objects 
may seem to have is the product of  human delusion or false consciousness.

What Wardley and Brown share with Wilson, Merish, and other critics of  
sentimental materiality is the assumption of  disenchantment. This assump-
tion is produced by the secularization of  criticism that I have been discussing 
throughout this book. Our current secular situation, Charles Taylor notes, is 
one in which “a naturalistic materialism is not only on offer, but presents it-
self  as the only view compatible with the most prestigious institution of  the 
modern world, viz. science.”41 In the secular paradigm that structures con
temporary Western societies, belief  in nonmaterial realities is one of  the fea-
tures that seems to most clearly distinguish religious people from nonreligious 
ones or “bad” religions from “good” ones. An excarnated materiality is the cor-
nerstone of  the secularization thesis: it anchors the supposed “disenchant-
ment” of  existence—the “elimination of  magic from the world.”42

This is emphatically not the model of  materiality operative in The Minis-
ter’s Wooing, which is theologically invested in the unity of  the material and 
the spiritual worlds and in women’s privileged knowledge of  this unified real
ity. In the novel, material objects created in community are infused with the 
spirit of  their makers and wearers, such that souls living and dead are incar-
nated in them:

So we go, dear reader,—so long as we have a body and a soul. Two worlds 
must mingle,—the great and the little, the solemn and the trivial, wreath-
ing in and out, like the grotesque carvings on a Gothic shrine;—only, 
did we know it rightly, nothing is trivial; since the human soul, with its 
awful shadow, makes all things sacred. . . . ​For so sacred and individual 
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is a human being, that, of  all the million-peopled earth, no one form ever 
restores another. . . . ​You are living your daily life among trifles that one 
death-stroke may make relics. (120–21)

Invoking the “Gothic shrine,” Stowe gestures toward Catholicism’s commin-
gling of  the earthly and the divine. But in place of  bodily relics, Stowe’s nar-
rator offers instead the stuff  and detritus of  everyday life: “the penknife, the 
pen, the papers, the trivial articles of  dress and clothing” (121). Items used and 
worn by the beloved become infused with the spirit of  the lost loved one, link-
ing heaven and earth. That Stowe should juxtapose the items used and cre-
ated by the author with those of  the milliner and the seamstress suggests the 
heavenly vocation she claims for both professions, both implicitly positioned 
as “women’s work.” Sewing and writing infuse inanimate objects—cloth, 
paper—with soul and spirit that outlast the life of  the wearer or the writer.43 
By writing theological romance, Stowe performs an act of  incarnation that 
unites the speculative and the practical by investing everyday language with 
eternal import and insisting on the materiality of  enchantment.

The “Gothic shrine” passage appears in the middle of  an oft-quoted scene 
in which Miss Prissy, Newport’s local dressmaker, prepares Mary Scudder for 
an important party. Miss Prissy’s status as comic relief  has sometimes obscured 
the fact that she, along with Candace, is one of  the characters who best ex-
emplifies the doctrine of  infinite kindness, as she serves as both the hub of  
human and divine relations in Newport and the mistress of  enchanted mate-
rials.44 “I should like to hemstitch the Doctor’s ruffles,” she asserts; “he is so 
spiritually-minded, it really makes me love him” (120). That the Doctor’s spir-
itual mind should require the most carefully wrought and lovingly stitched 
ruffles seems comical to the reader but self-evident not only to Miss Prissy but 
to the narrator, who extols the “gauze, lace, artificial flowers, linings” that are 
Miss Prissy’s domain (119). While trimming Mary’s dress, Miss Prissy inter-
rupts a hymn about the “New Jerusalem” to prevent Katy Scudder from ruin-
ing a piece of  silk; to head off  the disaster, she falls “down at once from the 
Millennium into a discourse on her own particular way of  covering piping-
cord” (120). The imagery of  “falling down” might suggest a separation be-
tween the spiritual and the material, the celestial and the temporal; but the 
fact that Miss Prissy delivers a “discourse” on piping cord belies this separa-
tion. For Miss Prissy, the Millennium and the covering of  piping cord are inti-
mately related, and her seamless shift from singing about “The New 
Jerusalem . . . ​/ Adorned with shining grace” to “discoursing” on piping cord 
unites the “speculative” and the “practical” as the best New England minis-
ters, Stowe told us, do.45
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When Miss Prissy presents Mary to Doctor Hopkins and demands to know 
if  he “ever saw anything prettier” than Mary in this remade wedding gown, 
the reader is reminded of  Hopkins’s “soliloquy”—not, significantly, a dis-
course—at that day’s supper table, in which he offered a vision of  “his favor-
ite topic . . . ​the Marriage-Supper of  the Lamb” (119). Unlike Miss Prissy’s 
ministerial work, which unites the spiritual and the material, Hopkins’s sys-
tematic theology takes the real work done by women like Miss Prissy, Katy 
Scudder, and Mary Scudder and empties it of  its practical import; his “solilo-
quy” renders the practical speculative instead of  uniting the two. Mary, on the 
other hand, unites the practical and the speculative in her person: the dress 
she wears is not a symbol of  her worldliness, her vanity, her materialism, or 
her fallen earthly nature but instead “seem[s] to represent a being who [is] in 
the world, yet not of  it” (124).46 Mary’s embodiedness—her beauty, as en-
hanced by the dress—is a type of  a particular Protestant value: the ability to 
be both in and out of  a sinful, fallen world or, in Stowe’s terminology, to unite 
the speculative with the practical. Mary’s repurposed wedding dress invokes 
the “Marriage-Supper of  the Lamb,” as the fictional Hopkins’s soliloquy would 
have it, and unites that theological concept with the actual labor of  the dress’s 
original maker and of  Miss Prissy, who so lovingly “adapted” it. In The Minis-
ter’s Wooing, it is women’s labor, incarnated in women’s clothing, that unites 
the speculative with the practical and creates an enchanted world in which 
material objects exist in intimate relation to both the physical and spiritual 
realms.

The enchanted materials produced by the everyday labor of  devout women 
instantiate the agency of  the Newport community in physical, tangible ways 
that reach backward through time. The “ancient wedding-dress” that Mary 
wears links her not only to the biblical trope of  the “bride of  Christ” but to 
the many brides and would-be brides from whom she is descended. The dress 
has been retrieved from Mary’s “boudoir,” a nook she has constructed in the 
garret using the family’s ancestral linens. These treasures, the narrator reminds 
readers, are “not common blankets or bed-spreads, either,—bought, as you buy 
yours, out of  a shop,—spun or woven by machinery,—without individuality 
or history. Every one of  these curtains had its story” (146). Handicraft gives a 
piece of  cloth its “story,” raising again the association between clothing and 
authorship. Katy Scudder’s aunt Eunice has infused the unused wedding 
clothes she left behind; a gentle pun—Eunice is reunited with her dead lover 
“beyond the veil,” that is, in death, but also after she has finished sewing her 
bridal outfit—plays on the biblical associations between veiling and revelation 
that Claudia Stokes discusses as key tropes of  both scriptural apocalypticism 
and Stowe’s domestic fiction.47 A blanket used at Valley Forge and a quilt made 
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from “pieces of  the gowns of  all [Mary’s] grandmothers, aunts, cousins, and 
female relatives for years back” are “mated” for eternity in Katy’s garret (147).

The narrator’s dismissive reference to linens bought “out of  a shop” points 
to the hierarchization and specialization of  skilled labor that was occurring in 
Stowe’s own time and parallels her critique of  the modern clergy who would 
separate practical ministry from speculative theologizing. The dressmaking 
trade had boomed between 1820 and 1860; while men could buy ready-to-wear 
clothing as early as the 1840s, “the elaborate design, tight fit, and rapidly chang-
ing vogues that characterized much feminine apparel thwarted the ambitions 
of  would-be manufacturers.”48 But while an eighteenth-century dressmaker 
might have employed an assistant or taken on a live-in apprentice, by the 1840s 
“new divisions of  labor . . . ​emerged in both the millinery and dressmaking 
trades”: stitching a dress paid less than cutting and fitting it, and the women 
who constructed hats earned less than the ones who trimmed and decorated 
them, with the dressmaker or milliner managing the whole process.49 Like 
other antebellum industries, dressmaking had succumbed to a specializing ten-
dency that hierarchized what had previously been a holistic process and then 
exploited that hierarchy to concentrate power, wealth, or both in the hands 
of  a single individual at the top. The warm, intimate relationship between Miss 
Prissy and the Scudders and the domestic scenes of  sewing and spinning that 
recur throughout The Minister’s Wooing represent a mode of  imaginative re
sistance to the increasing specialization and hierarchization of  labor in the 
nineteenth century—a process that, as the novel elaborately illustrates, had 
infected not only sectors like textile manufacturing but the clerical classes 
as well.50

Stowe’s enchanted objects transcend individual possession—too easily per-
verted into conspicuous consumption and the commodification of  persons—
by embodying a communal subjectivity that is greater than the sum of  its parts. 
For the correctly apprehending viewer (and reader), they point not to them-
selves or to their market value but to a reality beyond the immediately tan-
gible: the “human soul, with its awful shadow.” The Minister’s Wooing and 
Stowe’s subsequent novel Agnes of  Sorrento work to construct an incarnational 
theology that might reveal the truth of  an enchanted materiality. In The Min-
ister’s Wooing this enchanted materiality is signified by the quotidian objects 
sewn by Newport’s women—tablecloths, quilts, wrist ruffles, wedding 
dresses—that become inspirited with the souls of  maker and wearer. In Agnes 
of  Sorrento enchanted materiality is signified in works of  sacred art and in 
Agnes herself  as inspiration for that art.
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The Great Cloud of Witnesses: Intercessory  
Agency in Agnes of Sorrento
As theorists of  secular modernity have demonstrated, secularism has appro-
priated to itself  religion’s claim to explain “how the world [is] in essence.”51 
The seemingly commonsense assertion that the material is real and the non-
material is unreal (or at least unmeasurable) is a relatively recent development 
in human history, and yet this universalist claim purports to describe not only 
our current situation but all of  time, space, and history. Secularism, like the 
lifeworlds that are now lumped together under the term religion, is a tool for 
engaging in what Talal Asad calls “the mechanics of  reality maintenance.”52 
As a discourse, it draws a set of  boundaries around “the real,” and these bound
aries, like those of  any territory mapped by human hands, have changed over 
time. Our current secular state of  affairs, in which the real and the material 
are assumed—at least in official and scientific discourses—to be coextensive, 
can be traced, at the earliest, to the late nineteenth century, and, as Charles 
Taylor notes, “it is wildly anachronistic . . . ​to project this very familiar sce-
nario” onto earlier eras.53

Writing in the late 1850s and early 1860s, when the Industrial Revolution 
was well underway but the paradigm shift of  Darwinian science was yet on 
the horizon, Stowe experienced a milieu in which immaterial realities were 
yet possible but under threat. Writing to her husband Calvin Stowe in Janu-
ary 1860, Harriet complained of  “the intense materialism of  the present age,” 
which had lost sight of  even Martin Luther’s “personal devil.” Though she was 
suspicious of  the recent rise of  séance Spiritualism, to which Calvin seemed 
susceptible, Stowe pointed to “a real scriptural spiritualism which has fallen 
into disuse.”54 In her novel Agnes of  Sorrento, she would describe a prior age 
not yet plagued by such “intense materialism”: “To the mind of  the really spir-
itual Christian of  those ages the air of  this lower world was not as it is to us, 
in spite of  our nominal faith in the Bible, a blank, empty space from which all 
spiritual sympathy and life have fled.” In place of  the “blank, empty space” 
Stowe apprehended in her own time, the “really spiritual Christian” of  pre-
Reformation Italy had moved in a world that, “like the atmosphere with which 
Raphael has surrounded the Sistine Madonna, . . . ​was full of  sympathizing 
faces, a great ‘cloud of  witnesses’ ” (71).55 Setting Agnes of  Sorrento at a point 
just before the Protestant Reformation offered Stowe a vantage point from 
which to explore the question of  women’s religious agency outside the frame 
of  the Enlightenment, an intellectual movement that reconstructed reality ac-
cording to its own assumptions about materiality and gender.
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With its tale of  a bottomlessly corrupt papacy and a priest who lusts after 
his virginal congregant, Agnes of  Sorrento capitulates to many of  the anti-
Catholic tropes detailed in studies of  the nineteenth century by Susan Griffin, 
Elizabeth Fenton, and Marie Pagliarini.56 The titular Agnes begins the novel 
at fifteen years old, already a spiritual savant. Living with her grandmother 
Elsie on an isolated mountainside near the village of  Sorrento in fifteenth-
century Italy, Agnes pines to join the nearby convent of  Saint Agnes and live 
out her days in holy worship. Elsie guards her granddaughter’s purity jealously 
but is less accepting of  her piety: she wishes to marry Agnes to a local trades-
man rather than surrender her to the sisters. Though oblivious to the charms 
of  romance, Agnes is pursued by two men: Agostino Sarelli, a cavalier who 
has been excommunicated by the pope for crossing the powerful Borgia family, 
and Father Francesco, a Capuchin monk who approves of  Agnes’s plan to join 
the convent because it will enable him to keep her under constant surveillance. 
When Francesco forbids Agnes even to speak to Sarelli, Agnes adopts a regime 
of  painful penances that culminates in a pilgrimage to Rome. There she un-
dergoes a series of  revelations: that the pope she had adored as Christ’s emis-
sary on earth is instead a corrupt and venal despot and that she herself  is not 
an obscure peasant but the secret daughter of  a now-dead prince. When Ag-
nes is abducted by the Borgias and rescued by Sarelli, she abandons her plan 
to enter the convent and agrees to marry her valiant suitor.

As Jenny Franchot, Michael Gilmore, Ashley Barnes, and other scholars 
have demonstrated, Stowe’s relationship to nineteenth-century Catholicism 
was a complex one, “oscillat[ing] between identification and cautious cri-
tique.”57 Agnes of  Sorrento, though set in Catholic Italy rather than Protestant 
New England, engages in a project similar to that of  The Minister’s Wooing: it 
depicts a form of  communal religious agency apprehended and exercised 
through the incarnation of  a correctly integrated theology. The novel’s guid-
ing theological principle is the Catholic doctrine of  saintly intercession: in the 
novel the church visible and invisible, the saints living and dead, cooperate in 
a form of  communal agency that transcends not only earthly difference but 
death as well.58 Agnes’s religious agency is exercised through her saint-like 
communion with this invisible but very real “cloud of  witnesses.” Speaking 
to her uncle, a monk and artist, of  her aspirations for the salvation of  way-
ward souls, Agnes declares, “ ‘Oh, my uncle . . . ​I feel ready to die for this cause! 
What is one little life? Ah, if  I had a thousand to give, I could melt them all 
into it, like little drops of  rain in the sea! . . . ​Let us think what legions of  bright 
angels and holy men and women are caring for us’ ” (220). Like the commu-
nity of  Newport, busily at work repairing souls, bodies, and britches, the com-
munion of  saints weaves a tapestry of  protecting prayer that binds together 
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the church militant and the church triumphant without regard to time or geo-
graphic distance. And like Newport’s mutual servanthood, this form of  
agency enlists all, high and low: “the softest supplication of  the most ignorant 
and unworthy would be taken up by so many sympathetic voices in the invis-
ible world, and borne on in so many waves of  brightness to the heavenly 
throne, that the most timid must have hope in prayer” (143). Agnes’s religious 
agency is situated in the devotional, penitential, and intercessory practices that 
link her to this transtemporal communion of  saints.59

Agnes’s intercessory agency is semivolitional but no less empowering for 
that. When Father Francesco commands her to “ ‘detest . . . ​as a vile enemy’ ” 
anyone who would dare to question the pope’s authority, including her suitor 
Agostino Sarelli, Agnes replies, “ ‘My Lord will keep me, . . . ​[and] my heart 
prays within me for this poor sinner, whether I will or no; something within 
me continually intercedes for him’ ” (130). Agnes recognizes this inward com-
pulsion to intercessory prayer as a part of  her self: God’s spirit moving within 
her as the infant Christ moved within the Holy Mother. The novel figures Ag-
nes’s intercessory agency as a form of  “intense sympathy” that sweeps away 
personal will: “Agnes was pouring out her soul in that kind of  yearning, pas-
sionate prayer possible to intensely sympathetic people, in which the interests 
and wants of  another seem to annihilate for a time personal consciousness, 
and make the whole of  one’s being seem to dissolve in an intense solicitude 
for something beyond one’s self. In such hours prayer ceases to be an act of  
the will, and resembles some overpowering influence which floods the soul 
from without, bearing all its faculties away on its resistless tide” (123). Agnes 
does not experience this annihilation of  personal consciousness as a loss of  
agency but as a form of  collaborative agency engaged in with Christ and with 
the entire communion of  saints: she “receive[s] this wave of  intense feeling as 
an impulse inspired and breathed into her by some celestial spirit” and per-
ceives herself  to be participating “in an infinite struggle of  intercession in which 
all the Church Visible and Invisible were together engaged” (124). One hears 
in this description a mobilization of  the doctrine of  infinite kindness: Agnes’s 
sympathy reaches out along the webs of  relation that link her to the saints liv-
ing and dead, and she experiences her religious agency in the form of  this 
embodied, self-aware, but not necessarily willful mode of  intercession.

Agnes is aware of  the communion of  saints—she can sense the presence 
of  “all the dear saints and angels . . . ​busy all around us”—because she pos-
sesses a pure vision that can rightly apprehend the spiritual substance of  ma-
terial things, a vision that is the gift of  both the saint and the Christian artist 
(220). When her uncle, the traveling monk Father Antonio, seeks a block of  
marble for a shrine he is planning, the stonecutter tells him that there is “ ‘a 
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spot, a little below here on the coast, where was a heathen temple in the old 
days; and one can dig therefrom long pieces of  fair white marble, all covered 
with heathen images.” Instead of  rejecting this “heathen” marble, Antonio 
fairly applauds with enthusiasm: “ ‘So much the better, boy! . . . ​A few strokes 
of  the chisel will soon demolish their naked nymphs and other such rubbish, 
and we can carve holy virgins, robed from head to foot in all modesty, as be-
cometh saints’ ” (153). Those who are neither artists nor saints must learn to 
read with the holy eyes of  romance—to look through the corruptions of  the 
visible world and toward the purities of  the invisible one. The task of  the nov-
el’s hero, Agostino Sarelli, is to see past the “adulterous, incestuous, filthy, 
false-swearing, perjured, murderous” deeds of  the current Borgia pope, Alex-
ander (80), and recognize the “true Church” that stands behind this “false 
usurper” (159). This is a difficult task for the wealthy Agostino, but like Au-
gustine St. Clare he has the advantage of  a romantic upbringing and a saintly 
mother. When his servant accuses him of  infidelity because he has spoken ill 
of  the pope, Agostino retorts, “ ‘Did you never hear in Dante of  the Popes that 
are burning in hell? Wasn’t Dante a Christian, I beg to know?’ ” (81). The ser-
vant, who thinks Christians faced with evidence of  papal crimes have a duty 
only to “shut our eyes and obey,” warns, “ ‘Oh, my Lord, my Lord! a religion 
got out of  poetry, books, and romances won’t do to die by’ ” (80). For Stowe 
the author of  theological romance, a religion “got out of ” romances is in fact 
the only religion to die by, since the author of  romance captures “the probable 
truth” of  eternal things.

As author of  Agnes of  Sorrento, Stowe herself  is of  course the creator of  ro-
mance, the artist who presents purified visions of  material and spiritual 
things to a correctly apprehending readership. And like the novel’s Father An-
tonio with his “heathen marble” or the nun Jocunda who transforms the story 
of  Ulysses and the sirens into a Catholic legend by weaving in relics like “a 
piece of  the true cross” and “holy wax” (64), Stowe takes a “heathen” genre—
the convent captivity or convent escape narrative—and transforms it into a 
“pure” tale of  ecumenical Christian triumph fit for the middle-class Protestant 
readers of  the Atlantic Monthly. By rewriting the convent captivity narrative as 
a chaste theological romance, Stowe revealed the patriarchal structures that 
continued to undergird secular modernity despite Protestant ideologies of  pro
gress. In juxtaposing the sympathetic Catholic villain Father Francesco with 
the fallible proto-Protestant hero Agostino Sarelli, Agnes of  Sorrento demon-
strates how secular modernity’s aspirations to disenchantment function by rhe-
torically positioning women as modernity’s—and men’s—enchanted others 
and shows how acts of  enlightened disenchantment are as likely to subject 
women to epistemic violence as did any enchanted past.
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Convent captivity narratives, which reached their heyday between 1830 and 
1860 when a wave of  Catholic immigrants was reaching American shores, 
traded in fears of  “Romanism” and “popery” by proliferating tales of  inno-
cent Protestant women tricked into joining Catholic sisterhoods. These nar-
ratives “proceed[ed] as tales of  seduction (often initiated in the confessional) 
of  a girl by a lecherous priest”; in them, the victimized young woman was 
subjected to rape, forced childbirth, spiritual suppression, and a lifetime of  
“morbid confinement” unless she was lucky enough to be offered “escape and 
succor by the Protestant church.”60 Convent captivity narratives fall into a well-
established line of  Western sensational texts that center on the travails of  
imperiled women, including “the older, more established genres of  the gothic, 
Indian captivity narratives, and a long European tradition of  anti-Catholic lit
erature.”61 In each of  these genres, it is not solely the woman’s survival that is 
at stake but her sexual purity; the convent captivity narrative in particular cen-
ters on “the symbol of  the pure American woman debauched and ruined by 
the Catholic priest through the transgression of  normative sexual and gender 
codes.”62 Like tales of  gothic imprisonment or Indian captivity, the convent 
captivity narrative drew dramatic force from the spectacle of  a woman’s en-
dangerment and her potential sexual corruption.63

Agnes of  Sorrento contains many of  the elements of  the convent captivity 
narrative: a young and impressionable virgin, a licentious priest, an ostensibly 
welcoming but possibly sinister sisterhood, and scenes of  both sensual indul-
gence and painful physical penance. But instead of  countering the anti-Catholic 
convent exposé with a factual rendering of  cloistered life—answering sensa-
tionalism with realism—Stowe uses romance to interrogate the discourse of  
ignorance and revelation on which the convent captivity narrative depended. 
In this discourse, women figured as the deluded victims of  Machiavellian 
priests or the grateful beneficiaries of  benevolent rescue but rarely as religious 
agents in their own right.64 Like Antonio the artist-monk, Stowe chisels off 
the genre’s sensationalist “rubbish”—its “naked nymphs”—to produce a por-
trait of  women’s religious agency that might counter the voyeuristic impulse 
of  the convent captivity narrative, which reveled in its protagonist’s helpless-
ness at the hands of  overwhelming (and foreign) religious forces.

In Stowe’s redeemed convent captivity narrative, Father Francesco fills the 
role of  the lustful priest who usurps holy prerogative, taking advantage of  the 
private space of  the confessional to substitute his earthly authority for God’s 
heavenly one. Having discovered Agnes’s attraction to Agostino Sarelli and, 
with it, his own attraction to her, Francesco plans to “dive into the recesses of  
her secret heart, and, following with subtile analysis all the fine courses of  those 
fibres which were feeling their blind way towards an earthly love, . . . ​tear them 
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remorselessly away” (227). Knowing that Agnes wishes to join the convent of  
Saint Agnes, Father Francesco decides to hasten the process of  her holy con-
finement: “If  she could not be his, he might at least prevent her from belong-
ing to any other,—he might at least keep her always within the sphere of  his 
spiritual authority” (180). Father Francesco wishes to “cherish [Agnes’s] evi-
dent vocation” to the life of  a nun—to twist her enchantment to his own pur-
poses (180). To do so, he will seal her in marriage to the church, where he can 
have constant access to her.

Agnes escapes this fate not by fleeing into the arms of  a Protestant rescuer 
like the victimized protagonists of  convent escape narratives but by turning 
to the community of  saints through whom she has come to experience her 
agency. After refusing an offer of  marriage from a local tradesman, thereby 
proving to her grandmother the “force and decision of  her young will” (218), 
Agnes conceives her plan to “ ‘walk on foot to the Holy City, praying in every 
shrine and holy place’ ” (245). She expects to be guided in this journey by her 
namesake saint, who will accompany her along with her grandmother and 
“ ‘save us from all wicked and brutal men who would do us harm’ ” (247). Here 
Stowe’s narrator interjects to describe the saint’s special role as “the minister-
ing agency through which [God’s] mediatorial government on earth was con-
ducted” (248). While Elsie wishes to provide “ ‘a protector’ ” for Agnes by 
marrying her to “ ‘a good strong man,’ ” Agnes places her trust in the “minis-
tering agency” of  the communion of  saints and angels (215).

Agnes does indeed meet with “wicked and brutal men” on the road to 
Rome, and it is in her encounter with them that Agnes of  Sorrento most thor-
oughly revises the convent captivity narrative. While Father Francesco does 
not finally succeed in imprisoning Agnes in a convent, the novel does contain 
a captivity subplot—one that is effected by its proto-Protestant hero and sug-
gests that, for women at least, the terrors of  disenchantment might far out-
strip the dangers of  enchantment. As Agnes and Elsie make their pilgrimage 
to Rome, a troop of  men accosts them and conveys them to a “damp, mould-
ering” castle, in the middle of  which stands an apartment, “which to [Agnes’s] 
simplicity seemed furnished with an unheard-of  luxury” (307). Agnes is sepa-
rated from her grandmother and placed under the care of  Guilietta, a peasant 
woman who appears wearing “great, solid ear-rings of  gold” and “a row of  
gold coins displayed around her neck” (308). When Agnes demands to see El-
sie, Guilietta replies that “ ‘there is one that’s master of  us both, and he says 
none must speak with you’ ” (309). This “master” is not God but Agostino 
Sarelli, and Agnes is fortunate, Giulietta pronounces, that he is such a “ ‘holy 
and religious knight,’ ” for he is “ ‘born to command, and when princes stoop 
to us peasant-girls, it isn’t for us to say nay.’ ” Sarelli must be “ ‘as good as Saint 
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Michael himself,’ ” Giulietta opines, “ ‘or he would do as others do when they 
have the power’ ” (312).65

As Guilietta seeks to soothe Agnes with the assurance that the only thing 
preventing her imminent rape is the virtue of  an excommunicated bandit who 
has kidnapped and forcibly separated her from her only guardian, Sarelli him-
self  is riding toward the fortress. As he approaches, he fantasizes about the 
spiritual deflowering he plans to perform by revealing to Agnes the crimes of  
the corrupt pope whom she still venerates:

Now the time was come, Agostino thought, to break the spell under 
which Agnes was held. . . . ​All the way home from Florence he had urged 
his horse onward, burning to meet her, to tell her all that he knew and 
felt, to claim her as his own, and to take her into the sphere of  light and 
liberty in which he himself  moved. He did not doubt his power, when 
she should once be where he could speak with her freely, without fear 
of  interruption. Hers was a soul too good and pure, he said, to be kept 
in chains of  slavish ignorance any longer. (318)

Sarelli has imprisoned Agnes for the purpose of  disenchanting her: he hopes 
to clear the “mist of  veneration” through which she beholds the pope and his 
cardinals (318). But the voluptuous bedchamber, Guilietta’s necklace of  coins, 
and Agnes’s separation from Elsie all suggest another motive for his actions: 
he wishes to possess Agnes and to control her movements, just as Father Fran-
cesco did. Like the priest in the confessional, Sarelli plans to make himself  
Agnes’s god, and he does not “doubt his power” to do so. The language of  the 
passage—“break the spell,” “burning to meet her,” “claim her,” “take her”—
frames Agnes’s coming disenchantment as an act of  spiritual (and likely physi-
cal) ravishment. The markers of  indirect discourse—“Agostino thought,” “he 
said”—distance the narrator from Sarelli’s perspective, suggesting that he is as 
deluded about the “sphere of  light and liberty” in which he ostensibly moves 
as Agnes herself  is about the virtues of  the sitting pope.

While the Catholic Father Francesco wants to imprison Agnes in a convent, 
the excommunicated Sarelli actually does imprison her in a fortress, and these 
attempted captivities demonstrate that both enchantment and disenchantment 
can facilitate physical and epistemic violence against women, since both can 
be wielded as tools of  patriarchy. Fantasizing about Agnes’s future life in the 
convent, Father Francesco savors the thought that “yet through life he should 
be the guardian and director of  her soul, the one being to whom she should 
render an obedience as unlimited as that which belongs to Christ alone” (41). 
Guilietta, acting as Sarelli’s mouthpiece while tending to Agnes in her gilded 
prison, treats her charge like the heroine of  a fairy tale, addressing her as “my 
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little princess” and offering her resplendent clothing and sumptuous food (309). 
In both situations, however, Agnes’s spiritual vision cannot be clouded. She 
interprets the comforts of  the castle as temptations intended to distract her 
from her holy pilgrimage, as the devil tempted Christ in the wilderness.66 
When Giulietta offers her food, she answers, “ ‘How can you speak of  such 
things in the holy time of  Lent?’ ”; when Giulietta promises her “ ‘gowns . . . ​
all of  silk, and stiff  with gold and pearls,’ ” Agnes refuses even to undress (310). 
Agnes regards this “strange interruption of  her pilgrimage” as a “special as-
sault on her faith, instigated by those evil spirits that are ever setting them-
selves in conflict with the just” (314). When Sarelli arrives to “break the spell,” 
she identifies him as the evil spirit behind these temptations and refuses even 
to listen to his entreaties.

Agnes’s response to her imprisonment is to pray for delivery for both her-
self  and her captor Sarelli, whose soul she perceives to be in mortal danger. 
As she does so, the narrator pauses to contemplate the idea of  disenchantment 
itself: “We of  the present day may look on her distress as unreal, as the result 
of  a misguided sense of  religious obligation; but the great Hearer of  Prayer 
regards each heart in its own scope of  vision, and helps not less the mistaken 
than the enlightened distress. And for that matter, who is enlightened? who 
carries to God’s throne a trouble or a temptation in which there is not some-
where a misconception or a mistake?” (315) Instead of  ruling on the “correct” 
interpretation of  Agnes’s dilemma—the worldly or the heavenly one—the nar-
rator declines to usurp Agnes’s interpretive powers in the manner that both 
Father Francesco and Agostino Sarelli wish to. Since God is the only arbiter 
of  reality—the only being with an entirely unclouded spiritual vision—it is not 
for Stowe’s narrator to presume to pass judgment on Agnes’s experience, de-
spite the fact that Stowe herself  is, in the most literal sense possible, Agnes’s 
Creator.

Agnes of  Sorrento suggests that female believers, young and impressionable 
though they may be, are best equipped to determine their own spiritual and 
temporal destinies. When Agnes finally does come to acknowledge the crimes 
of  the pope and his political allies the Borgias, it is not because she has been 
enlightened by Sarelli but because she has seen their sins for herself. When 
she arrives in Rome, the pope’s nephew notices her beauty and summons her 
to what Stowe’s narrator suggests is an orgiastic revel. The novel, however, 
depicts nothing of  Agnes’s sojourn among the Borgias: she simply disappears 
from the narrative, which recenters on Elsie and on Agnes’s newfound aunt, 
Princess Paulina, as they wait in agony for news of  the girl’s whereabouts. 
When Sarelli appears at Paulina’s villa with a fainting Agnes in his arms, he 
explains, “ ‘I tried all I could to prevent her coming to Rome, and to convince 
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her of  the vileness that ruled here; but the poor little one could not believe 
me, and thought me a heretic only for saying what she now knows from her 
own senses’ ” (359). Agnes’s firsthand experience of  Rome’s corruptions—the 
evidence of  “her own senses”—is the only form of  enlightenment the novel 
will endorse: describing the recovered Agnes, Stowe’s narrator remarks, “The 
veil had been rudely torn from her eyes; she had seen with horror the defile-
ment and impurity of  what she had ignorantly adored in holy places, and the 
revelation seemed to have wrought a change in her whole nature” (363). The 
“revelation” of  sin’s horrors can come only through human sense apprehen-
sion, not through lurid descriptions, since “pictures of  eternal torture” only 
“exert a morbid demoralizing influence which hurrie[s] on the growth of  in-
iquity” (36). Once again, Stowe refuses the sensationalism of  the convent cap-
tivity narrative, with its sexualized depictions of  female victimization.

For many critics, Agnes’s religious agency has been unrecognizable precisely 
because it is exercised through the dissolution of  her individuality—the melt-
ing of  her “one little life” into a larger communal consciousness. Models of  
agency dependent on ideals of  self-determination and autonomous action can-
not apprehend self-lessness as a form of  agency. Jenny Franchot, for instance, 
finds in Agnes’s acts of  intercession only a form of  self-soothing that exacts a 
high psychological cost: “The potent communalism of  Catholic piety can only 
emerge from Agnes’s radical separation from herself,” Franchot argues; indeed, 
Agnes ostensibly “knows nothing of  herself.”67 And yet Stowe’s heroine would 
seem to exercise considerable agency over the course of  the novel: she rejects 
a marriage arranged for her by her overbearing grandmother; convinces that 
same grandmother to accompany her on a long and arduous pilgrimage to 
Rome; rebuffs the advances of  Agostino Sarelli and, when he forcibly kidnaps 
her and locks her in a fortress, persuades him to release her; and finally, makes 
an informed choice between a religious vocation and marriage to an honest 
suitor. Agnes would seem, based on her diegetic actions, to know herself  and 
her wishes quite well, and yet because of  the assumption that all agency—
including religious agency—must be exercised individually, strategically, and 
toward conscious ideological ends, it has been difficult for critics to recognize 
Agnes’s actions as agentive performances.

Agnes of  Sorrento is a novel about women’s religious agency and about the 
ways that enchantment and disenchantment, while positioned as opposites 
or as the before-and-after images in a narrative of  enlightened Protestant 
progress, at best depend on a shared denial of  women’s agency and at worst 
facilitate physical and epistemic violence against them. Stowe’s theological 
romances insist on the fact of  women’s religious agency—the fact of  reli-
gion as a potential means to agency—even when that agency is exercised 
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communally or semivolitionally. In doing so, they contest two of  contemporary 
secularism’s most cherished beliefs: that those who practice religion are the 
victims of  delusion and that the oppressed can obtain greater access to agency 
only if  they are willing to abandon their religions. By rewriting the convent 
captivity narrative as a tale of  Agnes’s spiritual triumph over multiple forms 
of  patriarchy, Stowe argues for women’s religious agency as an active force 
and a means of  resisting oppression, whether that oppression is perpetrated 
in the name of  enchantment or enlightenment.

Pondering Stowe’s Marys: Iconicization  
and Incarnation in Liberal Modernity
As suggested by her preface to Charles’s The Incarnation, Stowe’s primary fig-
ure for thinking through the issue of  women’s religious agency was Mary the 
mother of  Jesus. As numerous critics have noted, Stowe showed a career-long 
interest in Mary as a figure for religious womanhood, not only in her novels 
(Evangeline St. Clare, Mary Scudder, Virginie de Frontignac, Agnes of  Sorrento, 
and Mara Lincoln can all be read as variations on the Holy Virgin) but in her 
poetry (“Mary at the Cross,” “The Sorrows of  Mary”), her devotional nonfic-
tion (Woman in Sacred History, Footsteps of  the Master), and even her choice of  
home decor.68 Kimberly VanEsveld Adams has traced the increasing impor-
tance of  Mary and her shifting significance in Stowe’s writing, arguing that 
the Marys of  The Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sorrento function “as proph-
ets, as saints, and as contemplative virgins”—resembling the Mary of  the 
Annunciation—and that Mary as mother appears much later in Stowe’s career, 
where she comes to embody “the prophetic mother [who] brings forth the 
Word in her own image.”69 John Gatta treats Stowe’s interest in Mary as a cu-
riosity, something “one might not have predicted in a woman of  her era, 
place, and religious background.”70 But as Elizabeth Hayes Alvarez has dem-
onstrated, Stowe’s attention to the Virgin Mary was not exceptional but com-
monplace. While anti-Catholicism was a very real and dangerous phenomenon 
in the nineteenth-century United States, “because of  her role as exemplar of  
Christian womanhood, Mary was a shared, culturally constructed figure that 
linked together various Christian groups and helped shape the period’s gen-
der ideology.”71 It was precisely as “exemplar of  Christian womanhood” that 
Stowe employed the figure of  Mary. Her Marys are not merely icons suitable 
for worship—though they are sometimes that—but also active agents in their 
own salvation and in the salvation of  others.



	 “The Human Soul  .   .   .  Ma kes All Things Sacred”	 145

Stowe used the figure of  Mary to negotiate the tension between the iconi-
cization and incarnation of  women in nineteenth-century Protestant culture—
between woman’s cultural role as icon of  idealized Christian piety and women’s 
domestic roles as incarnators of  the family: mothers and makers of  homes. 
Gregory Jackson has described the nineteenth-century United States as increas-
ingly driven by pictorial impulses: homiletic narratives like The Pilgrim’s Pro
gress trained a Protestant readership to correctly view and interpret both 
descriptions and visual images of  human life as figures for eternal truths and 
calls to greater spiritual engagement.72 David Morgan has described the pro
cess by which nineteenth-century Americans, raised in rich oral and sermonic 
traditions, gradually learned to accept the viewing of  religious imagery as “an 
act imbued with the power of  belief  or to make one believe.”73 For women 
readers, however, this training was complicated by a long history, both Cath-
olic and Protestant, of  transforming women into images—of  making women 
not the viewers but the viewed. Though the iconicization of  women in Cath-
olic tradition is obvious, this impulse persisted into the Protestant era, with 
women serving as holy exemplars or demonic terrors in a dominant male re-
ligious imaginary, as when Thomas Weld propagated tales of  the “monstrous 
births” produced by Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer as warnings to other 
religious dissenters or when Jonathan Edwards used the experiences of  his 
wife, Sarah Pierrepont, as a salutary example for those who were inclined to 
doubt the sincerity of  revivals in his church.74 Even The Pilgrim’s Progress, that 
staple of  Protestant devotionalism and the pattern tale for the wildly popular 
woman’s fiction genre, presents the monstrous females Queen Mab and the 
Whore of  Babylon to the horrified eyes of  Christian and Hopeful; when 
women become Bunyan’s protagonists in the Second Part of  the Pilgrim, which 
tells the story of  Christian’s wife, Christiana, and her children, these women 
are treated to a vision of  themselves as spiders “whose Venom is far more de-
structive than that which is in her.”75 In both the Catholic hagiographic tradi-
tion and the Christian homiletic tradition that Jackson traces, women, good 
or bad, were apt to appear only as static icons—flat pictures rather than living 
flesh.

The rise of  secular modernity did not undo the iconicization of  women 
but in fact made it a constitutive feature of  a politics supposedly cleansed of  
religious influence. During the French Revolution, with its secularization of  
public space, “signs of  religious devotion—statues of  saints, crucifixes, and 
church bells—were replaced by allegorical embodiments of  secular concepts 
(liberty, fraternity, equality, the social contract, philosophy, reason, virtue) in 
idealized classical forms”; these idealized forms were characterized by a 
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“desperate insistence on the repetition of  . . . ​sexual dimorphism,” particu-
larly women’s naked breasts, that reified women’s “foreignness to republican 
culture.”76 Early U.S. political expression also employed idealized female bod-
ies as icons of  the new nation—particularly Columbia but sometimes Lady 
Liberty—even as actual women were systematically excluded from political 
participation. The democratic revolutions that advanced secular modernity left 
women in a position largely analogous to the one they had held in the pre-
modern West: hypervisible as static icons of  religion or politics, nearly invis-
ible as agentive individuals.

The persistence of  Mary the mother of  Jesus into Protestant modernity and 
her increasing relevance in the diversifying antebellum United States offered 
Stowe a vehicle for thinking through women’s status as perpetual icons. The 
Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sorrento counter Western culture’s iconicizing 
impulse not by repudiating the representational burden borne by women but 
by presenting iconic Marys and then “fleshing them out”—incarnating them—
by emphasizing their indivisible wholeness: the inseparability of  body, mind, 
and spirit. Importantly, Stowe did not advocate for women as either icons or 
incarnations; rather, her Marys syncretize these roles: they are both objects 
of  adoration and contemplation for the men and women around them and 
creators who grow and tend the fruits of  the spirit. They find their religious 
agency in the space created by the juxtaposition of  icon and incarnation.

The Minister’s Wooing offers two Mary figures, one Protestant and one Cath-
olic: Mary Scudder and Virginie de Frontignac. As always with Stowe, this 
pairing does not represent a simple binary but instead offers different models 
for women’s religious agency as Mary and Virginie embody various qualities 
of  the Virgin turned Holy Mother. Virginie, raised in a convent, provokes from 
other characters the standard Protestant assumption that Catholic identifica-
tion entails thralldom: “I suppose she is a Roman Catholic, and worships pic-
tures and stone images,” the staunchly orthodox Miss Prissy assumes (258). 
But Mary Scudder sees in the beautiful Virginie an active embodiment of  the 
Madonna: rather than worshipping material objects, Virginie herself  is a liv-
ing incarnation of  the Holy Mother, with “pomegranate cheeks” that “glo[w] 
with the rich shaded radiance of  one of  Rembrandt’s pictures” (173). Appre-
hending Virginie’s beauty, Mary’s face begins to “reflec[t] the glowing loveli-
ness of  her visitor, just as the virgin snows of  the Alps become incarnadine as 
they stand opposite the glorious radiance of  a sunset sky” (174). Incarnadine, 
“flesh-colored,” arises from the root incarnato, “clothed or invested with flesh.” 
The effect of  Virginie’s glowing Madonna-like beauty is to incarnate the “vir-
ginal” Mary Scudder, a process that consists in awakening “all the slumbering 
poetry within” the “delicate” New England maiden. Mary’s adoration, in turn, 
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awakens Virginie’s “warm nature,” and the two are transformed from roman-
tic rivals to bosom friends (174).

This incarnated response to Virginie’s beauty is contrasted with that of  the 
novel’s villain, Aaron Burr, who apprehends Virginie not as an embodiment 
of  her namesake but as an empty image, an object for cold speculation. Ob-
serving Mary and Virginie’s first meeting, Burr categorizes Virginie as a vo-
luptuous “sultana” and Mary as her “faded, cold” obverse: “In Antwerp one 
sees a picture in which Rubens . . . ​has embodied his conception of  the Ma-
donna, in opposition to the faded, cold ideals of  the Middle Ages, from which 
he revolted with such a bound. His Mary is a superb Oriental sultana, with 
lustrous dark eyes, redundant form, jewelled turban. . . . ​As Burr sat looking 
from one to the other, he felt, for a moment, as one would who should put a 
sketch of  Overbeck’s beside a splendid painting of  Titian’s” (174). Rather than 
responding with “slumbering poetry” to the womanly excellence before him, 
Burr imagines himself  the curator of  a gallery, arranging items for display. 
When Virginie is finally disabused of  her idealizing love for Burr, it is precisely 
this flat and calculating observation that repels her: “ ‘He was admiring me like 
a picture; he was considering what he should do with me. . . . ​But he does not 
know me’ ” (226). For Burr, Virginie is a disenchanted icon, a soulless object 
designed not for pious contemplation but for patriarchal consumption.

The titular heroine of  Agnes of  Sorrento is Stowe’s most literal embodiment 
of  the Virgin Mary, a woman who exists simultaneously as an icon to be wor-
shipped and an incarnation of  divine love. Gail K. Smith has argued that Ag-
nes of  Sorrento represents “an extended study of  how a patriarchy uses and 
misuses a woman’s body as metonymy for art” and that Stowe produced the 
novel as a means to “meditat[e] on art’s mission and construc[t] her own ar-
tistic self.”77 Accordingly, characters in Agnes of  Sorrento can be judged by 
whether they apprehend Agnes as an empty object or a living incarnation of  
the Madonna, with the “correct” reading the one set forth by her uncle, the 
artist-monk Father Antonio. Beholding Agnes’s adolescent beauty and pure 
spirit, he chooses her as the model for the Virgin Mary in the breviary he is 
preparing: “ ‘Dear child,’ ” he tells her, “ ‘there be women whom the Lord 
crowns with beauty when they know it not, and our dear Mother sheds so 
much of  her spirit into their hearts that it shines out in their faces. . . . ​Dear 
little child, be not ignorant that our Lord hath shed this great grace on thee.’ ” 
Agnes replies, “ ‘I am Christ’s child. If  it be as you say,—which I did not know,—
give me some days to pray and prepare my soul, that I may offer myself  in all 
humility’ ” (91). This scene invokes the angel’s Annunciation to Mary that she 
is pregnant with the Christ child: Gabriel proclaims, “ ‘The Holy Ghost shall 
come upon thee’ ”; Mary replies, “ ‘Behold the handmaid of  the Lord; be it unto 
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me according to thy word.’ ”78 In Agnes of  Sorrento, the message to be conveyed 
is not that Agnes is with child but that she is beautiful and that, rather than 
becoming the vessel for the incarnation of  Christ, she herself  is the embodi-
ment of  Mary’s holiness. Agnes is simultaneously both icon and incarnation 
of  Mary. When she meets her future lover, Sarelli, he will proclaim that her 
“ ‘dear face has been more to me than prayer or hymn; it has been even as a 
sacrament to me, and through it I know not what of  holy and heavenly influ-
ences have come to me’ ” (160). Mary’s beauty is not for mere consumption—
which Sarelli will learn after she escapes his gilded cage—but for a contemplation 
that, properly welcomed, results in religious transformation.

The moments when women’s iconographic power combines with their in-
carnational agency are often marked by the word pondering, Stowe’s signal 
term for a kind of  holy cognition that brings together mind, body, and spirit 
to form a complete being. As Mary the mother of  Jesus, after the birth of  her 
son, the visit of  the shepherds, and the adoration of  the Magi, “kept all these 
things, and pondered them in her heart,” so Stowe’s Marys contemplate the 
environment around them, the texts and images they encounter, their own 
intellectual and emotional processes, and their relations with others and trans-
form these raw materials into religious agency: into women’s work in the 
world.79 The work of  pondering can be described in June Howard’s phrase 
“embodied thought that animates cognition with the recognition of  the self ’s 
engagement.”80 Stowe herself  invokes John Donne: “her pure and eloquent 
blood / Spoke in her cheeks, and so distinctly wrought / That you might al-
most say her body thought” (MW 309).81 Pondering is the agentive action of  
this thinking body: the process by which the speculative and the practical, the 
spiritual and the material, the intellectual and the emotional, and the icono-
graphic and the incarnational are knit together in a single person, that “sacred 
and individual” thing.

In The Minister’s Wooing, pondering is the process by which women bring 
their active minds to bear on the artistic and intellectual materials of  this earth 
and transform them into enchanted icons: objects for sacred contemplation. 
Mrs. Marvyn “ponders” the unseen cathedrals and unheard symphonies of  
Europe and in so doing transfigures the “uncouth old pulpit” and “faw-sol-
la-ing” of  Newport’s Congregational choir into objects suitable for accompa-
nying Christian worship (62). Mary Scudder spends hours “pondering” an 
engraving of  a da Vinci Madonna that has washed up on the shores of  New-
port “after a furious storm”; the “seaworn picture” provides “a constant 
vague inspiration” for her thoughts on “that wonderful man” da Vinci (147) 
but also on Jonathan Edwards’s “treatises on the Will” (15).82 Had she been 
born in Italy, the narrator notes, she would have turned out an Agnes of  Sor-
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rento rather than a Mary Scudder of  Newport and “might, like fair St. Cath-
erine of  Siena, have seen beatific visions in the sunset skies, and a silver dove 
descending upon her as she prayed” (15). She might have been, in fact, not only 
a saint but the mother of  Christ herself: after the “death” of  James Marvyn, 
as Mrs. Marvyn describes the peace that Candace’s Christology has given 
her—“ ‘There is but just one thing remaining, and that is, as Candace said, the 
cross of  Christ’ ”—Mary Scudder “ke[eps] all things and ponder[s] them in her 
heart” (207).

In Agnes of  Sorrento, the term pondering marks moments when Agnes en-
counters new forces and new information that will infuse her spiritual being 
and incarnate her as a complete woman with earthly desires as well as celes-
tial ones. Agnes ponders a poem that Agostino Sarelli has written for her in 
which he compares his love for her to the veneration of  the Virgin (98); that 
night she dreams of  an angel with the face of  Sarelli and awakes the next day 
to “pond[er] over and over the strange events of  the day before, and the dreams 
of  the night” (114). After Sarelli rescues her from the Borgia dens at Rome, 
Agnes ponders “the dark warnings of  Father Francesco” about Sarelli’s ill in-
tentions and compares them to the cavalier’s valiant efforts on her behalf; she 
likewise ponders the change in station effected by the revelation of  her nobil-
ity: “She was, in birth and blood, the equal of  her lover” (364). In both The 
Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sorrento, women who ponder as Mary did en-
gage in acts of  religious agency that bring body, mind, and soul into alignment 
with the will of  God and the communion of  saints both living and dead.

By being both fully embodied and paradigmatically spiritual, Stowe’s Marys 
resist the liberal political and social discourses that create “woman” as a flat 
image and project onto her irrationality, irresolution, and lack of  agency. 
Rather than divorcing women from spirituality in an effort to facilitate indi-
vidual (white) women’s entrance into the public sphere—a move that would 
reinforce the larger cultural forces tending toward disenchantment, rational-
ization, and unrestrained capitalism—The Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sor-
rento insist on enchantment, vesting it both in individual women and in the 
communities that cohere around them. Though capable of  performing ratio-
nality by engaging with doctrine, Stowe’s women more often enact religious 
agency by incarnating theology. In The Minister’s Wooing and Agnes of  Sorrento, 
true theologizing is daily action performed in relation with others. Romance 
is the literary form in which these enchanted women are incarnated, and theo-
logical romance becomes the means of  conveying cosmic truths and resisting 
the fragmentation, differentiation, and disenchantment of  modern life.
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Chapter 5

“I Have No Disbelief ”
Women’s Spiritualist Novels and Nonliberal Agencies

In a November 1860 letter to Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning written as she was composing Agnes of  Sorrento, Harriet Beecher 
Stowe described a Spiritualist medium who had channeled her dead son Henry 
very exactly. Though maintaining a polite distance from most Spiritualist ac-
tivities, Stowe confessed to Barrett Browning that “when such things come,” 
she did “what Mary did—‘Keep and ponder them in my heart.’ ”1 Stowe had 
written to her husband Calvin earlier that year that “circles and spiritual jug-
glery” were nothing but “lying signs and wonders, with all deceivableness of  
unrighteousness.” But after repeated private encounters with spiritually gifted 
people whose presence brought her “very strong impressions from the spiri-
tual world, so that I feel often sustained and comforted, as if  I had been near 
to my Henry and other departed friends,” Stowe was willing to admit that 
there were “doubtless, people who, from some constitutional formation, can 
more readily receive the impressions of  the surrounding spiritual world.”2 By 
1860, Stowe might well have found herself  wavering on the question of  Spiri-
tualism, since “circles and spiritual jugglery” were everywhere in the United 
States. In the years since two young girls, Margaret and Kate Fox, had heard 
ghostly rappings in their home in Hydesville, New York, in 1848, spirit com-
munication had spread rapidly across the country, growing from “a children’s 
ghost story, [to] an after-dinner entertainment, [to] a popular national phenom-
enon and a powerful new religion” in little more than a decade.3
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Though emerging from European religious ideas that had circulated for 
centuries, American Spiritualism began in earnest in the United States with 
the “spirit rappings” in Hydesville. When the Fox sisters heard knockings and 
other mysterious noises in their upstate New York home, they attributed the 
noises to the spirit of  a dead peddler who, they claimed, had been murdered 
in the house years before and now sought to communicate with its living in-
habitants. The girls devised a way to exchange messages with their spirit com-
panion through a system of  alphabetic knockings; when they did so in front 
of  curious visitors, local papers reported the events. The story was picked up 
by other publications through the network of  the nineteenth century’s exten-
sive newspaper exchange system, and readers in other towns soon began form-
ing small circles of  curious participants who wished to try the spirits for 
themselves. As the movement spread, it emerged from the parlor and into the 
public sphere, as the most gifted mediums began performing publicly in “trance 
lectures” in which they displayed their Spiritualist gifts for the entertainment 
and edification of  believers and skeptics alike.4 The most powerful mediums 
were often women, as their supposedly “natural” passivity ostensibly made it 
easier for them to suppress their own individuality and to surrender their bod-
ies and voices to inhabiting spirits, who could range from William Shake-
speare to Benjamin Franklin to an attendee’s mother.

Since traditional Protestant doctrines either denied the possibility of  com-
muning with the dead or classed such activities as witchcraft, participants in 
the Spiritualist movement quickly developed their own doctrinal frameworks 
to explain the sudden lifting of  the veil between the living and the dead and 
its implications for those on both sides of  this newly porous barrier. Self-
appointed Spiritualist leaders, including Andrew Jackson Davis and Emma 
Hardinge Britten, drew from the European phenomena of  Swedenborgian re-
ligion and mesmeric practice to craft cosmologies that diverged considerably 
from a dualistic Protestant universe. Besides refusing to assign the dead to 
heaven or hell for all eternity (Spiritualists, like Swedenborgians, came to be-
lieve that the dead ascended through “spheres” of  enlightenment), Spiritual-
ist teaching differed most starkly from traditional Protestant beliefs about death 
in its insistence that human souls retain the unique characteristics they once 
displayed on earth—including an attachment to family and friends and a con-
cern about ongoing political and social events—and that the dead are capable 
of  communicating with the living. Spiritualism’s characteristic practices in-
cluded communication with the spirits of  dead loved ones or famous figures 
(conducted either by a medium during public or private séances or individu-
ally using an automatic writing apparatus like the planchette), spirit traveling 
(in which a medium viewed events or vistas at great distances from her own 



152 	C hapter 5

physical location), and clairvoyant communication. Dismissed or decried by 
mainstream religious and cultural authorities, Spiritualism nevertheless con-
tinued to spread rapidly through Europe and the United States, resulting in 
“the democratization of  the otherworld” as “millions, from the urban work-
ing classes to royal families . . . ​experiment[ed] on each other through spiritu-
alist séances, mesmeric waves, telepathic transmissions and out-of-body 
travelling.”5

As a widespread and rapidly growing religious and social movement, Spir-
itualism quickly made its way into American fiction, most famously in Nathan-
iel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance. According to the literary critic 
Howard Kerr, Hawthorne’s tale of  the economic (and likely sexual) manipu-
lation of  the female medium Priscilla by the Svengaliesque magician Westervelt 
established a literary template for all Spiritualist fiction of  the American nine-
teenth century. Kerr’s Mediums, and Spirit-Rappers, and Roaring Radicals: Spiri-
tualism and American Literature, 1850–1900 asserted that “the spiritualistic 
movement exercised a distinct and fairly unified influence on the American 
literary imagination” by providing nineteenth-century authors with an easy 
target for humorous attacks or a storehouse of  vague occult symbols.6 And 
yet Kerr’s stable of  nineteenth-century American authors included only white 
men; while providing dismissive accounts of  the activities of  female Spiritual-
ist mediums, including the Fox sisters, Cora Hatch, and Britten, Kerr’s mono-
graph overlooked Spiritualist fiction by women except for an occasional 
footnoted reference to Stowe or Elizabeth Stuart Phelps.7 As a result, the “uni-
fied” (male) literary approach he traced mostly registered a conservative fear 
of  Spiritualism, which was a dangerous and frightening phenomenon not only 
because it contradicted traditional Protestant doctrines but because it was 
closely associated with abolitionism and the nascent movement for women’s 
rights.8

Addressing the work of  women writers who engaged with the Spiritualist 
movement paints a very different picture of  the cultural work performed by 
Spiritualist fiction. Authors including Elizabeth Stoddard, Elizabeth Oakes 
Smith, and Kate Field often fictionalized the beliefs and practices associated 
with Spiritualism in ways that critiqued not the Spiritualists but the patriar-
chal underpinnings of  orthodox Protestantism and the antebellum public 
sphere. Much of  this fiction by women writers is Spiritualist not only in its 
subject matter but in its form. Women authors, in other words, invoked Spir-
itualist practice as literary practice in ways that enabled them to depict new 
and socially disruptive forms of  female agency.

The forms of  female agency constructed in and through women’s Spiritu-
alist fiction do not conform to secularized ideals of  autonomous and self-willed 
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action, and thus, like the other forms of  religious agency I have discussed 
in this book, they can be difficult for modern critics to comprehend. The 
rapid proliferation of  religious options that characterized the nineteenth 
century—what Charles Taylor has called the “nova effect” of  Western 
secularity—resulted in a nineteenth-century American public sphere that was 
not denuded of  gods but practically overrun by them.9 Given these changes 
and the disconcerting advances in technology that obliterated distance and dis-
torted time, nineteenth-century Americans often found themselves living in a 
haunted state “in which one’s actions [were] acted upon by others from a 
distance—people, to be sure, but also and perhaps more importantly, concepts, 
representations, and words.”10 The flowering of  Spiritualist practice after 1848 
was both effect and sign of  this haunted modernity, and the phenomenon of  
the trance troubled rational liberal models of  human agency that framed 
agency as unitary, proprietary, and voluntary—something owned and wielded 
by individuals acting consciously and independently. In a society in which on-
tological and epistemological boundaries may shift at any moment, agency 
may inhere in objects and organizations as much as in individuals and may cir-
culate between secular subjects. It is the circuitous functioning of  religious 
agency—the unpredictable movement of  motive forces between sympathetic 
persons—that women’s Spiritualist fiction dramatizes.

To recognize the forms of  agency at work in Spiritualist fiction, we must 
amend our reading practices to do justice to the mysteries of  a secular world 
rather than the certainties of  a secularized one. Secular reading is particularly 
essential for understanding Spiritualist fiction by women writers, since the 
agencies enabled by Spiritualist religiosity have the potential to disrupt and defy 
entrenched structures of  power. In her now-canonical bildungsroman The 
Morgesons—most often read by critics as a novel of  secularization and religious 
decline—Elizabeth Stoddard employs Spiritualist phenomena to endow Cas-
sandra and Veronica Morgeson with unexpected agentive options. While Stod-
dard hints obliquely at her characters’ Spiritualist gifts, Elizabeth Oakes 
Smith’s Bertha and Lily and Kate Field’s Planchette’s Diary explicitly engage with 
Spiritualist practices and supernatural phenomena. In each of  these texts, char-
acters allow spiritual agencies to circulate between them rather than ceding 
agency to those who would dominate them. By doing so they maintain a 
unique but precarious in(ter)dependence, temporarily circumventing social 
narratives that enforce women’s economic, romantic, and spiritual dependence 
on men (fathers, lovers, clergy). Adopting Spiritualist forms of  connection al-
lows these characters to forge relationships in which dominance and subordi-
nation are ever shifting and always at play—in which power does not flow 
downward from God to men and from men to women but instead moves 
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unpredictably between the spiritual realm and the material and between 
members of  both sexes.

Spiritualist configurations of  agency are short-lived and unstable: while Spir-
itualist practices enable women to intermittently suspend or temporarily in-
habit the interstices of  the power relations that structure their lives, they do 
not permanently overturn those relations. Hence the moments of  religious 
agency in Spiritualist novels are often also moments of  pain and frustration. 
But to ignore them because they are not sustainable is to misunderstand—or 
miss entirely—the power of  female religious agency in a secular society. If, as 
I have argued throughout this book, agency is a capacity for action enabled 
by particular conditions—not the ability to transcend or ignore those condi-
tions, as it is often framed—then all agency is contingent, temporary, and un-
stable, constructed on the fly, so to speak, from conditions on the ground. 
But our secularized critical practices have effaced the forms of  agency at play 
in women’s Spiritualist fiction and distorted our understanding of  women’s 
spiritual power both historically and in our own time.

Spiritualism and Circulating Agency  
in The Morgesons
Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons is the story of  Cassandra and Veronica 
Morgeson, two sisters living in a New England shipping village in the 1830s. 
Raised by a religiously devoted mother and an agnostic father—named Mary 
and Locke, to solidify the associations—Cassandra and Veronica must find 
their moral and spiritual bearings in a rapidly industrializing antebellum mi-
lieu. Cassy is the more skeptical of  the two; while adoring her devout mother, 
she seeks personal and sexual self-determination, and her rocky path to adult-
hood includes an emotional affair with a married man. Veronica, by contrast, 
is a New England saint, given to strange visions and mysterious bouts of  ill-
ness and frequently compared to the Virgin Mary. Quiet and domestic, Veron-
ica marries Ben Somers, one of  Cassy’s friends from boarding school, but his 
unchecked alcoholism poisons their union and leads to his early death. Cassy, 
after recovering from the death of  her lover, marries Ben’s brother Desmond 
and lives with him in the home she has inherited from her parents.

An early scene in The Morgesons finds the sixteen-year-old Cassandra stand-
ing on the sofa in her Massachusetts home giving a mock sermon “after the 
manner of  Mr. Boold, of  Barmouth, taking . . . ​for my text, ‘Like David’s Harp 
of  solemn sound’ ” (67).11 Cassandra’s parody of  the local clergyman brings 
several members of  the household to sympathetic laughter as she mimics his 
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expressive gestures and pompous tone. When her father enters the room with 
a strange man, Cassy is neither abashed nor ashamed: she “wave[s her] hand . . . ​
a la Boold” and descends from her perch to greet the newcomer who will one 
day become her lover (67).

Cassy’s Boold-ness—her willingness to ridicule and disregard the pro-
nouncements of  New England’s orthodox clergy—has led to the critical con-
sensus that The Morgesons depicts, or even celebrates, secularization and 
religious decline. Reading “religion” as primarily the domain of  ordained Prot-
estant clergy, critics have asserted that because the clerics who appear in The 
Morgesons are ridiculed or relegated to diegetic obscurity, religion is not a cen-
tral concern of  the text.12 This critical tendency indicates the persistence of  a 
particularly American version of  the secularization narrative, one in which “the 
public influence of  the Protestant clergy is [considered] the most important 
measure of  the role of  religion in American society.”13 The continuing identi-
fication of  “religion” with “New England Protestantism” is not so much a his-
torical fact as an ideological superstructure that assumes that attitudes, 
values, and institutions that do not align with mainstream Protestant assump-
tions are alien not only to Protestant Christianity but to the United States it-
self.14 If  “religion” and “Protestant clerical authority” are believed to be the 
same, any text that questions the cultural centrality of  Protestant ministers—
as The Morgesons does—will seem to be attacking religion as an aspect of  
human experience and reflecting or even contributing to the secularization of  
American culture.

But, in fact, explorations of  religion in The Morgesons go beyond the occa-
sional jab at a pompous village preacher, and they are revealed not by exam-
ining the static pronouncements of  the clergy at the margins of  the story but 
by attending to the fluid spiritual power of  the women at its center. There is 
another religious discourse at work in the scene in which Cassandra mocks 
Mr. Boold: the discourse of  Spiritualism, in which minds separated by death 
and distance are nevertheless sympathetically connected and past and future 
are legible texts to those with the gifts to read them. When Charles Morge-
son enters the room where Cassandra is “preaching,” Veronica solemnly pre-
dicts his approaching death: “ ‘There are six Charles Morgesons buried in our 
grave yard’ ” (67). Her clairvoyant powers invoke the ambient discourse of  Spir-
itualism that by the time of  the book’s publication permeated every corner 
of  American culture, and they suggest that The Morgesons is best read not as a 
story of  Protestant decline but as a Spiritualist novel that reflects the rapidly 
changing secular conditions of  mid-nineteenth-century New England.15

The Morgesons is a novel about Spiritualism, in which characters engage in 
acts of  clairvoyance, trance speaking, and spirit traveling. But it is also a novel 
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that enacts a literary form of  Spiritualist practice at the level of  the text.16 It 
steers a course between overt supernaturalism and sterile scientism by invok-
ing the conditions of  secularism that characterized antebellum New England, 
conditions in which religious authority and its attendant agentive possibilities 
were not in decline but rather set free to circulate in new and less hierarchical 
ways. In The Morgesons, the practices associated with Spiritualism help to high-
light forms of  female agency that might operate outside the bounds of  com-
merce, competition, conversion, and domination that hem in the Morgeson 
sisters’ lives. These Spiritualist practices are premised on the acceptance of  cer-
tain doctrines: the persistence of  individual human personalities beyond 
death, the ability of  the living to speak with the dead, the “magnetic” or mes-
meric influence of  certain spiritually gifted persons, and the possibility of  clair-
voyant communication between people of  great emotional sensibility.

Even as it implicitly embraces these premises and practices, however, The 
Morgesons avoids the ritualized (and often commercialized) trappings of  the 
séance and the trance lecture. Among the New York literati with whom Stod-
dard socialized, Spiritualism was often ridiculed because, like other insurgent 
religious and social movements, it attracted large numbers of  the poor and 
working classes. Dismissive depictions of  Spiritualism often emphasized the 
vulgarity of  its participants and practitioners. The Fox sisters were rumored 
to crunch peanuts during their public séances, and Lydia Maria Child referred 
to public demonstrations of  spirit communication as “the merest mass of  old 
rags, saw-dust, and clam-shells.”17 In the early 1860s as The Morgesons was going 
to press, Stoddard’s close friend Bayard Taylor, to whom the novel is dedicated, 
was in the midst of  publishing three short stories in the Atlantic Monthly that 
lampooned Spiritualism and other religious and social reform movements.18

For these reasons, I suggest, Stoddard might have invoked Spiritualist prac-
tices in her novel without depicting the trance lecture or the séance, since in-
cluding such scenes would subject Veronica’s and Cassandra’s mysterious 
powers to similar public scrutiny by the novel’s readers and critics. These au-
thorities could then pronounce judgment upon the sisters’ spirituality in the 
same way that the novel’s various fictional patriarchs pronounce judgment on 
their beauty, piety, and intelligence. The Morgesons, accordingly, employs Spir-
itualism not as a simple plot device but as a symbolic force and a set of  discur-
sive practices that together enable new visions of  agency at the level of  plot 
and character and new generic possibilities for female authorship. In doing so, 
it models a style of  secular reasoning by way of  a literary form that elevates 
indeterminacy above certainty and locates possibilities for agency in mysteri-
ous interactions between persons.
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The Morgesons opens in Mary Morgeson’s “winter room,” where the read-
ing materials chosen by the Morgeson women signify the welter of  religious 
modalities that circulate through the novel. Cassandra, ten years old and out
spoken, climbs a piece of  furniture to reach a shelf  full of  books, among them 
Northern Regions (1827) and The Saints’ Everlasting Rest (1658).19 The two books 
seemingly could not have less in common: Richard Baxter’s Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest is a Protestant devotional manual and meditation on death; Northern Re-
gions is an adventure book for children that tells the sensational stories of  the 
Arctic explorers Richard Parry and John Franklin. But both books have con-
nections to the Spiritualist movement: Baxter’s manual described the afterlife 
in symbolic terms that would later be adopted by proponents of  Spiritualism, 
and Sir John Franklin, subject of  Northern Regions, was a frequent otherworldly 
attendant at trance lectures of  the 1850s and 1860s.20 Cassandra’s expedition 
to the top of  the bookshelf  also yields a copy of  Laurence Sterne’s Sentimen-
tal Journey (1768), the font of  much nineteenth-century sentimental literature.21 
By invoking Sterne alongside The Saints’ Everlasting Rest and Northern Regions, 
Stoddard both situates her novel within an ongoing sentimental literary tradi-
tion and indicates the centrality of  Spiritualist relations to her tale. At the same 
time, she connects these literary and religious movements to ongoing theo-
logical debates: as Cassandra is climbing shelves, her mother and aunt are read-
ing aloud from the Boston Recorder an article describing a doctrinal feud 
between ministers of  the Congregational church. The juxtaposition of  these 
many texts allows the scene to face, Januslike, both backward and forward, 
invoking traditional Puritan devotionalism, contemporary sectarian controver-
sies, popular literary trends, and a progressive scientific spirit as they met on 
the common ground of  Spiritualist belief  and practice.

Cassandra’s memory of  Mary Morgeson’s winter room takes on a ghostly 
quality, with past, present, and future collapsing into one as the narrating Cas-
sandra notes that “the hands of  [the house’s] builders have crumbled to dust” 
(8). Describing the middle-class Victorian comforts of  the room—its chintz 
chair covers, serge curtains, “chocolate-colored” carpet, and cheerful Frank-
lin stove—Cassandra describes a warm domestic scene in which the comin-
gling of  different literary and religious forms (the devotional manual, the 
Spiritualist memoir, the sectarian journal, the sentimental novel) facilitates fe-
male community and authorial agency (8–9). When Aunt Mercy declares the 
adventuresome Cassandra “possessed,” she identifies Cassandra as the focal 
point for these secular circulations of  belief. As reader and auditor, Cassandra 
is possessed by the spirits of  Franklin and Parry, by Sterne, by Baxter, and by 
the memory of  those whose “hands have crumbled to dust”; as Mary’s daughter 
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and Mercy’s niece, she is possessed by their theological concerns even when 
she does not share them; and as narrator of  the scene, she is possessed by Stod-
dard’s authorial voice. Rather than indicating a narrative of  religious decay 
from the doctrinal concerns of  Mary and Mercy’s generation to the Spiritual-
ist interests of  Cassandra’s, this scene offers a depiction of  female religious 
identification not bound by narratives of  progress, decline, or even chrono-
logical time: Protestant devotionalism, Spiritualist explorations, sentimental 
fiction, and sectarian debate coexist within the loose temporal frame of  Cas-
sandra’s memory and the book’s opening pages, offering a depiction of  female 
community and agency enabled by the novel’s transtemporal secular milieu.

Cassandra’s “possession” is an ongoing motif  of  The Morgesons, a moniker 
applied to her when she performs actions deemed willful or unladylike—in 
other words, when she asserts unclassifiable or ostensibly inappropriate forms 
of  female agency. To be possessed by another is to transgress boundaries of  
individual identity—to deny apparent separations between unique minds and 
bodies and even between this world and the next—and thereby to defy notions 
of  individual agency and self-determination. In The Morgesons, episodes of  
trance speaking, clairvoyance, spirit traveling, and other Spiritualist practice 
both indicate and simultaneously construct unique sympathetic connections 
between characters, while the fluid and unpredictable nature of  Spiritualist 
agency enables new configurations of  interpersonal power. As Veronica and 
Cassandra mature from “possessed” children to self-possessed women, Spiri-
tualist practice enables kinds of  sympathetic connection among the sisters and 
their friends that need not conform to the narratives of  romantic love, sibling 
rivalry, sudden conversion, and economic dominance that their New England 
neighbors would impose on them.

Cassandra and her future brother-in-law Ben Somers, for instance, refuse 
to fall into the romantic rituals prescribed by their school companions at Ros-
ville. At their first meeting Ben describes, accurately and without ever having 
seen her, Cassandra’s sister Veronica: “ ‘[I] fancy that the person to whom the 
name belongs has a narrow face, with eyes near together, and a quantity of  
light hair, which falls straight; that she has long hands; is fond of  Gothic archi-
tecture, and has a will of  her own’ ” (96). Their non sequitur conversation and 
immediate rapport (Ben: “ ‘Are your family from Troy?’ ” Cassandra: “ ‘Do you 
dislike my name?’ ”) suggest an ongoing acquaintance, though they have never 
met, and when Cassandra’s eyes wander, Ben asks, “ ‘Are you looking for your 
sister?’ ” as though Cassandra and Veronica could communicate across the dis-
tance between Surrey and Rosville as Ben and Veronica apparently can (96). 
Ben’s inexplicable clairvoyance—his ability to accurately describe a woman he 
has never met and whom he will someday marry—and the immediate psy-



	 “ I  Have No Disbelief”	 159

chic connections between Veronica, Cassandra, and Ben signal both the nov-
el’s resistance to predictable romantic narratives (why talk to a beautiful woman 
about her distant and less attractive sister?) and a model of  shared agency that 
can cross boundaries of  time and space. Rather than imagining herself  as the 
recipient (or victim) of  Ben’s romantic attentions and placing herself  in a po-
sition of  dependence on him, Cassandra forms a friendship with Ben in which 
the dominant role shifts with circumstance and need.

Ben and Cassandra’s emotional interdependence is premised on their Spir-
itualist forms of  communication and enables them to maintain their platonic 
friendship in the face of  social conventions that would cast them in standard 
romantic roles. Ben, described by other characters as “visionary” (179, 256), 
foresees the bad end to which Cassandra’s romance with Charles Morgeson 
will lead (he twice predicts the other man’s death), but rather than imposing 
his will on Cassandra, he expresses his opinions only telepathically: “We looked 
at each other without speaking, but divined each other’s thoughts. ‘You are as 
true and noble, as I think you are lovely. I must have it so. You shall not thwart 
me.’ ‘Faithful and good Ben,—do you pass a sufficiently strict examination 
upon yourself ? Are you not disposed to carry through your own ideas with-
out considering me?’ Whatever our internal comments were, we smiled upon 
each other with the sincerity of  friendship” (204). Cassandra’s access to Ben’s 
thoughts gives her the authority to resist his moralizing even as their clairvoy-
ant connections allow them to defy the romantic expectations of  others. Cas-
sandra’s friendship with Ben circumvents the well-worn romantic plot—two 
wealthy and attractive young people related distantly by blood or marriage fall 
in love and unite their fortunes—and their unconventional friendship is liter-
alized in their ability to communicate outside the bounds of  spoken conver-
sation. The uniqueness of  their relationship is brought into sharp relief  by the 
reactions of  those around them, who interpret their behavior according to the 
expected terms of  nineteenth-century sexual politics. Observing the strong but 
unspoken connections between them, Ben’s friends assume the end of  a pre-
dictable romance that never took place: “ ‘It is all over with them’ ” (204). Ben’s 
mother, too, offers a conventional explanation for Cassandra and Ben’s close-
ness: Cassandra wants Ben for his money. But Cassandra and Ben refuse these 
categorizations—the jilted man, the gold-digging woman—which assume 
fixed power relations between men and women (women control sex, men con-
trol money). Instead, their sympathetic Spiritualist communion enables them 
to form temporary affective havens where they are momentarily sheltered 
from romantic expectations, or at least able to defer them.

The Spiritualist abilities demonstrated by characters in The Morgesons, in-
cluding the clairvoyant connections between them, offer explorations of  shared 
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agency and demonstrate how unpredictable agentive formulations can disrupt 
expected interpersonal narratives—not only those involving romance and mar-
riage but those that depend on hierarchical family dynamics. Though Cas-
sandra finds it difficult to communicate with her mother in this life, after Mary 
Morgeson dies, Cassandra, like an effective medium, can recall Mary’s spirit 
from beyond the grave: “When my thoughts turned from her, it seemed as if  
she were newly lost in the vast and wandering Universe of  the Dead, whence 
I had brought her” (235). Such inversions are disruptive precisely because they 
undermine the traditions of  inheritance and economic possession that struc-
ture Cassandra’s and Veronica’s lives: as daughters the girls are worth less than 
sons. When their younger brother, Arthur, is born, Cassandra and Veronica 
are quickly made aware of  their relative value. One servant, Hepsey, declares, 
“ ‘Locke Morgeson should have a son . . . ​to leave his money to,’ ” while an-
other, Temperance, points out that this tradition is grounded in local Congre-
gationalist customs: “ ‘Girls are thought nothing of  in this ’ligious [religious] 
section; they may go to the poor house, as long as the sons have plenty.’ ” 
Mrs. Morgeson herself  confirms the primacy of  sons when she tells Cassan-
dra after Arthur’s birth, “ ‘I am glad it is not a woman’ ” (29). After Mrs. Morge-
son’s death, Cassandra reverses the terms of  this unequal relationship with 
her mother, performing a Spiritualist inversion of  childbirth by bringing Mary 
back into a world in which, like a newborn babe, she finds herself  “scared and 
troubled by the pressure of  mortal life around her” (240). Though she mourns 
her mother, Cassandra inherits her parents’ home and comes to feel “an abso-
lute self-possession, and a sense of  occupation I had long been a stranger to” 
(255). “Possession” here, as elsewhere in the novel, takes on a double mean-
ing: Cassandra comes into possession of  her home and herself  by way of  her 
gift of  Spiritualist possession, as the fluid agencies enabled by Spiritualist me-
diumship invert the power relations inherent in a mother-child relationship 
founded on patriarchal structures of  inheritance and female worth.

Under nineteenth-century gender conventions, to possess one’s home as a 
woman is both to fulfill and to defy domestic expectations; Cassandra’s inheri-
tance could be legitimately categorized as either progressive or conservative, 
since it confines her to domestic space even as it makes her master and mis-
tress of  that space.22 But plotting Cassandra’s possession along a political spec-
trum would reduce the complexities of  her Spiritualist self-negotiation. 
Histories of  the nineteenth-century Spiritualist movement often display such 
an instrumental understanding of  religious agency as they attempt to pin down 
Spiritualism’s effects by categorizing the content of  spirit communications as 
either positive or negative, either progressive or conservative. Ann Braude’s 
Radical Spirits, one of  the first works of  religious history to treat nineteenth-
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century Spiritualism as an important historical movement, describes how the 
inverted assumptions that undergirded Spiritualist practice—that the weak and 
sensitive could most easily access the powers of  the spirit world—enabled fe-
male trance mediums to make progressive political and social assertions, in-
cluding feminist and antislavery declarations, before mixed audiences of  men 
and women. Robert S. Cox has complicated Braude’s argument by noting that 
nineteenth-century spirits “spoke in voices that spanned nearly the entire po
litical spectrum of  midcentury America . . . ​from immediate abolition to grad-
ualism to pro-slavery, from egalitarianism to antiegalitarianism, capitalism to 
socialism.”23 More important than the content of  spirit communications, how-
ever, was their form: Spiritualism’s radical potential lay not only in what the 
spirits said but in the transformations of  agency and authority embodied in 
the phenomena of  spirit channeling and clairvoyance. By invoking the spirits 
as their guides and interlocutors, women, the working classes, and people of  
color gained a voice—a voice not entirely their own, but not entirely not their 
own either—in the most crucial political, social, and religious discussions of  
their day. Whether the voices’ pronouncements were progressive or conser-
vative, the very act of  speaking was for these mediums a radical intervention 
into the nineteenth-century public sphere.

Among literary critics, the tendency to read Spiritualist mediumship as 
either progressive or conservative while overlooking its agentive potential has 
prompted misreadings of  the Morgeson sisters’ spiritual agency. One critic, 
classifying the sisters’ Spiritualist gifts as “antinomian,” reads a friendly con-
versation between Cassandra, Ben, and Helen Perkins about Helen’s tattoo 
as a sign of  Cassandra’s “secret evil” and Ben’s supposedly “Svengali-like 
power” over her.24 Removing the declensionist assumption behind this under-
standing of  Spiritualism, however, results in a different reading: one in which 
three strangers quickly overcome the constraints imposed by New England 
propriety and achieve a swift and lasting intimacy. The conversation provides 
Cassandra with a new way to understand herself  and her attraction to Charles 
Morgeson: during the conversation, Cassandra is “possessed” to speak of  her 
home in Surrey; Helen is “moved” to reveal a secret tattoo of  her lover’s ini-
tials; and Ben, divining Cassandra’s feelings for Charles Morgeson, hints that 
“ ‘we shall all be tattooed,’ ” foretelling the carriage accident that will kill Charles 
and leave Cassandra “tattooed” with scars (103, 163).25 Resisting the urge to 
classify Spiritualist practice or Spiritualist gifts as inherently good or evil makes 
it possible to recognize the unusual and empowering nature of  the platonic 
cross-gender friendships enabled by the novel’s secular spiritualities.

One key to secular reading, then, is attending to form as well as content: 
looking not only to what Spiritualists said or did but also to what Spiritualism, 
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as a social and literary force, could do. Spiritualism did not progress from a 
single sensationalist ghost story to a nationwide religious movement with 
stunning social and political valences by virtue of  its content alone. Rather, 
Spiritualism became a transformative religious discourse not only by chang-
ing what could be said but by altering the dynamics of  who was allowed to 
speak and how—by blurring the boundaries between the spiritual and the ma-
terial and between individual minds. Spiritualist belief  and practice posited 
the agency that flowed through Spiritualist circles as an unpredictable and fluid 
force wielded collectively and adroitly by those with the least access to sources 
of  temporal power, whether extrinsic (wealth and education) or intrinsic (male-
ness and whiteness). Many of  the most successful Spiritualist mediums were 
female, working class, people of  color, or some combination of  the three. Spir-
itualism thus gave those traditionally positioned as meaning’s repositories 
unprecedented access to channels of  communication through which mean-
ing might travel and be changed in the process.

Veronica Morgeson, like her sister, is possessed of  Spiritualist talents, but 
her particular gift most resembles the Spiritualist practice of  trance speaking: 
the power to channel the words and feelings of  others as though she herself  
were speaking or experiencing them. This is simultaneously the most explicit 
and the most paradoxical way in which Spiritualist mediumship undermines 
individual and hierarchical models of  agency: Veronica can channel and ven-
triloquize those who should have authority over her. Veronica’s first words in 
the novel are in the third person, as though something or someone were speak-
ing through her: as a clumsy child she overturns a milk pan on her head and 
begs her mother, “ ‘Help Verry, she is sorry,’ ” perhaps divining the very words 
that are in her mother’s mind (16). Later, when she is ill, the third person re-
curs: “ ‘It is the winter that kills little Verry’ ” (153). This time it may be Cas-
sandra or the family servant Temperance, watching by her bedside, whose 
voice she has borrowed. Veronica’s clairvoyance also allows her to divine and 
express hidden emotions that defy ordinary speech. Shortly after Charles 
Morgeson dies, Veronica expresses her sympathy for the heartbroken Cassan-
dra (who has confessed her affair to no one) through the kind of  strange and 
ghostly melodies associated with the Spiritualist séance: she “went to the pi-
ano, and played music so full of  wild lamentation, that I again fathomed my 
desires, and my despair. . . . ​She stopped, and touched her eyelids, as if  she 
were weeping, but there were no tears in her eyes. They were in mine” (147). 
On the night before her wedding, Veronica dreams not of  her own future hus-
band but of  Cassy’s: when dream-Desmond pricks dream-Veronica with a 
dagger, Veronica awakes to find a red mark on her arm, and years later, when 
she meets Desmond for the first time, she identifies him as “ ‘the man I saw in 
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my dream’ ” (258). In each of  these cases, Veronica, though sick or frightened, 
is able to assume the thoughts and feelings of  those around her either to en-
list their sympathy or to enter more deeply into their emotional lives. This abil-
ity gives her a claim to recognition in a household in which, as the younger, 
less attractive, and less engaging sister—their mother “did not love her as she 
loved me,” the narrating Cassandra observes (16)—she has little to command 
attention.

Where Cassandra’s Spiritualist gifts help her defy romantic conventions and 
disrupt patriarchal family narratives, Veronica’s sympathetic clairvoyance em-
beds her more deeply within the family while simultaneously enabling her to 
repudiate the pieties of  class that structure Surrey society and to form mean-
ingful relationships across social divides. When the girls’ strictly religious 
grandfather dies, Veronica refuses to attend his funeral, correctly intuiting that 
“ ‘grand’ther Warren nearly crushed’ ” Mary and Mercy “ ‘when [they] were 
girls of  our age’ ” (70). Instead, she sends her custom-sewn mourning bonnet 
to a local widow’s daughter, who turns up at church wearing the expensive 
object in the “Poor Seats”—an act that highlights the arbitrariness of  class dis-
tinctions artificially naturalized in the details of  church seating and mourning 
rituals.26 While the wealthy Morgesons condescendingly allow the local poor 
to warm themselves at the kitchen fire, only Veronica befriends them, and on 
a trip to Boston she uses her shopping allowance to buy presents for the “ca-
daverous” children of  a missionary on his way to India. Veronica’s willingness 
and ability to empathize with others across boundaries of  class is both sign and 
effect of  her Spiritualist gifts—she channels others’ thoughts and feelings—and 
it widens the circle of  emotional connection within which she lives. Rather 
than restricting herself  to friends from finishing school, as Cassandra does, 
Veronica is able to seek out relationships with women like the seamstress Lois 
Randall, whose working-class origins should place her beneath the Morgesons’ 
notice. Veronica’s Spiritualist agency, then, finds its expression in sympathetic 
relationships in which agency is shared even between persons of  different 
social classes.

Veronica’s unique and socially unsettling ability to empathize with those 
outside of  her class is exemplified in her relationship with the family servant 
Fanny, whose ambiguous class status is a constant source of  unrest in the 
Morgeson household. The Morgeson family “adopts” Fanny as a putative kind-
ness to the girl’s dead mother and uses her as kitchen help. Veronica and 
Fanny share an unspoken sympathetic connection that expresses itself  in mu-
tual understanding that nevertheless does not conform to the patterns (or plat-
itudes) of  simple friendship: Veronica sees through Fanny’s attempts to spite 
Cassandra, uncovering the girl’s true motivations (“ ‘I admire her; you do 
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too’ ”), while Fanny predicts Veronica’s approaching illnesses (“ ‘you are going 
to be sick; I feel so in my bones’ ”) (151). When Mrs. Morgeson complains that 
she has “ ‘never seen a spark of  gratitude’ ” from Fanny, Veronica remarks that 
she “ ‘never thought of  gratitude, it is true; but why must people be grateful?’ ” 
(135). Veronica channels Fanny’s anger—“I never thought of  gratitude” could 
be Fanny’s own words—and recognizes it as a legitimate response to events 
outside of  her control. Mary Morgeson, lacking Veronica’s sympathy or her 
clairvoyance, attributes Fanny’s anger to a bad character—“ ‘her disposition is 
hateful. She is angry with those who are better off  than herself ’ ” (135)—while 
ignoring the economic and class privilege that make it possible for the Morge-
sons to appropriate an orphaned child and install her as household staff. Ve-
ronica’s willingness and ability to empathize with others across boundaries of  
class is both sign and effect of  her Spiritualist gifts—she can feel with others, 
even when they are not her social equals—and it widens the circle of  emo-
tional connection within which she lives.

These forms of  agency are unstable and temporary and as such have been 
largely overlooked by critics, particularly in light of  the novel’s tragic ending, 
in which Ben dies in delirium tremens after Veronica gives birth to their dis-
abled child. The kinds of  religious agency enabled by Spiritualist practice are 
difficult to sustain precisely because they exist in opposition to a liberal ideal 
that emphasizes self-determination, individual achievement, and the rejection 
of  religious authority—an ideal often reserved for men. But it does not fol-
low that because these forms of  agency are available only intermittently and 
often as a result of  struggle and difficulty, they are therefore invalid or unwor-
thy of  study. It is by stringing together such moments of  collective agency that 
Veronica and Cassandra—and many women—create a life.

Critics have overlooked the Spiritualist elements of  The Morgesons in part 
because Stoddard’s own biography does not reflect sustained engagement with 
Spiritualism. But her letters reveal that she crossed paths with its practition
ers and may have turned to its comforts late in life. In New York in the 1850s 
Stoddard was attended by the physician John Franklin Gray, a homeopathist 
and Spiritualist with an interest in animal magnetism (now called hypnosis); 
in 1865 she worried that her estranged friend Edwin Booth might have mar-
ried the trance medium Laura Edmonds. And in 1901, after the death of  her 
son Lorimer, Stoddard wrote her friend Lilian Whiting to ask whether Whit-
ing had ever “believed in” the Spiritualist medium Leonora Piper or whether 
Whiting might be in touch with Kate Field: “Sometimes I so long to touch 
Lorry’s beautiful hand,” she wrote, “that I would . . . ​stretch myself  towards 
what I can never see.”27
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Around that same time, in the preface to the 1901 reissue of  her three nov-
els The Morgesons, Two Men, and Temple House, Stoddard told the origin story 
of  her writing career: “One day when my husband was sitting at the receipt 
of  customs . . . ​I sat by a little desk, where my portfolio lay open. A pen was 
near, which I took up, and it began to write, wildly like ‘Planchette’ upon her 
board.”28 Describing the process of  composition that had led to each of  her 
novels, Stoddard recalled how “the shadow of  a man passed before me, and I 
built a visionary fabric round him”; her literary productions now seemed to 
her “as if  they were written by a ghost of  their time.”29 Stoddard’s gestures to 
“planchette” and to the “visionary” origins and “ghost”-like qualities of  her 
novels retrospectively framed the composition of  her longer works as a tale 
of  Spiritualist mediumship harnessed for literary purposes. Like Harriet 
Beecher Stowe describing the inspiration for Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stoddard ob-
scured the agencies that brought her novels into being. But in place of  the 
singular liberal Calvinist deity acknowledged in Stowe’s “God wrote it,” 
Stoddard pointed to a host of  ghostwriters named and unnamed.30

The Cultural Work of Women’s Spiritualist Fiction
It was precisely the unstable and unpredictable nature of  Spiritualist agency 
and its consequent potential for social disruption that made Spiritualism such 
a controversial movement in its own time. The perceived dangers of  circulat-
ing agency were made apparent by the vehemence with which Spiritualism’s 
claims were repudiated, most often through attempts to determine the “true” 
source of  the power that lay behind Spiritualist practice. Scientists, clergymen, 
and other cultural representatives performed investigations or logical exercises 
whose purpose, irrespective of  their methodologies, was to deny the fluidity 
of  agency and locate a stable source for Spiritualist power, whether that source 
was the machinations of  a fraudulent medium, the overactive imagination of  
an impressionable teenager, or the connivings of  the devil himself. The most 
famous of  these was the so-called “Cambridge Investigations,” in which the 
Harvard professors Benjamin Peirce, Louis Agassiz, and Eben Horsford were 
invited to view a demonstration and pass judgment on the Spiritualist gifts dis-
played by the Fox sisters and other famous mediums. The investigations, ac-
cording to the well-known medium and Spiritualist spokeswoman Emma 
Hardinge Britten, were disappointing to all involved: the professors considered 
the demonstration a failure because the mediums were unable to provide proof  
of  their gifts under experimental conditions; the Spiritualists considered it a 
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failure because the presence of  too many skeptics made it impossible for them 
to make contact with other realms.31

The work of  dissecting and denigrating the circulating agencies of  Spiritu-
alism took place in the popular press as well, with newspapers and magazines 
publishing dismissals of  spiritual phenomena side by side with reports of  the 
most recent Spiritualist wonders. An essay in the August 1854 issue of  Putnam’s 
Monthly provides a representative illustration of  the problematics of  agency 
that informed nineteenth-century debates over Spiritualist practice and the ar-
gumentative lengths to which its detractors would go to pin down the source 
of  the power at work in Spiritualist activity. Titled “Spiritual Materialism,” the 
anonymous essay insists that the dangers of  Spiritualist belief  and practice lay 
not in the movement’s physical phenomena but in its practitioners’ refusal to 
locate agency in stable and predictable places.32 The essay draws a fixed line 
of  demarcation between the spiritual world and the material, insisting that the 
twain will never meet, “that it is impossible that a spirit should manifest itself  
physically.”33 Faced, however, with the fact that thousands of  Americans 
claimed to have seen spinning tables and heard mysterious knockings and 
ghostly music apparently brought about by spiritual means, the essay goes on 
to explain that, if  such things are possible, they must be achieved by the sup-
pression of  participants’ wills to those of  their spiritual accomplices: “There 
remains, so far as we can see, but the one way in which physical phenomena 
can be the action of  spirits. If  the spirits can obtain the complete control of  a 
human agent; if  the persons in a ‘circle,’ beneath whose fingers a table takes 
to its legs and perambulates, are really and truly acting without any volition 
of  their own, under the immediate possession of  spirits, then, and not other
wise, may these manifestations be in a certain sense spiritual.”34 According to 
the author of  “Spiritual Materialism,” agency must be located either in the 
doings of  spirits or in those of  the séance’s participants: there can be no coop-
eration between the spiritual and the material realms. Seeking to deny the 
possibility of  collective forms of  agency, “Spiritual Materialism” insists that 
agency is competitive rather than collaborative: for one person to have agency, 
another’s “must have been destroyed.”35

These and other attempts to debunk Spiritualist claims to religious and so-
cial authority sought to undermine accounts of  the phenomenon by appeal-
ing to the liberal model of  “sovereign agency” according to which agency is 
held and wielded individually and in competition with other sovereign sub-
jects. Spiritualist practitioners, by denying the absolute separation of  the ma-
terial and spiritual worlds and positing that men and women might act 
collaboratively with the dead, were upending not only traditional Protestant 
doctrines about the afterlife but patriarchal agentive formulations that located 
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authority and power first in a male-identified God and then in his earthly (male) 
anointed. Both Spiritualist practice and women’s Spiritualist fiction offered an 
embodied and discursive critique of  this model of  agency; by “untethering the 
speech act from the sovereign”—lending their voices to the dead in the space 
of  the séance, the trance lecture, or the Spiritualist novel—Spiritualist medi-
ums and the women authors who adapted their practices to literary form fore-
grounded new models of  unconscious, circulating, and collective agency.36

While authors including Stoddard may have sought to avoid ridicule or 
mask the agentive implications of  their texts by referring to Spiritualist prac-
tice only obliquely, others incorporated Spiritualist practice more explicitly in 
their novels, with broader consequences at the level of  both plot and form. 
The popular poet Elizabeth Oakes Smith composed at least two long works 
that invoked Spiritualist practices and tenets.37 One, Shadow Land (1852), is an 
extended account of  Smith’s dream life, including her ruminations on the Bi-
ble, astrology, and other assorted topics. In the text, the narrating voice shifts 
frequently between the waking Smith, her dreaming self, and other unnamed 
presences.38 But it is Oakes Smith’s 1854 novel Bertha and Lily that best exem-
plifies how women’s Spiritualist fiction enabled both thematic and formal in-
novation, extending the range of  subject matter “appropriate” to women’s 
novels and the ways in which the author might experience sympathetic and 
spiritual connections with the reader.

Bertha and Lily is the story of  the eponymous Bertha, a beautiful but sad 
woman who arrives in a small town in rural New York to live with a former 
family servant.39 The town is in the midst of  a spiritual drought simultaneously 
caused and lamented by the local minister Ernest Helfenstein, who is baffled 
as to why his weekly theological ruminations aren’t moving his parishioners 
to enthusiastic revival. Bertha’s appearance in town turns Helfenstein’s per-
sonal life upside down: she convinces him to adopt two local orphans, Lily and 
Willy, despised because of  their unknown parentage, and her myriad graces 
undermine his more conventional attachment to his beautiful but shallow 
cousin Julia. Meanwhile, Bertha’s powerful mediumistic gifts begin reconfig-
uring the town’s religious loyalties: she gathers a spiritual following that soon 
overwhelms Helfenstein’s congregation in number and devotion, until even 
Helfenstein professes himself  not only her lover but her spiritual student.

Like The Morgesons, Bertha and Lily locates religious power in the words and 
actions of  spiritually gifted women while sidelining ordained religious lead-
ers. Though lacking Stoddard’s satirical edge, Oakes Smith similarly casts the 
Congregational clergy as supporting characters in a tale about the uncanny but 
undeniable power of  women’s spirituality. (Helfenstein means “rock of  help,” 
and Ernest’s narrative purpose is to assist Bertha in her quest to transform 
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the town.) But this power does not exist in a linear relationship with agency. 
Bertha’s Spiritualist gifts appear to be largely involuntary; after attending 
church one Sunday, she finds herself  assaulted by “so many shadowy images 
crowding upon my mind, that I shrank from revelations, which, at another 
time, would have been hailed with joy. ‘Not now, not now,’ I cried, ‘I am too 
weak to bear more’ ” (35–36). Both she and Ernest’s adopted daughter, Lily—a 
“sinless child” in the mode of  Oakes Smith’s famous poem—have the power 
to summon a “child-angel,” but this spirit appears unbidden and does not 
speak; her presence is her only revelation. Bertha, likewise, does not set out 
to “found” a new congregation in opposition to Helfenstein’s; as the towns-
people come to recognize her spiritual power, they begin following her with-
out her invitation and with only her tacit consent. At the level of  plot, Bertha 
and Lily demonstrates the superiority of  Spiritualist religiosity without openly 
claiming it.

But Bertha and Lily’s real commentary on circulating forms of  Spiritualist 
agency can be better observed at the level of  form than of  plot: the novel em-
ploys a shifting narrative perspective that mimics for the reader the unstable 
agency in evidence in the Spiritualist séance. The first five chapters of  the novel 
are narrated in Bertha’s first-person voice, which intersperses descriptions of  
events with long ruminations on social issues (including gender equality in 
marriage and church reform), contemplation of  her own virtues, and devo-
tional poems. But at the start of  chapter 6 a new and unnamed first-person 
narrator intervenes in the text to proclaim, “We must now lay aside the jour-
nal of  Bertha”—a journal “we” did not know “we” were reading—and sum-
marize events to this point in the text while further praising Bertha’s virtues 
(47). After a few paragraphs, and once again without any narrative marking 
to predict a shift in voice, Ernest Helfenstein’s diary enters the text. The re-
mainder of  the novel continues this pattern, with the narrating voice shifting—
often midchapter and almost always without warning—between Bertha’s 
journal, Ernest’s diary, and an unnamed third-person narrator who may or may 
not be the voice of  the “child-angel.”

Because of  these shifts in narrative voice and perspective, reading Bertha 
and Lily can be a frustrating and disconcerting activity. Stoddard herself  ac-
knowledged this when she reviewed Oakes Smith’s novel for the Daily Alta Cali-
fornia and proclaimed herself  “[un]able to divine its meaning” but attracted 
to its “sketches of  character.”40 The novel’s “meaning,” however, lies precisely 
in its confusing form: the unstable narrative voice mimics the circulating 
agency of  the séance circle, in which the voice of  the medium could abruptly 
change from a playwright to a president to a personal friend, and the content 
of  the spirits’ messages could be poetic, polemical, romantic, or conversational. 
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Bertha and Lily, even more than The Morgesons, is Spiritualist in its form as much 
as its plot, as the alterations in perspective draw the reader into new and un-
canny relation with narrator(s) and characters.

And like The Morgesons, Bertha and Lily’s unusual form enables new narra-
tive figurations of  female agency, particularly regarding women’s sexuality. The 
Lily of  the novel’s title is revealed late in the story to be Bertha’s own daughter, 
the product of  a rape perpetrated against Bertha as an adolescent. (The lengthy 
passages in which various narrators extol Bertha’s virtues are thus in part pro-
phylactic: they prepare the reader for the then-damning revelation that Ber-
tha is an unwed mother.) Lily has inherited her mother’s Spiritualist gifts; both 
have the innate power to summon the child-angel whose presence indicates 
God’s blessing. Bertha and Helfenstein’s marriage at the novel’s end thus re-
sults in the creation of  a nontraditional or “blended” family—one that now 
includes the child-angel, since by purifying Ernest’s spiritual vision Bertha has 
allowed him to see their heavenly visitor as well. This ending simultaneously 
fulfills the generic requirements of  the domestic sentimental novel and depicts 
a radical union: an ordained Congregational minister marries a fallen woman 
and adopts her illegitimate child. As women authors took up the topic of  Spir-
itualism, then, this religious discourse affected not only the subject matter of  
their fiction but, increasingly, its form. Women’s Spiritualist writing came more 
and more to reflect the conventions of  the séance and the trance lecture, with 
fictional circulations of  voice and agency enabling women authors to tell new 
stories and enter discussions generally considered outside of  woman’s sphere.

This trend may have reached its apotheosis in 1868. This was, of  course, 
the year when Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’s blockbuster novel The Gates Ajar was 
published. The Gates Ajar has long held a (not always positive) reputation as 
the most famous Spiritualist novel of  the nineteenth century. But The Gates 
Ajar is less a meditation on Spiritualist agency than an extended apologia on 
the compatibility of  Spiritualist beliefs with liberal Christian religion.41 In fact, 
the 1868 publication that made far more radical use of  the literary possibili-
ties of  Spiritualist activity was Kate Field’s Planchette’s Diary.42

Published by J. S. Redfield of  New York, Planchette’s Diary records Field’s 
experiments with the automatic writing apparatus, sometimes in company 
with her (living) friends and sometimes while alone with only the spirits for 
companionship. During her sessions at the planchette, the spirits comment on 
family matters (Field’s late father, Joseph, is a frequent interlocutor and guide), 
on politics (including the machinations of  the Copperheads in Congress), and 
on the act of  spirit communication itself  (Planchette complains about the “ter-
rible war that is waged by conservatives against the new religion” of  Spiritu-
alism [25]). No topic is off  limits either to Field or her spirit communicants, 
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and sessions with “Madame Planchette” and “Her Boardship” (Field’s charm 
is everywhere evident) are interspersed with anecdotes from Field’s social and 
intellectual life, including a visit to a haunted house inhabited by friends and 
a glowing review of  Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’s October 1868 Harper’s story “The 
Day of  My Death.”

The result is a text that is part fiction, part travelogue, part gossip column 
(barely masked public figures like H.G.—Horace Greeley—appear through-
out), part religious and political polemic, and part tribute to Field’s loved ones 
living and dead. Though similar perhaps to the eclectic newspaper columns 
Field had been publishing since the early 1860s, it otherwise defies all attempts 
at classification. Field is listed in the text not as its author but its “editor,” and 
in her editorial preface she insists that the text’s contents are not fiction but 
that they should nevertheless be taken with caution: “That which I relate, I 
have seen in the presence of  intelligent men and women of  acknowledged 
standing in society . . . ​[but] the human mind is prone to doubt, and it is wise 
to treat even one’s own senses with incredulity” (iii). Field’s preface also baldly 
acknowledges the crisis of  attribution and agency instantiated in her text: 
speaking as the text’s editor, Field “apologiz[es] for the unavoidable promi-
nence of  the personal pronoun I” (iv). This apology is both a feint at expecta-
tions of  feminine modesty and an honest expression of  perplexity: who is the 
narrating I of  Planchette’s Diary? Planchette “herself ” has no volition: “My com-
mon sense denied the possibility of  any intelligence whatever in a piece of  
wood,” Field sensibly intones (6). The spirits speak through Planchette at 
Field’s behest, and yet Field declines to claim credit for Planchette’s agency or 
theirs—this is, after all, Planchette’s diary and she may choose to converse with 
whom she will.

Rather than seeking to root out and classify the source of  the spirits’ com-
munications, Field welcomes their opinions, shaping her expectations and her 
text to Planchette’s whims. At a dinner party, the narrating Field meets a Pro-
fessor H with whom she discusses Planchette. Professor H “totally denie[s] the 
possibility of  spiritual agency” and tells Field “to watch the manifestations 
closely, for the purpose of  getting at the truth,” a piece of  advice Field blithely 
ignores (43). In Field’s text, Planchette’s various voices appear in conversation 
with Field’s own inner monologue—itself  often indistinguishable from the 
voice of  Planchette—and with the opinions of  those in her familial, social, and 
professional circles, both reflecting and facilitating Field’s famous gregarious-
ness and her commitment to women’s independence. Rather than mere delu-
sion (as Professor H implies) or evidence of  a demonic agent “controlling” 
Field’s will (pace the author of  “Spiritual Materialism”), Planchette is Field’s 
social and literary collaborator, the author to Field’s editor—a literary arrange-
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ment that would foreshadow Field’s later career as the editor of  her own na-
tional review, Kate Field’s Washington (1890–1895).

Unlike the male-authored texts that Kerr identifies, The Morgesons, Bertha 
and Lily, Planchette’s Diary, and other female-authored explorations of  Spiritu-
alist belief  and practice do not seek to debunk or ridicule the “trans-identic 
experiences” (as Eliza Richards terms them) associated with Spiritualism but 
instead explore them through forms of  narrative experimentation that unset-
tle the subject positions of  characters, narrators, and audience.43 The confu-
sions of  narratorial identity found in Bertha and Lily, Planchette’s Diary, and 
other Spiritualist texts written by women represent textually what the Spiri-
tualist medium embodied in her presence and voice: the fluidity of  subjectiv-
ity and agency made possible by the sympathetic environment of  Spiritualist 
practice.

Secularized Reading and the Misdiagnosis  
of Women’s Spiritualist Fiction
Nineteenth-century Spiritualist practice famously foregrounded the medium’s 
bodily experience as central to communication between mortals and spirits, 
the human and the divine. Whether in public trance lectures before a crowded 
hall of  people, small séances in suburban parlors, or private hours between 
an individual and her planchette, “mediumship and the physical body became 
inseparable.”44 Spiritualist religion was controversial not only because it de-
fied doctrinal tradition and obscured the source of  the medium’s agency, but 
because its manifestations were so frustratingly this-worldly: performances that 
purported to include communications from the spirit world seemed ridicu-
lously grounded in this one. The Spiritualist insistence on the centrality of  the 
medium’s body—often poor, sick, female, black, or all of  the above—only 
heightened this impression. Spiritualist practice, instead of  denying or deni-
grating the body, placed it at the center of  religious experience, positing the 
body, rather than a particular building or book, as a holy space through which 
spirits and their attendant agencies might circulate.

Women’s Spiritualist fiction adopted this concern with embodied experi-
ence, interrogating cultural ideologies surrounding women’s “delicacy” and 
“frailty” to explore new possibilities for women’s embodied religious agency. 
But modern critics, operating from a sovereign model of  agency that re-
quires fully formed human subjects to be independent, self-determined, and 
“strong,” have misunderstood or overlooked the explorations of  agency at 
the heart of  these texts. Here it is helpful to return to The Morgesons, since as 
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the nineteenth-century Spiritualist novel that has received the most attention 
from recent critics, its recovery and reception offer a prime example of  the way 
secularized reading has distorted critical understandings of  women’s Spiritu-
alist fiction.

The Morgesons is a text that embodies mystery in its form and its plot, seek-
ing to channel the ineffable rather than unmask it or explain it away; like the 
saint from whom Veronica takes her name, its guiding symbol is the veil. 
Steeped in New England orthodox traditions that define the body in general 
and the female body in particular as “the temporary prison of  the soul” and 
the seat of  temptation, Cassandra and Veronica Morgeson seek out other ways 
of  understanding their bodies as sites of  both material experience and spiri-
tual transcendence.45 In The Morgesons Veronica’s illnesses, standing on the line 
between two interpretive regimes—the medical and the spiritual—are the em-
bodied expression of  these fluid and unpredictable forms of  agency. Cassan-
dra sits up with her sister during one of  her terrifying episodes, in which 
Veronica

could not speak, but shook her head at me to go away. Her will seemed 
to be concentrated against losing consciousness; it slipped from her oc-
casionally, and she made a rotary motion with her arms, which I at-
tempted to stop; but her features contracted so terribly, I let her alone. 
“Mustn’t touch her,” said Temperance. . . . ​Her breath scarcely stirred 
her breast. I thought more than once that she did not breathe at all. Its 
delicate, virgin beauty touched me with a holy pity. We sat by her bed a 
long time. . . . ​Suddenly she turned her head, and closed her eyes. . . . ​
In a few minutes, she asked, “What time is it?” “It must be about eleven,” 
Temperance replied; but it was almost four. (153)

This sickroom scene is shot through with religious language and imagery: the 
“virgin beauty” of  Veronica’s body recalls the incorruptibility of  the Virgin 
Mary (an association that recurs throughout The Morgesons), while the mis-
recognition of  time suggests a scene of  worship removed from the tempo-
ralities of  everyday life. Temperance, the Morgesons’ family servant, has 
participated in the ritual many times and knows its patterns: “ ‘Mustn’t touch 
her.’ ” Instead, it is Cassandra who is “touched” with holy pity. The unclear 
impersonal pronoun “its” that Cassandra employs—“its delicate virgin 
beauty”—reiterates the mysteriousness of  these attacks and Veronica’s other-
worldliness: Is the “it” Veronica’s breath? Her illness? Veronica herself ? The 
narrating Cassandra, like the reader, stands outside of  the scene, puzzling 
through its possible interpretations. Veronica’s “will” is present but intermit-
tent: Is she imprisoned in this unruly body or acting through it? Is she physi-
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cally ill or spiritually inspired? Is Veronica the agent or object of  these attacks—a 
“she” or an “it”? Does Veronica, Cassandra, or Stoddard herself  even know?

The multiple valences of  the scene reflect the hermeneutic indeterminacy 
of  nineteenth-century Spiritualist practice: the same symptoms welcomed by 
Spiritualist mediums and their followers as signs of  divine anointment were 
diagnosed by medical professionals as debilitation—evidence of  women’s in-
herent delusion and disorderliness (or, in the case of  male mediums, of  the 
unnatural feminization of  men). Veronica’s malady is not the wasting-but-
beautiful consumption of  Alice Humphreys or Little Eva, but neither is it the 
mean-spirited malingering of  Marie St. Clare. Indeed, Veronica’s illnesses seem 
almost a parody of  the death scenes that mark sentimental fiction: rather than 
gathering her family and servants around her, she tries to lock them out of  
her room, and though she does cut off  her hair, the act is more compulsive 
than comforting—she bestows no locks on her family and continues cutting 
for so long that by the time she has recovered she is nearly bald.

What Veronica’s inexplicable illness does resemble is the Spiritualist trance: 
“There were two main variations . . . : falling into a fainting trance, sometimes 
called catalepsy, and uncontrolled thrashing, jerking, or trembling. . . . ​The suf-
ferer alternately sobbed and laughed violently, complained of  palpitations of  
the heart, clawed her throat as if  strangling, and at times abruptly lost the 
power of  hearing or speech. A deathlike trance might follow, lasting hours, 
even days.”46 The uncontrollable “rotary motion” of  Veronica’s arms, her pro-
longed breathless unconsciousness, and her voiceless protests against Cassan-
dra’s nursing mark her seizure-like attacks as similar to Spiritualist trances. But 
rather than come down on one side of  the question or the other—the only 
diagnosis the novel will make is “delicacy of  constitution” (30)—The Morge-
sons leaves the mystery of  Veronica’s embodiment unsolved.

Twentieth- and twenty-first-century critics, by contrast, have diagnosed Ve-
ronica’s illnesses as selfishness and psychosomatic delusion, “the hysterical 
reaction of  a young woman who does not want to grow up and face her an-
ger at her severely restricted life.”47 Rather than consider the possibility that 
Veronica’s religiously inflected illnesses might point to the centrality of  the 
body to her Spiritualistic construction of  the self, critics have sought other ex-
planations for her behavior, most often diagnosing it as anorexia nervosa.48 
Such diagnoses accord with Jenny Franchot’s observation that literary critics 
employing Marxist, psychoanalytic, or poststructuralist theoretical principles 
have tended to approach religion as though it were disease: “About those who 
‘had it’ in the past, scholars often write either ‘around’ the belief  . . . ​or iso-
late it as a deviant element to be extracted for diagnostic analysis.”49 The crit-
ical discourses Franchot invokes are all subject to the larger (a)historical 
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narrative of  secularization, in which the scientific processes of  rationalization 
and disenchantment promise emancipation from superstition and “solutions” 
to all the spiritual mysteries a text might hold.

These readings of  The Morgesons have obscured how Veronica’s spirituality—
signaled, in part, by her frequent illnesses—enables her to experience her 
body not as an opaque signifier of  a binary identity (male or female, beautiful 
or ugly, rich or poor, sick or well) or the source of  temptation to men (she 
will have nothing to do with the local clergyman, who shows a more than spir-
itual interest in her) but as a fluid medium for accessing the possibilities of  
the mysterious and the divine. Like her Spiritualist gifts and acts of  cross-class 
charity, Veronica’s illnesses are multivalent: while it is possible to read them 
as transparent bids for attention or attempts to make herself  the center of  
family life, they also provide opportunities for those around her to act on their 
best impulses (as when Fanny claims that Veronica’s illnesses give Fanny the 
chance to “ ‘be somebody’ ” [154]) while helping Veronica herself  to make sense 
of  her existence. Cassandra as narrator notes, “We did not perceive the pro
cess, but Verry was educated by sickness; her mind fed and grew on pain, and 
at last mastered it. The darkness in her nature broke; by slow degrees she 
gained health, though never much strength. Upon each recovery a change was 
visible; a spiritual dawn had risen in her soul: moral activity blending with her 
ideality made her life beautiful, even in the humblest sense” (65). It is the cre-
ativity of  Veronica’s life—the way that Spiritualist agency enables her to imag-
ine ways of  being in the world that are not defined by patriarchy and 
privation—that critics who ignore her spiritual aspirations or diagnose them 
as delusion or selfishness simply cannot see.

The rush to diagnose Veronica is a symptom of  a secularized critical tradi-
tion in which “the real problem is that women, persons of  color, and other 
members of  historically oppressed groups are not generally allowed to be both 
subject and object at once.” Like the nineteenth-century author of  “Spiritual 
Materialism,” modern critics have been anxious to assign agency and hold it 
fast, so that “the moment [fictional figures] display characteristics not conform-
ing to absolute rationality and dignity, they seem inexorably reduced to pure 
objects, sheer victims of  determining forces beyond their individual control.”50 
Such assumptions make it impossible to understand religious phenomena, in-
cluding Spiritualist mediumship, that offer a “psychic double play of  . . . ​sub-
jectivities that blu[r] the boundaries between active, speaking subject and 
passive object.”51 Since women operating within the regime of  Western secu-
larity have often constructed opportunities for agency in the psychic and phys-
ical spaces opened by these blurred boundaries, the critical inability to see 
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these spaces has too often left religious women’s authorial and personal in-
novations unremarked.

The secularized critical regime of  the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
has ironically recapitulated the “monopoli[zation] of  all knowledge” that 
nineteenth-century Spiritualists complained of: the mania among lawyers, phy-
sicians, clergy, scientists, and educators to pass judgment on and dismiss the 
embodied experiences of  Spiritualist mediums and their fellow seekers.52 One 
outgrowth of  this monopolization of  knowledge was a phenomenon that Wil-
liam James called “medical materialism”—the rage to reduce all strong spiri-
tual feeling to a product or symptom of  disease: “Medical materialism finishes 
up Saint Paul by calling his vision on the road to Damascus a discharging le-
sion of  the occipital cortex, he being an epileptic. It snuffs out Saint Theresa 
as an hysteric, Saint Francis of  Assisi as an hereditary degenerate. George Fox’s 
discontent with the shams of  his age, and his pining for spiritual veracity, it 
treats as a symptom of  a disordered colon. Carlyle’s organ-tones of  misery it 
accounts for by a gastro-duodenal catarrh. . . . ​And medical materialism then 
thinks that the spiritual authority of  all such personages is successfully under-
mined.”53 As a cultural discourse emphasizing firsthand knowledge of  the uni-
verse gained through collective, shared seeking, Spiritualism offered a 
vociferous challenge to “the incipient professionalism of  science [and] medi-
cine,” whose practitioners claimed the authority to assign meaning to existence 
by appealing to scientific principles “which to most people [were] as invisible 
as ghosts.”54 As such, Spiritualism provided opportunities for personal and col-
lective self-definition that were not bound by the binaries of  professional dis-
course.

Though those opportunities were often short-lived, unstable, and subject 
to ridicule, they nevertheless formed an important arena for female and sub-
altern agency—both in fiction and in everyday life. Restricting readings of  
nineteenth-century religious women, real or fictional, to diagnoses that treat 
embodied religiosity and nonliberal agency as mental or physical illness rein-
scribes the same limiting cultural discourses that, even in the 1860s, already 
sought to narrow the ways in which women’s minds, bodies, and voices might 
exist in the world. By invoking the embedded indeterminacies of  Spiritualist 
practice and refusing to resolve them at the level of  narrative, women’s Spiri-
tualist fiction challenged totalizing discourses that would seek to reduce human 
experience and human agency to singular and mutually exclusive explanations.

In The Morgesons, Veronica and Cassandra complain about the monopoli-
zation of  knowledge—the foreclosing of  mystery that total comprehension 
entails. When Locke Morgeson quizzes Veronica about her impending 
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marriage to Ben with the question, “ ‘Do you know each other?’ ” Veronica 
replies, “ ‘We do not know each other at all. What is the use of  making that 
futile attempt?’ ” (169). Cassandra, facing the prospect of  life as the mediator 
of  Ben and Veronica’s marriage, muses that her sister and soon-to-be brother-
in-law “would have annihilated my personality, if  possible, for the sake of  
comprehending me” (163). Complete and total knowledge—the kind pro-
vided by the professional discourse of  doctors and many modern literary crit-
ics—is framed within the novel as an annihilation that must prove fruitless 
precisely because of  its thoroughness. When Ben Somers probes Cassan-
dra’s feelings for his brother, Desmond, he dismembers a book in his agita-
tion: “taking up a book, which he leaned his head over, and whose covers he 
bent back till they cracked,” Ben performs the action that later critics would 
perform on the book of  Veronica and Cassandra. “ ‘You would read me that 
way,’ ” Cassandra avers, and she could be speaking to twenty-first-century 
critics as much as to Ben (232). Like Cassandra’s mythical namesake, who 
foresaw the future but was unable to change it, Elizabeth Stoddard predicted 
the dissection to which her text and others’ would be subjected—a future in 
which critics, like surgeons, would probe Spiritualist novels for signs of  disease.
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Conclusion
Women’s Religious Agency Today

In this book I have emphasized the importance 
of  leaving behind secularized reading practices and adopting what I have 
termed secular reading. When we approach nineteenth-century women au-
thors, secular reading requires that we devote careful attention to the partic
ular religious conditions in which these writers found themselves and consider 
how they negotiated their agency and their authorship with respect to those 
conditions. Secular reading requires attention to religion because secularism 
as a cultural discourse sets the terms by which religion can be practiced and 
even apprehended and thus shapes how religious affiliations, acts, and expres-
sions are received and remediated in the public sphere. American secularity is 
protean, however; the line between acceptable public and private expres-
sions of  religion has shifted over time, as has the role of  religious belief  and 
practice in public life. So what would it mean to read our current situation 
secularly?

For one thing, it means recognizing both the differences and the continu-
ities between our current secular situation and earlier eras of  American reli-
gious history. While each generation believes it is living at a time of  
unprecedented rupture and change, the fact is that in its broad outlines, the 
twenty-first-century United States is not all that different from the nineteenth-
century United States. Our era is marked by an explosion of  communication 
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and new media technologies that have altered how we communicate with one 
another and the world; by debates about race, immigration, and citizenship 
whose participants seek to adjudicate who and what is properly American; by 
military actions that extend the colonial and imperial reach of  the state; by 
white supremacist nationalism and the incarceration and destruction of  black 
and brown bodies; and by patriarchal systems that, despite advancements in 
women’s equality, continue to police women’s personal, professional, social, 
and embodied experiences.

Among these continuities, the religious situation in the United States re-
mains similar in outline, though different in its details, to the early nineteenth 
century. Just as the period following the Second Great Awakening showed a 
rise in religious affiliation, a proliferation of  Christian sects, and the flower-
ing of  theological innovations that arose not only from the clergy but from 
devout laypeople, including the authors in this book, we are currently living 
through a period of  immense religious ferment. Our current form of  secular-
ity can be difficult to discern, however, because persistent ideas about secular-
ization continue to distort our public discussions of  religion. I conclude this 
book by thinking through our secular situation and pointing to some of  the 
ways that secular agency operates in the political and religious lives of  women 
in our own time.

Seeing Religion Clearly
In 2012 the Pew Research Center’s Religion and Public Life project produced 
a new report on religious affiliation in the United States. Titled “Nones” on the 
Rise, the report began by proclaiming that the “number of  Americans who 
do not identify with any religion continues to grow at a rapid pace.” Accord-
ing to Pew, the religiously unaffiliated had increased in number, from roughly 
15 percent to 20 percent of  all U.S. adults, between 2007 and 2012, and 6 percent 
of  the U.S. adult population had come to describe themselves as “agnostic” or 
“atheist.”1 The story of  the country’s increasing religious apostasy was picked 
up immediately by major news outlets. The Washington Post ran the headline 
“Losing Our Religion: One in Five Americans Are Now ‘Nones’ ” and focused 
primarily on the political implications of  the survey, particularly for Republi-
cans.2 NPR likewise landed on both the REM reference and the political pos-
sibilities: “Losing Our Religion: The Growth of  the ‘Nones,’ ” it reported, as 
well as “Religious Nones Are Growing Quickly: Should Republicans Worry?”3 
USA Today also invoked the political angle: “The Emerging Social, Political 
Force: ‘Nones,’ ” it proclaimed.4
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The Pew Center’s findings received considerable media attention because 
they seemed to confirm an assumption that has animated American public dis-
course at least since the 1960s: that American religion is in decline, except 
perhaps among the “religious right.” But buried somewhere deep in each of  
these articles was a caveat: the Pew Center’s report had shown that while re-
ligious affiliation was declining among U.S. adults, other measures of  religious 
adherence or identification, such as belief  in God, frequency of  prayer, or self-
identification as “religious” or “spiritual,” had largely remained steady. In-
deed, despite Pew’s own attention-grabbing headline, the report provided 
ample evidence of  continuing religiosity; 80 percent of  Americans still de-
scribed themselves as affiliated with a religion.5 The percentage of  Americans 
who attended religious services had hardly changed. And even among the 
20 percent of  Americans who declared themselves religiously unaffiliated, the 
“nones,” 68 percent said they believed in God, and 41 percent said they prayed 
at least once a week. Lack of  religious affiliation, in other words, does not 
equate to lack of  religious attachments. Indeed, between 2007 and 2012 the 
number of  self-identified atheists in the United States grew by only 0.8 percent, 
a number that was statistically significant but did not evidence a drastic de-
cline in American religiosity.6

Four years after the nones findings appeared to much media attention, the 
Pew Center issued another report, this time on the relative participation of  
women and men in religious activities. Titled The Gender Gap in Religion around 
the World, the report aggregated survey data from 192 countries and six differ
ent religious groups: Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, and the 
religiously unaffiliated. Researchers measured multiple indicators of  religious 
commitment, including religious affiliation, attendance at worship services, 
frequency of  prayer, and the self-reported importance of  religion in a person’s 
life. They found that “globally, women are more devout than men by several 
standard measures of  religious commitment.” These measures differ among 
regions and religious groups, of  course, but the gender gap was significant and 
observable across most traditions and measures of  religious commitment: 
women, on average, are 3.5 percent more likely than men to claim a religious 
affiliation and 8 percent more likely to report that they pray daily. Among 
Christians, the differences are stark: around the world, Christian women’s re-
ligious commitment exceeds men’s on all measures, by as much as 10 percent. 
In the United States, the differences are particularly pronounced, with Chris-
tian women, for instance, up to 14 percent more likely to engage in daily prayer 
than men.7

In contrast to the 2012 report on the nones, however, the 2016 report 
received little media attention; most responses to it came from scholars of  
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religion and Christian denominational publications. Mainstream outlets 
that covered it were most likely to express befuddlement. The Washington 
Post ran the story but was more interested in puzzling out the why than re-
porting the what: their article “Why Women Are More Religious Than Men” 
skipped to the (short) portion of  the report that posited potential explanations 
for the gender gap.8 The UK Guardian accompanied their article “Women 
More Religiously Devout Than Men, New Study Finds”9 with a stock photo
graph of  a niqab-clad woman and a link to an editorial titled “It’s Not Surpris-
ing That Women Are More Religious Than Men: What Else Do They Have 
to Believe In?”10

These expressions of  befuddlement expose the gendered ground on which 
our fantasies of  an increasingly secularized society rest. If  religion is destined 
to die out, these headlines imply, why haven’t women gotten the memo? The 
progressive-secular imaginary insists that women must shed their religion in 
order to become properly secularized subjects and thus worthy participants 
in the rational public sphere. When they don’t—when they display consistently 
higher rates of  religious belief  and behavior than men—they defy the 
progressive-secular narrative that insists that to be fully self-actualized, women 
must disentangle themselves from their religious attachments.11 When those 
higher rates of  religious affiliation persist across national, regional, and eth-
nic borders—when women remain religious in both Western, “developed” na-
tions and Eastern or Southern “undeveloped” ones, and when they remain 
religious in Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, and even Muslim countries—they 
undermine Western secular chauvinism, which prides itself  on “freeing” 
oppressed and deluded people, particularly women, from their “backward” 
religions.

Reading our secular situation correctly, then, means attending to the 
continued importance of  religion in the life of  the nation generally but spe-
cifically in the lives of  women, who are its most numerous and ardent adher-
ents. Despite evidence that women make up the majority of  participants in 
nearly all American religious movements, however, U.S. popular and political 
discourse consistently identifies “religion” with “fundamentalist Christianity” 
and both with white men. In some ways, this association seems self-evident: 
the male leaders of  the Christian right regularly insert themselves into politi
cal discourse and particularly into debates surrounding gender and sexuality, 
as they inveigh against gay marriage, contraception, and abortion. And yet 
their voices are not only loud but likely to be amplified: their authority, as al-
ways in the American public sphere, is conditioned on whiteness, maleness, 
and inherited privilege. And as self-appointed spokesmen for a fundamental-
ist religious movement, men like Jerry Falwell Jr. and Franklin Graham attract 



attention in a public sphere that prefers to think of  itself  as fully secularized 
and as having efficiently done away with public expressions of  religion.

Consider, for instance, the amount of  media attention directed toward the 
Westboro Baptist Church, an extremist congregation that has made a name 
for itself  by staging hate-filled demonstrations at Pride parades and service 
members’ funerals. The Westboro church is a tiny organization—it claims 
about seventy members total—and yet the media coverage it receives suggests 
a large and widespread movement. While white evangelicals do much dam-
age in the United States, the mainstream media’s obsessive focus on them is 
an artifact of  our post-Protestant version of  secularity, in which “good” reli-
gious people (Episcopalians, for instance, who vote largely Democratic, don’t 
take the Bible literally, and are less likely to proselytize or speak in public about 
their faith) fly under the radar while “bad” religious people (white Southern 
Baptists, who vote Republican, insist on the Bible as the literal word of  God 
and use it as a warrant for conservative political positions, and insist on plac-
ing religion at the center of  political discourse) receive outsized attention in 
the putatively secularized public sphere.12

Our national tendency to recognize religion only when it is loudly per-
formed by white men distorts our political discourse and makes it difficult to 
effect meaningful change around policy or social issues. The aftermath of  the 
2016 presidential election provides a particularly salient example. One of  the 
most circulated headlines to come out of  the election (again from Pew) pro-
claimed that “81% of  Evangelical Christians Voted for Trump.” It is indeed a 
sobering statistic, one that paints evangelical Christians as both brainwashed 
(in an election in which certain states were decided by less than 1 percent of  
the total vote, a group with 81 percent agreement on a candidate seems mono-
lithic) and hypocritical: how could four out of  five so-called values voters 
choose a candidate with three ex-wives, numerous ongoing lawsuits, and a 
leaked video in which he bragged about grabbing women by their pussies?

Again, however, the public discussions surrounding the Pew Center’s find-
ings (and, in many ways, the findings themselves) obscure more than they re-
veal. “Born-again/evangelical” is a self-reported category that cuts across 
many Christian sects and denominations and includes some Protestants, Cath-
olics, and Mormons.13 White evangelicals made up 26  percent of  the 2016 
electorate, a striking fact in its own right, but as I discussed in my second chap-
ter, the term evangelical, which was once a simple synonym for Protestant, 
has been appropriated in the last thirty years by “one conservative party in 
almost all the most notable denominations.”14 For many born-again Chris-
tians, in other words, evangelical is a political designation as much as a reli-
gious one: it is synonymous with conservative or Republican. And to report 
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that conservatives voted overwhelmingly for a Republican candidate is a tru-
ism rather than a revelation.

The conflation of  “white” with “born-again/evangelical” in the Pew report 
also functioned to erase nonwhite evangelicals and evangelical women from 
discussions about the 2016 election. A quarter of  American evangelicals are 
nonwhite, but their voting behavior was not mentioned in Pew’s exit poll re-
ports.15 The voting behavior of  other religious groups, however, suggests that 
race was a more determining factor in the 2016 election than religion: white 
Catholic voters, for instance, supported Trump by a 23-percentage-point mar-
gin (60 percent to 37 percent), while Hispanic Catholics supported Clinton by 
a 41-percentage-point margin (67 percent to 26 percent).16 White evangelical 
voters, in other words, likely voted for Trump as much because they were 
white as because they were evangelical. And neither of  the Pew Center’s re-
ports about the white evangelical vote examined the gender distribution of  
religious voters, leading most commentators who reported the 81 percent sta-
tistic to either ignore gender altogether or to assume that male and female 
evangelicals voted for Trump in equal numbers. But while Pew’s exit poll re-
ports erased female evangelicals, preelection polling of  likely voters conducted 
in September and October 2016 by the Public Religion Research Institute 
showed a gender gap in every white Christian group. While 71 percent of  white 
evangelical Protestant men supported Trump before the election, 60 percent 
of  white evangelical Protestant women did (a number that is still high but no-
ticeably lower). Mainline Protestant men supported Trump at 54  percent, 
while mainline Protestant women supported him at 45 percent (a number 
identical to their support for Clinton). White Catholic men, meanwhile, sup-
ported Trump at 58 percent, while white Catholic women supported him at 
38 percent (and Clinton at 49 percent).17

Attending to race and gender differences in religious and political affilia-
tion, it turns out, reveals significant and sometimes stark distinctions between 
religiously affiliated whites and nonwhites and between men and women, both 
within and outside of  Protestant Christianity. But just as it was easier to blame 
working-class Americans for Trump’s victory than to admit that wealthy white 
suburbanites voted for him because of  racial resentment, it has been more con
venient to blame a poorly differentiated “evangelical” voting block for our 
current political morass than to admit that the primary motivating factor 
behind many Americans’ voting behavior is white supremacy.18 I am not sug-
gesting, of  course, that our discussions of  politics should ignore religion and 
focus solely on race or gender or that race and gender identity will always over-
rule religious identity in political decision making. White heteropatriarchy’s 
long history of  wielding Christianity as a weapon against racial and sexual mi-



norities is a theopolitical arrangement that is dangerous to excluded individu-
als and to the nation as a whole. But conflating religion, Christianity, whiteness, 
and conservatism serves the purposes of  white Christian heteropatriarchy by 
doing its dirty work: effacing the agency or the very existence of  women and 
racial minorities.

This erasure can be seen in the predictable recurrence of  calls for a “reli-
gious left,” which are repeated ad nauseum during every election cycle, always 
as if  the “religious left” were a new and unthought idea. Most recently, as of  
this writing, Pete Buttigieg, a gay, Episcopal military veteran running for the 
presidency in 2020, has chided the Democratic Party for “los[ing] touch with 
a religious tradition that I think can help explain and relate our values. . . . ​It 
helps to root [in religion] a lot of  what it is we do believe in, when it comes to 
protecting the sick and the stranger and the poor, as well as skepticism of  the 
wealthy and the powerful and the established.”19 The coming rise of  the reli-
gious left is an evergreen trope in American politics, but the “religious tradi-
tion” at issue is, of  course, never Islam or Buddhism or Judaism but a more 
progressive form of  Christianity. And as the statistics above suggest, the United 
States has and has long had a Christian left—it’s simply made up of  African 
Americans, Hispanic Americans, and women.20 Members of  historically black 
Christian congregations, for instance, already vote overwhelmingly Demo
cratic. Furthermore, the conflation of  religion with Christianity in such calls 
reinforces the notion that American politics is Christian by definition, thus rei-
fying the outsider status of  non-Christian politicians, including but certainly 
not limited to Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib (Muslim members of  the House 
of  Representatives), Jared Huffman (atheist member of  the House of  Repre-
sentatives), and Ravi Bhalla (Sikh mayor of  Hoboken, New Jersey).21

When it comes to triangulating religion and politics with race and gender, 
in other words, our public discourse is stubbornly inaccurate. “Religious” 
means “Christian,” “evangelical” means “conservative,” and all three mean 
“white and male”; non-Christians, women, and people of  color are either 
erased or treated as monolithic. Given the obfuscating tendencies of  our popu
lar political discourse, reading our current moment secularly requires that we 
as scholars devote careful attention to the interpenetration of  religion with 
politics and with other forms of  identity, including gender, race, and class.

Women’s Religious Agency in our Secular Age
Precisely because the religious agency of  women, people of  color, and non-
Christians is so apt to be erased, reading our current situation secularly also 
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means working to recognize the myriad ways that religious agency continues 
to operate in our contemporary world. As I have emphasized throughout this 
book, discussions about modern religion and secularity are always discus-
sions about gender. Because secular modernity constructs women (real and 
imagined), with their ostensibly passionate, unruly, reproductive bodies, as out-
siders to a public sphere defined as rational, deliberative, and disembodied, 
any attempt to define appropriate forms of  secular subjecthood invokes the 
problem of  gender, if  only implicitly. As definitional outsiders to secular mo-
dernity, women have struggled for centuries to imagine forms of  secular sub-
jecthood that would allow them to achieve agency in a public sphere premised 
on their passivity and objectification.

Because both women and religion were constructed as secular moderni-
ty’s Others, the struggle for agency has sometimes prompted women to re-
ject religion altogether—to sever ties with a tradition or set of  practices that 
seemed to shackle them to an unenlightened past. But just as often, women 
have found ways to enact forms of  agency that operated through their religious 
beliefs, behaviors, and affiliations. This book has examined some of  the many 
ways women of  the antebellum period used the novel to imagine new forms 
of  religious agency within the secular situation of  the early to mid-nineteenth 
century. I will close with a few examples of  contemporary religious women 
who are negotiating their agency within the terms of  our current secular 
situation—with all the complexity that entails.

As I noted above, popular discussion of  American Christianity tends to fo-
cus on its fundamentalist wing, conservative evangelicalism, and within that 
on its most vocal white male members. And yet even within the openly patri-
archal white evangelical movement, women have found ways to exercise both 
religious and political agency. Emily Johnson’s This Is Our Message: Women’s 
Leadership in the New Christian Right traces the crucial role played by white 
women in the evangelical movement of  the 1970s and 1980s. Conservative 
Christian women including Beverly LaHaye, Tammy Faye Bakker, Dale Ev-
ans Rogers, Anita Bryant, and Marabel Morgan adapted many of  the strate-
gies used by nineteenth-century women writers to justify their involvement 
in public and political matters. They professed that their unwillingness to en-
gage in public action had been overcome only by God’s call to witness; they 
claimed that their special status as Christian wives and mothers required them 
to weigh in on matters of  family policy, including abortion and marriage equal-
ity; and they insisted that women’s voices were necessary to counter the rise 
of  a godless feminism. Through denominational and ecumenical organizations 
and conferences, through authorship and publication, and through the new 
media genre of  the television talk show, these women claimed central roles 



for themselves within a movement that most often expressly forbade women’s 
ordination and looked askance at all forms of  leadership that placed women 
above the authority of  men. To dismiss late twentieth-century evangelical 
Christianity “as simply patriarchal or anti-woman,” Johnson writes, “is to ig-
nore the millions of  women who attend conservative Christian churches, who 
support conservative Christian organizations, and who vote for conservative 
Christian candidates.”22 Doing so also ignores a potent form of  women’s reli-
gious agency that has far-reaching effects in the world—effects that those with 
progressive political commitments would do well to understand, if  only to bet-
ter counter them.

While women’s religious agency is easy to overlook when it occurs within 
such patriarchal structures as the modern evangelical movement, it is also of-
ten ignored or erased in contexts where religion is perceived as inappropriate 
or embarrassing. Azza Karam has remarked on “the relative amnesia West-
ern feminists have of  their own trajectory,” forgetting as they do the explicitly 
religious origins of  the women’s rights movements in England and the United 
States.23 Ann Braude’s studies of  the National Organization for Women reveal 
the critical role that Catholic nuns, Methodist lay leaders, and other religious 
feminists played in the group’s founding in the 1960s, as they established “an 
Ecumenical Task Force on Women and Religion that organized worship ser
vices as well as supporting women’s rights in religious contexts.” Histories of  
second-wave feminism that appeared during the 1980s and 1990s, however, 
erased these religious origins, “portraying religion exclusively as an enemy of  
feminism” and emphasizing the success of  the “secular feminist” movement.24 
Because histories of  second-wave feminism have often deemphasized the 
movement’s religious roots in order to claim its proper place in a secularized 
public sphere, acknowledging women’s religious agency may mean retelling 
our own story to include the myriad opportunities for affiliation and commit-
ment that religious belief  and behavior have enabled.

Even within contemporary American evangelicalism, however, the inheri-
tors of  first- and second-wave feminism are exercising a new form of  religious 
agency—one that counters the seemingly commonsense alignment of  evan-
gelical Christianity with conservative political causes. The progressive evan-
gelical movement that has arisen in the last fifteen to twenty years has been 
contemporaneous, not coincidentally, with the global reach of  social media, 
and though it has popular male spokespersons (Rob Bell, Shane Claiborne), it 
is being led by politically engaged women with massive social media follow-
ings. These women include Jen Hatmaker, Glennon Doyle, and Jamie Wright, 
each of  whom maintains a multimedia presence that includes Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram accounts, long-form works of  autobiography and 
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devotional writing, conference and public speaking appearances, and podcast 
and talk show interviews. Together and individually, these women have been 
criticized by conservative male religious leaders for their unorthodox and os-
tensibly “unbiblical” teachings about religious patriarchy and abuse, LGBTQ 
equality (Doyle is gay and married to the soccer star Abby Wambach), white 
supremacy, Christian imperialism (Wright nicknamed herself  “the Very Worst 
Missionary” for her critique of  evangelical missions), and women’s bodily 
autonomy.

Among the most successful and controversial of  these progressive evangeli-
cal women was Rachel Held Evans, who died suddenly at the age of  thirty-
seven in May 2019. Once labeled by the Washington Post as “the most polarizing 
woman in evangelicalism,” Evans had a huge and devoted social media fol-
lowing.25 She was a perpetual thorn in the side of  conservative evangelical 
men, particularly when she published an article in Vox in August 2016 encour-
aging fellow evangelicals to vote for Hillary Clinton.26 Though not an ordained 
member of  the clergy, she was frequently invited to preach in progressive 
churches, where she administered the sacraments to members who had fled 
or been expelled from other congregations. And while she hadn’t attended 
seminary, she published four books of  popular theology that earned the dis-
tinction of  being labeled “unbiblical and theologically dangerous” by a leader 
of  the Southern Baptist Convention.27 A Christian author and colleague 
tweeted that “What @rachelheldevans did for American Christian theology 
cannot be overstated. She democratized it. She insisted that a woman from 
small-town Tennessee without a theological degree could engage the sacred 
cows of  Christian doctrine with common sense” (@MAGuyton, May 4, 2019). 
In doing so, many of  her mourners claimed, she had changed not only her 
readers’ personal beliefs but the course of  American Christianity.

While she was accused by Christian conservatives of  embracing a “toxic 
theology” (@travis_vanmeter, May 4, 2019), Evans insisted that her arguments 
for feminism, LGBTQ equality, and racial justice were consistently biblical. Re-
fusing to surrender the practice of  exegesis to fundamentalist leaders, she 
aligned herself  with a progressive Christian tradition that had been in place 
since at least the antebellum period. In a 2013 blog post titled “Is Abolition 
‘Biblical’?” Evans noted that the Bible verses used in the nineteenth century 
to argue in favor of  slavery are the same now used to justify gender inequality 
and LGBTQ exclusion in evangelical churches. Reiterating her own pro-
LGBTQ stance, Evans wrote that “sometimes it’s not about the number of  
proof  texts we can line up or about the most simplistic reading of  the text, 
but rather some deep, intrinsic sense of  right and wrong.”28 In another post 
inspired by Huckleberry Finn, Evans wrote that when conservative Christians 



told her “the Bible is clear” about the sin of  homosexuality, she often thought 
of  Huck’s decision to “go to hell” rather than perform the supposedly righ
teous act of  returning Jim to slavery. “The Bible has been ‘clear’ before, after 
all,” she wrote, “in support of  wiping out entire people groups, in support of  
manifest destiny, in support of  Indian removal, in support of  anti-Semitism, 
in support of  slavery, in support of  ‘separate but equal,’ in support of  consti-
tutional amendments banning interracial marriage.” Like Huck, Evans wrote, 
she had decided that “sometimes true faithfulness requires something of  a 
betrayal.”29

Abandoning biblical literalism and proof  texting in favor of  a holistic read-
ing of  the Bible as a text that supports inclusion and social justice placed Ev-
ans in a long line of  liberal Christian writers and thinkers, many of  them 
women. Evans invoked one of  these women in the “Is Abolition ‘Biblical’?” 
post: Harriet Beecher Stowe. In a brief  discussion of  Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Evans 
quoted the famous scene in which Senator Bird offers this patronizing response 
to his wife’s critique of  the Fugitive Slave Act: “ ‘Your feelings are all quite right, 
dear, and interesting, and I love you for them; but, then, dear, we mustn’t suf-
fer our feelings to run away with our judgment.’ ” Evans’s reaction, she wrote, 
was to “laugh out loud. . . . ​Reminds me of  a few book reviews I’ve received.” 
Writing in a progressive Christian tradition that chose to err on the side of  
inclusion and welcome rather than exclusion and condemnation, Evans was 
subjected to the familiar gendered critique that she was writing from her “feel-
ings” rather than from her “judgment.”30

News of  Evans’s death broke around the same time that the president of  
the United States was publicly attacking a Muslim member of  Congress, Il-
han Omar, by retweeting a video that intercut a speech she made before the 
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) with footage of  the 9/11 at-
tacks.31 Omar makes an attractive target for anti-Muslim bigotry because she 
is an outspoken Muslim woman and an immigrant born in Somalia who wears 
a headscarf  in public.32 Her religious agency is literally inseparable from her 
political agency: as a U.S. congresswoman, she wears the visible evidence of  
her Muslim identity on her body at all times, including on the floor of  the 
House of  Representatives. Conservative attacks on Omar rhetorically align her 
with 9/11 (as the president’s retweet did) by drawing tenuous links between 
CAIR and Hamas while also accusing Omar of  conspiring with authoritarian 
governments. Commentators on both the Right and the Left, meanwhile, have 
accused her of  anti-Semitism because she vocally objects to pro-Israel lobby-
ing groups’ influence in Washington. While U.S. involvement with Israel is a 
long-standing source of  disagreement in American politics, Omar’s statements 
receive outsized attention because of  the visible intersection of  her race, her 
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gender, and her religion. A New Yorker profile of  Omar noted that she “refuses 
to assume the posture of  the good immigrant” and “performs neither humil-
ity nor gratitude.”33 A white male columnist for the conservative online mag-
azine The Federalist called Omar “an avatar for the intersectionalist, 
America-loathing, progressive-Islamic supremacist set” who hides behind “an 
identity politics veil.”34 The reference to Omar’s supposed commitment to “Is-
lamic supremac[y]” alongside the gesture to the notorious “veiling” of  Mus-
lim women suggests how Omar’s Muslim identity functions in multivalent 
ways in the American media landscape. She is accused of  overperforming a 
Muslim political identity associated with fundamentalism and violence while 
simultaneously failing to embody a Muslim female identity, signified by the 
veil, that should require her to be modest and submissive to authority. At the 
same time, her explicit religious and racial otherness to white American Prot-
estantism makes her symbolically valuable to a white supremacist political fac-
tion that equates Protestant Christianity with whiteness and both with true 
Americanness.

The double bind in which Omar finds herself  is shared by many American 
Muslim women, who appear most often in public discourse as abused victims 
of  fundamentalist ideology or sinister agents of  foreign power—sometimes 
simultaneously. Like anti-Catholic discourses of  the nineteenth century that 
prompted not only the convent captivity narratives I discussed in chapter 4 
but the burning of  Catholic churches and violent attacks on Catholic immi-
grants, these depictions emphasize the supposed foreignness of  Muslim 
women, even when those women were born in the United States and display 
myriad political and cultural markers of  American identity. While hundreds 
of  American Muslim women have raised their voices to dispute popular mis-
conceptions about Islam and the role of  women in it (Linda Sarsour and Mona 
Eltahawy are prominent examples), I would like to focus here on a particular 
expression of  Muslim women’s religious agency: the Women’s Mosque of  
America (WMA).

The Women’s Mosque was founded by M. Hasna Maznavi in 2015 “to pro-
vide a platform for brilliant Muslim women to speak in a religious capacity 
for the benefit of  the entire Muslim Ummah.”35 Headquartered in Los Ange-
les, the organization holds monthly woman-led Friday prayers; because it has 
no building of  its own, it first offered services in an interfaith center and now 
meets in a Unitarian church. The Friday service is open to women and children 
only; while some co-ed events are held on other days, the Friday prayer ser
vices are (and, the organizers assert, always will be) restricted to women. The 
organizers compare the mosque to a women’s college where they seek to cre-
ate “an atmosphere in which Muslim women are surrounded by their peers 



and feel comfortable exploring more active leadership roles in a safe space.”36 
The mosque’s website describes it as a “middle ground space that welcomes 
all Muslims from every sect, background, school of  thought, and level of  re-
ligious practice” while also accommodating particular traditions. (Shi‘a wor-
shippers, for instance, are provided with rose petals and clay turbahs for use 
during prayer). And the mosque has a “come as you are” dress code policy, 
“meaning everyone is welcome to come dressed as they normally do outside 
of  the mosque.”37 Attendees, in other words, need not wear a specific head 
covering to be welcome. Monthly prayer services and other offerings are meant 
to complement traditional mosque attendance, where services are sex segre-
gated and leadership roles are filled by men; participants are encouraged to 
take what they have learned back to the mosques they regularly attend.

At each Friday meeting, a woman invited by the community delivers a khut-
bah, or discourse; these women are usually Muslim, but the Women’s Mosque 
“invite[s] our interfaith sisters from all religious backgrounds to join us as ob-
servers, participators, and supporters,” and thus khateebas (women delivering 
the khutbah) sometimes represent non-Muslim faiths. According to the 
mosque’s website, each khateeba “brings her own unique first-hand perspec-
tive and insights to topics that have either previously gone unaddressed in 
mosques or that have rarely been spoken about from the female perspective.”38 
These topics include domestic violence and sexual abuse, and the mosque has 
also held discussions that address social justice movements, including Black 
Lives Matter. Khateebas often preach from English translations of  the Qur’an, 
a stance that challenges the long-standing alignment between the scriptural 
authority of  the Qur’an and its original Arabic language. Since women have 
not always had opportunities to study the Qur’an in Arabic, preaching from 
English translations challenges patriarchal clerical prerogative. Khateebas en-
gage in exegesis of  the Qur’an while bringing to it a specifically female 
perspective—one the founders of  the WMA claim has been excluded from Is-
lamic tradition and that, they insist, can benefit every Muslim, not just the 
women who attend the mosque.

In keeping with their calling to benefit “the entire Muslim Ummah,” the 
Women’s Mosque of  America maintains a robust internet presence. While at-
tendance at Friday prayer services rarely crests 50 people (a drop from the 
75–100 who attended services when the mosque first opened in 2015),39 the 
WMA YouTube channel has 724 subscribers and its archived videos of  khut-
bahs and co-ed events at the mosque have received over 60,000 views. The 
mosque also maintains iTunes and SoundCloud accounts where users can lis-
ten to khutbahs or to episodes of  the WMA podcast. This savvy use of  social 
media extends the mosque’s reach well beyond its local Los Angeles community 
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and makes its ideas available to women who are prevented—by geography or 
other constraints—from attending the mosque themselves.

The creation of  a specifically female space in which Muslim women from 
various sects and communities can meet to engage in prayer and discussion 
represents a liberalization of  Muslim religious practices that the mosque’s 
founders insist is consistent with Islamic tradition. Their “aim [is] to increase 
community access to female Muslim scholars and female perspectives on Is-
lamic knowledge and spirituality”—not a deconstruction (as Rachel Held Ev-
ans’s followers sometimes claimed to be doing with evangelical Christianity) 
but a restoration.40 While the mosque’s website insists that the WMA is nei-
ther a progressive nor a conservative organization, the act of  choosing women 
as imams and khateebahs extends religious authority to women in previously 
unprecedented ways. But by framing the mosque as a supplement to existing 
worship spaces rather than a replacement for them and by offering khutbahs 
that engage in direct exegesis of  specific passages from the Qur’an, attendees 
and organizers of  the Women’s Mosque present this immense accession of  
religious agency as the fulfillment of  Islamic tradition, not a rebellion against 
it. The founders of  the mosque insist that “a major part of  uplifting the Mus-
lim community is to harness the potential of  the whole Ummah, including 
Muslim women, who make up more than half  of  our community.”41 In this 
nonsectarian Muslim space, women access greater religious agency by adopt-
ing, adapting, and reinterpreting Islamic tradition.

Like the nineteenth-century Christian women writers I have discussed in 
this book, the organizers and attendees of  the Women’s Mosque are carving 
out space for agency in a tradition that might seem ill fitted or even hostile to 
their efforts. Unsatisfied with secularized discourses that insist that agency can 
only be found outside the bounds of  organized religion or that self-actualization 
is synonymous with rebellion, these twenty-first-century religious women are 
adapting their communities’ sacred texts and traditions in ways that facilitate 
their agency while keeping them connected to a shared past. Women writers 
of  the nineteenth century took advantage of  increased literacy and cheaper 
print technologies to spread theological ideas by means of  the popular novel. 
The Women’s Mosque’s organizers are embracing digital media—Instagram, 
YouTube, podcasts, and apps—to spread new visions of  what religion can be 
in our secular age.

Like the subjects of  this book, we are living through a time of  immense 
social, economic, and technological upheaval. And though shifts in reli-
gious identification—including rising numbers of  religiously unaffiliated 
people—might suggest that the long-promised secularization of  American so-
ciety is finally coming to fruition, a closer look tells us that while religious 



beliefs and practices are changing, they are hardly on the decline. Though the 
loudest voices in American religion may be those of  fundamentalist men, 
women are changing the face of  American religion by finding new spaces for 
and modes of  agency. In social media, in popular publishing, in conferences 
and workshops, and in houses of  worship, women are shaping American reli-
gion by applying their minds to the social and intellectual needs of  their com-
munities. And they are doing so in ways that will have profound implications 
for the future. Just as nineteenth-century women writers changed the world—
for better and for worse—by wresting theology from the hands of  clerical 
leaders and wielding it in the public sphere, religious women of  the present 
are shaping their families, communities, and the nation by making religious 
matters their own.
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ture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000); Glenn Hendler, Public Sentiments: 
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Holifield, Theology in America, 37.

22. Robert J. Wilson III, The Benevolent Deity: Ebenezer Gay and the Rise of  Rational 
Religion in New England, 1696–1787 (Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Press, 
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23. Page numbers for The Wide, Wide World and Beulah are cited parenthetically in 
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32. Anna B. Warner, Susan Warner (“Elizabeth Wetherell”) (New York: G. P. Putnam’s 
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afterword to the Feminist Press edition of  The Wide, Wide World.
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versity Press, 1972), 464.

34. Augusta Jane Evans, letter to Rachel Lyons, October 3, 1861, reprinted in Re-
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41. Holifield, Theology in America, 9–10.
42. “Art. II.,” 28.
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44. Holifield, Theology in America, 9.
45. On the importance of  adoption to nineteenth-century sentimental fiction, see 

Weinstein, Family, Kinship, and Sympathy; and Carol J. Singley, Adopting America: Child-
hood, Kinship and National Identity in Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

46. Edwards, Careful and Strict Enquiry.
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48. Holifield, Theology in America, 348. For discussions of  Edwards’s doctrine of  re-
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J. Roberts, 1732), 8–9. This book was widely attributed to Isaac Watts, a respected En
glish Puritan minister, hymnodist, and theologian. Edwards’s preface to his Careful and 
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50. John Wesley, The Question, What Is An Arminian? Answered. By a Lover of  Free Grace 
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58. Howard, “What Is Sentimentality?” 72.
59. Jones, Tomorrow Is Another Day, 90.
60. Isaiah 62:4.
61. Tracy Fessenden has described the literary-historical processes “by which reli-

gion disappears from critical inquiry by being dismissed as epiphenomenal.” Fessen-
den, Culture and Redemption, 12.
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and popular histories continue to read backward from the current use of  the term, 
projecting it anachronistically onto earlier eras. Frances FitzGerald’s The Evangelicals: 
The Strugg le to Shape America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2017) is a recent example. 
See L. Fisher, “Evangelicals and Unevangelicals,” 186.

70. Douglas, Feminization of  American Culture, 28.
71. Tompkins, Sensational Designs, 156.
72. Douglas, Feminization of  American Culture, 24.
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suming the Douglas-Tompkins position that emotion and intellect are opposites, Baym 
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Nina Baym, “Women’s Novels and Women’s Minds: An Unsentimental View of  
Nineteenth-Century American Women’s Fiction,” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 31, no. 3 
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Preaching and the Rise, 156–73.
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The Theology of  Disability in Cummins’s The Lamplighter,” Studies in American Fiction 
43, no. 2 (2016): 139–59, http://muse.jhu.edu/article/640076. Other important work 
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75. Fessenden, Culture and Redemption, 94.
76. Mahmood, Politics of  Piety, xi.
77. Leti Volpp, “Framing Cultural Difference: Immigrant Women and Discourses 
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Femonationalism,” https://tif​.ssrc​.org​/category​/exchanges​/sex​-secularism​-femona​
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3. “I Have Sinned against God and Myself”

1. S. Warner, Wide, Wide World, 441.
2. Evans, Beulah, 318; Essay on the Freedom of  Will, 8.
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following edition: Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, 
ed. Nell Irvin Painter (New York: Penguin Books, 2000).

4. On seduction, criminality, and slave personhood, see Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes 
of  Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 79–112.

5. For a detailed analysis of  theodicy as an aspect of  African American Christian 
theology, see Christopher Z. Hobson, The Mount of  Vision: African-American Prophetic 
Tradition, 1800–1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 45–76.

6. See Winifred Morgan, “Gender-Related Difference in the Slave Narratives of  Har-
riet Jacobs and Frederick Douglass,” American Studies 35, no. 2 (1994): 73–94, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/40642688; and Hazel V. Carby, “ ‘Hear My Voice, Ye Careless 
Daughters’: Narratives of  Slave and Free Women before Emancipation,” in Black 
Women’s Intellectual Traditions: Speaking Their Minds, ed. Kristin Waters and Carol B. 
Conaway (Hanover, NH: University Press of  New England, 2007), 91–112.
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of  woman’s fiction like The Wide, Wide World, see Weinstein, Family, Kinship, and Sym-
pathy, 130–58. For analyses of  Brown’s Clotel as a work of  woman’s fiction, see Ann 
duCille, The Coupling Convention: Sex, Text, and Tradition in Black Women’s Fiction (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993); and duCille, “Where in the World Is William 
Wells Brown? Thomas Jefferson, Sally Hemings, and the DNA of  African-American 
Literary History,” American Literary History 12, no. 3 (2000): 443–62, http://dx.doi​
.org/10.1093/alh/12.3.443.

8. William L. Andrews, To Tell a Free Story: The First Century of  Afro-American Auto-
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ington: Indiana University Press, 1986); Kerry Sinanan, “The Slave Narrative and the 
Literature of  Abolition,” in The Cambridge Companion to the African American Slave Nar-
rative, ed. Audrey A. Fisch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 61–80; 
Yolanda Pierce, “Redeeming Bondage: The Captivity Narrative and the Spiritual Au-
tobiography in the African American Slave Narrative Tradition,” in Fisch, Cambridge 
Companion, 83–98; and Rosetta R. Haynes, Radical Spiritual Motherhood: Autobiography 
and Empowerment in Nineteenth-Century African American Women (Baton Rouge: Louisi-
ana State University Press, 2011).
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riet Wilson, and the Redoubled Voice,” Obsidian II 8, no. 1 (1993): 24, http://www.jstor​
.org/stable/44485362.

10. Ibid., 23; see also Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, “My Statue, My Self: Autobiograph-
ical Writings of  Afro-American Women,” in The Private Self: Theory and Practice of  
Women’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. Shari Benstock (Chapel Hill: University of  North 
Carolina Press, 1988), 63–89.

11. Nell Irvin Painter, “Introduction,” in Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of  a Slave 
Girl, Written by Herself, ed. Nell Irvin Painter (New York: Penguin, 2000), xi; Ann Taves, 
“Spiritual Purity and Sexual Shame: Religious Themes in the Writings of  Harriet Ja-
cobs,” Church History 56, no. 1 (1987): 67, http://doi.org/10.2307/3165304.

12. Hartman, Scenes of  Subjection, 53, 54.
13. Jean F. Yellin, “Text and Contexts of  Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of  a 

Slave Girl: Written By Herself,” in The Slave’s Narrative, ed. Charles T. Davis and Henry L. 
Gates Jr. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 273.

14. Geoff Hamilton, The Life and Undeath of  Autonomy in American Literature (Char-
lottesville: University of  Virginia Press, 2013), 8–10.

15. Hartman, Scenes of  Subjection, 112.
16. “And if  it seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, choose you this day whom ye 

will serve; . . . ​but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” Joshua 24:15.
17. Mississippi Supreme Court ruling in George v. State, cited in Hartman, Scenes of  

Subjection, 96.
18. For the story of  Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus, see Acts 26.
19. Virginia Lieson Brereton, From Sin to Salvation: Stories of  Women’s Conversions, 

1800 to the Present (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), xii.
20. Andrews, Sisters of  the Spirit, 11. In her study of  nineteenth- and twentieth-

century conversion narratives, Virginia Lieson Brereton lists a number of  published 
“guides for would-be converts” that provided models and instruction for the Christian 
life and that came to shape the generic conventions of  the spiritual autobiography. See 
Brereton, From Sin to Salvation, 10–11.

21. For the Calvinist, as I discussed in my last chapter, this realizing sense of  grace 
would arrive as conviction of  one’s divine election. For the Arminian, it would be ex-
perienced as the acceptance of  God’s gift of  forgiveness.

22. Brereton, From Sin to Salvation, 9, 4.
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brother, the reading room’s official manager, was away lecturing for the antislavery 
cause. Though the advertisement that John S. Jacobs ran in the North Star in 1849 listed 
only ten works available at the reading room, there were likely many more options 
for visitors. See Jean Fagan Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 
2004), 102–3; and Yellin, ed., The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers (Chapel Hill: University 
of  North Carolina Press, 2008), 1:141. While I have been unable to locate any source 
listing texts available at the Rochester Anti-Slavery Office, Elizabeth McHenry asserts 
that African American literary societies and reading rooms often offered white-authored 
classical and literary texts in addition to abolitionist literature and that they usually 
subscribed to such periodicals as the Colored American Magazine, the Liberator, the Na-
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