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“Doers of the Word”:

Theorizing African- American Women
Writers in the Antebellum North

THROUGHOUT THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, a number of black women trav-
eled throughout the northeastern, mid-Atlantic, and midwestern states,
insisting on their right to preach, lecture, and write on such topics as
religious evangelicalism, abolitionism, moral reform, temperance, and
women’s rights. Adapting a verse from the Epistle of James to describe
their self-appointed cultural mission, they referred to themselves as “doers
of the word.” In invoking themselves as such, these cultural workers
recognized the extent to which their efforts to “elevate the race” and
achieve “racial uplift” lay not only in their engagement in specific political
and social activities but also in their faith in the performative power of the
word—both spoken and written. For these women—Jarena Lee, Maria
Stewart, Nancy Prince, Sarah Parker Remond, Frances Ellen Watkins
(Harper), Mary Ann Shadd (Cary), Harriet Jacobs and others—writing
constituted a form of doing, of social action continuous with their politi-
cal, social, and cultural work.

To analyze the writings of these northern black women, I have found
it necessary both to historicize notions of literature and to broaden liter-
ary study into a larger field of cultural investigation. Rather than seek
from a late-twentieth-century perspective to reify early African-Ameri-
Can texts into a literary canon or tradition that would either parallel or be
integrated within the dominant one(s), I have followed nineteenth-
century African-American definitions of what constitutes a literary text.
At the end of a chapter entitled “Afro-American Literature” in The Work
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For nineteenth-century African Americans, this local space was double.
It was, on the one hand, that place in Africa, before the Middle Passage,
from which they or their forebears had been kidnapped, but to which they
for the most part did not wish to return, except perhaps through imagina-
tive speculation. On the other hand, it was also that place in America—
South or North—which functioned as what Foucault has called a
“disciplinary partitioning” in America’s “carceral continuum,” an enclosed
panoptic space by means of which the dominant culture marked the exclu-
sion of African Americans (and other racial/ethnic minorities) in order to
keep them under constant surveillance, discipline them, and produce “doc-
ile bodies.” But if, from the point of view of those in power, such a
panoptic space was designed to subjugate and police the Other, from the
point of view of this Other it constituted “home.” In the North this home
came to be those black communities segregated within the Jacksonian city.
While constituting a separate and distinct social group within these cities,
African Americans remained, however, a heterogeneous and shifting popu-
lation, as did their experiences; such diversity undermines any essentialist
notions of blackness that we might be tempted to construct.

Differences within these communities manifested themselves in a num-
ber of ways, but tended ultimately to sort themselves out along class lines.
The elite, exemplified by Mary Ann Shadd and Frances Ellen Watkins
among others, possessed a high degree of literacy and worshipped primar-
ily in the black A.M.E., Episcopalian, and Presbyterian churches. Its male
members found steady employment as small business owners and crafts-
men or, less frequently, ministers and teachers. As James Horton has
shown, the men of this elite aspired—often unrealistically—to incorpo-
rate the dominant culture’s ideology of true womanhood into its social
code and thereby privatize its women.™ In contrast, the black subaltern
class, which Jarena Lee exemplifies, was composed primarily of unskilled
laborers, its women employed chiefly as domestics and laundresses. Less
literate, this group was rooted in oral and folk culture and formed the
bedrock of Methodist and Baptist churches.

While such social stratification was real enough, African-American elite
and subaltern classes taken together nonetheless formed a common cul-
tural group, and, as Gary Nash has noted, “the lines that separated [their]
cultural expressions . . . were never tightly drawn.”"* In fact, these black
urban communities represented what Stallybrass and White have called a
“hybrid place” in which categories usually kept separate—high and low,
native and foreign, polite and savage, sacred and profane—commingle
and result in cultural forms perceived as grotesque by the dominant cul-
ture.’2 In particular, religious and entertainment practices, which were
themselves adaptations of Africanisms to North American urban life,
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tended to bring together elite and subaltern classes throughout much of
the antebellum period.

If the principles of hybridity upon which these black urban communi-
ties were based were inexplicable to the dominant culture in their disrup-
tion of fixed hierarchies and binary oppositions, to their own members
they were readily comprehensible as necessary strategies for survival, self-
empowerment, and community-building. Blacks needed not only to re-
sist the forces of white racism but also to adapt themselves to a growing
capitalist economy in which wealth was increasingly concentrated in the
hands of a small number of manufacturers who controlled the wage labor
of an urban work force composed of native whites, European immigrants,
and blacks. At the very bottom of this work force, black men and women
strove to transform their marginal status into a source of strength, to
achieve social and economic autonomy by circumventing capitalist struc-
tures and holding on to precapitalist forms of behavior in their occupa-
tions, family patterns, and community activities.

Within this northern black population, however, the elite did separate
itself out to some degree in order to provide intellectual and political
leadership to the community. Working, speaking, and writing out of a
particular set of social institutions—the Press, the Church, the Conven-
tion movement, and the Masonic lodges—this elite constructed a pro-
gram of “racial uplift.” This program has often been viewed as an attempt
by the elite to replicate the values of the hegemony and assimilate into
white middle-class culture by means of improved education, acceptance of
Euro-American standards of civilization, and adherence to the dominant
culture’s ethic of hard work, self-help, and moral purity. To critique these
racial uplift efforts as bourgeois and conservative, however, is to misunder-
stand the dynamics of social change under conditions of internal coloniza-
tion. First of all, the black elite recognized the need to preserve racial
solidarity: “Identified with a people over whom weary ages of degrada-
tion have passed,” wrote Watkins in 1857, “whatever concerns them, as a
race, concerns me.”’3 Second, if this elite’s assimilationist ideology was on
one level complicitous with the dominant culture, at the same time it
sought to subvert this culture, critiquing its failure to uphold its stated
ideals and asserting the African American’s right to both political freedom
and cultural distinctiveness. Indeed, W. E. B. DuBois was later to charac-
terize such racial uplift work as a “determined effort at self-realization and
self-development despite environing opinion,” and to argue that these
early leaders had in fact inaugurated a new period in African-American
history in which “the assertion of the manhood rights of the Negro by
himself was the main reliance.”'

Such notions of cultural hybridity were already fully articulated in the



