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I. Introduction: 

For many historians, the modern abolitionist movement is exclusively identified with 

William Lloyd Garrison. It was Garrison who published the famous antislavery newspaper The 

Liberator, Garrison who spearheaded the founding of the American Antislavery Society, 

Garrison who brought the plight of black Americans to the doorstep of white America, and 

Garrison whose patronage of blacks paved the way for influential black leaders like Frederick 

Douglass. To these historians, the abolitionist movement began in 1831 and ended with the end 

of the Civil War in 1865. 

While this perception of the abolitionist movement is still prevalent, recently historians 

such as Richard Newman have attempted to broaden the categories that scholars have typically 

used to define the abolitionist movement. In his The Transformation of American AboLitionism, 

Newman posits that the abolitionist movement is better characterized in two distinct periods 

rather than the single-stage approach that identifies the movement as spanning the years from 

1831 to 1865. Instead of arguing that American abolitionism began in 1831 with Garrison's 

founding of The Liberator, Newman believes that the movement began as early as the birth of 

the American Republic and slowly transformed into the modern immediatist movement with 

which most people today associate antislavery.l 

To show the development of the American abolitionism, Newman focuses on two 

prominent abolition organizations which he deems representative of the different stages that 

define the antislavery movement: the Pennsylvania Abolition Society (PAS) and the 

Massachusetts Antislavery Society (MAS). Despite its original Quaker influences, the PAS, 

founded in 1775, quickly came to embody the same courteous governing methods and 

Enlightenment ideas which permeated American society both during and after the Revolutionary 



War. It specifically elicited the support of the elite class, strictly sought a gradual end to slavery 

through legislation and judicial decisions, kept its appeals as emotionally removed as possible, 

and distinctly excluded blacks and women in its abolitionist efforts. 2 Until the establishment of 

the MAS in 1832, marking the beginning of the second stage of abolitionism, Newman asserts, 

the organization and methods of the PAS overwhelmingly served as a model for antislavery 

efforts. 

Eighteen thirty, however, proved to be a pivotal year in American abolitionism according 

to Newman's work. As the fledgling nation matured, moving further away from the years of the 

Revolution, changes in the economic, cultural, and political landscape occasioned challenges to 

the original Enlightenment ideals. For one, America's economy had evolved. The market 

revolution, occurring predominantly in the Northeast, prompted a shift away from independent 

ownership toward a wage labor system. 3 Among the many trends that these changes in the 

economy triggered was an anxiety among the people, which, in turn, led to the Second Great 

Awakening. With its focus on moral perfection, individual agency, and evangelicism, this 

massive religious revival further fueled the demand to abolish slavery.4 

At the same time the Second Great Awakening was shaping future antislavery radicals 

like Garrison, mass participation in politics also garnered more support. Alongside the changes 

in the economic and religious conditions, by the 1830s, a new approach to democracy that no 

longer adhered as strongly to the notion that only those part of the elite class deserved political 

involvement had developed. Not only did white men, to whom citizenship rights were typically 

granted, begin to emphasize individual rights in an unprecedented way, sectors of the American 

people such as women and African-Americans began transgressing their own prescribed place in 

American democracy.s Out of these intricately linked trends that transpired from the post-
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Revolutionary era to the l830s came the MAS, which Newman believes is the most 

representative organization of the second wave of abolitionism. 

According to Newman, the MAS directly contradicted the PAS in almost every single 

aspect. Unlike its predecessor, the MAS framed its movement as "one of the people, by the 

people, and for the people.,,6 Completely rejecting colonization as a way to end America's race 

problem, the MAS argued for the immediate abolition of slavery. In addition to employing legal 

strategies similar to those of the PAS during the first wave of abolitionism, the MAS also sought 

to garner popular support for their cause by appealing to people's emotions and sense of 

morality. Most importantly, the antislavery movement in Boston with which Newman largely 

identifies the MAS continuously sought to racially integrate their efforts. Not only did the MAS 

adopt methods that grew out of a black activist tradition, they actually accepted black members 

into their ranks. 7 Ultimately, Newman believes that what would become the defining 

characteristics of the MAS would not just revolutionize the entire abolitionist tradition in 

America but actually lead to the movement's success in overthrowing slavery. 

Although Newman in The Transformation of American Abolitionism attempts to 

transcend the prevailing framework by arguing that a shift in the types of abolitionism had 

occurred, his argument nevertheless assumes that a single entity can rightly characterize an entire 

movement. While he does not focus solely on Garrison as the central figure of a vast grassroots 

movement, he still employs a model that, by highlighting an organization with which Garrison is 

overwhelmingly identified, ultimately implies Garrison's dominance over the movement. As a 

result of this overgeneralization, Newman's definition of "abolitionism" is erroneously narrow. 

Because he studies abolitionism solely through the lens of the PAS and MAS, both of which 
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were organizations largely dominated by white males, Newman's scholarship seems to codify 

abolitionism as "white" and "male." 

To counter his argument, I will examine the effects a vibrant, active, free-black 

community and a radical group of women activists continuously had on the abolitionist 

movement in Philadelphia. Ultimately, because of these two unique aspects of Philadelphia's 

abolitionist circle, I argue that neither the first nor second stage of abolitionism in the city were 

as conservative as Newman supposes. 

III. Philadelphia's Black Community: 

One feature of the abolitionist movement in Philadelphia that Newman does not account 

for is the continous existence of an active population of African Americans in the city. In this 

section, I will consider the various angles from which Philadelphia blacks fought the racism 

responsible for the oppression of both free-blacks and slaves. 

By the end of the 18th century, Philadelphia was home to the largest black population in 

America. According to the PBS Africans in America website, not only did nearly 2,000 free 

blacks live in the city as early as 1790, until 1815, the city was the destination of thousands of 

people of African descent. By 1830, the city's black population had ballooned to 14,500, nearly 

10% of the city's entire population. As one scholar Roger Lane claims, the city was the 

"metropolitan headquarters for African Americans." From those who wanted to leave their life 

in the surrounding countryside for a life in the city, to those who had escaped slavery in the 

South, and even to those who relocated as a result of the Haitian revolution, Philadelphia was 

apparently a city where blacks believed they could live in peace and freedom. 8 
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For one, more economic oppOltunities for blacks existed in Philadelphia than in most 

other places in America. At the beginning of the 19th century, a small but distinct black middle

class had emerged. In addition to the doctors, clergymen, teachers, and other professionals, the 

new black middle-class also consisted of the many blacks who established their own businesses. 

According to the city directory, whereas only 81 blacks owned businesses in 1811, after a mere 

five years, the number of black entrepreneurs had increased to 180. Not only did the black 

businesses provide much-needed services to the African American population, entrepreneurs like 

James Forten, who spent about ten thousand dollars a year to employ about twenty-five people of 

color for his sail-making business, the owners also often hired from within the community itself. 

That a middle class had begun to emerge at the beginning of the 19th century signifies how 

African Americans had been able to achieve some upward mobility.9 

Indeed, the middle class that developed was only a small sample of the entire black 

community. Most of the city's blacks still lived in poverty. Nevertheless, as the appendix to an 

1832 memorial to Pennsylvania's legislature from Philadelphia's black citizens asserted, African 

Americans in the city still possessed significant economic clout. According to the appendix, the 

amount of taxes that blacks paid to Philadelphia surpassed $100,000 every year, the property that 

blacks themselves owned exceeded $100,000, and of the "549 outdoor poor relieved during the 

year, only 22 were persons of COIOr."I O Thus, while not every person of color lived affluently, 

blacks in Philadelphia were arguably among the wealthiest population of Africans in America. 

That such a community of African-Americans could exist was in itself an act of 

resistance considering the city's exceedingly racist atmosphere. Pennsylvania law was more an 

adversary than ally to its black population. Despite being founded on the Quaker principles of 

equality under God and tolerance, the city accepted slavery for roughly a century. To abolish the 
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institution, the state chose a gradual approach that only granted freedom to the slave after his or 

her twenty-eighth birthday. In 1813, a number of Philadelphia citizens proposed a law seeking 

to secure control over the black population. Around the l830s, lawmakers began contemplating 

a bill that would bar black immigration into the state. Then, in 1838, the Pennsylvania 

legislature both refused to add a section that promised ajury trial for fugitive slaves and denied 

the call to secure the vote for blacks. I I Although Philadelphia was technically located in the 

North, the city and state's laws clearly perceived blacks as the subordinates of whites. 

Racism, however, was not just rooted into the city and state's legal history, it was also 

very deeply entrenched in the people's psyche. Even the most radical of white Philadelphians 

harbored the notion of black inferiority. William Penn, who founded the state to promote 

tolerance of diversity, not only owned twelve slaves whom he never emancipated, but had 

espoused once in a letter that a black who was enslaved for life was preferable to an indentured 

servant whose labor was only temporary. Anthony Benezet, who opened a school for blacks in 

his home in 1750, initially did so because he wished to study whether blacks could, in fact, 

absorb as much information as whites. 12 

Even the Quaker organization, which had promoted an antislavery stance since 1776 by 

requiring its Philadelphia members to either free their slaves or surrender their membership, was 

guilty of prejudice. In a letter to the Quaker abolitionist William Basset, Sarah Mapp Douglass, 

a black Quaker, described how, during meetings, her mother and she were forced to sit at a 

separate bench flanked by two Quakers whose sole job was "to prevent white persons from 

sitting there.,,13 Like their meetings, the schools of Quakers were also segregated. Despite being 

one of the few opportunities for obtaining a decent education for African Americans, most 

Quaker schools refused to admit even those black students who were fortunate enough to have 
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the support of prominent black leaders like Robert Purvis and William Still. l4 For the few 

schools that did accept black children, all-white Quaker boards decided on the direction of the 

school often without consulting the black community. As former slave Samuel Ringgold Ward 

would write, "Whatever [the Quakers] do for [blacks] savors of pity, and is done at arm 's 

length.,,15 Clearly, neither the city nor its white citizens were very enlightened. 

White prejudice did not just affect the quality of life of Philadelphia blacks and the 

relationships they might have had with professed white allies, it also affected the community's 

very safety. In the twenty year span between 1829 and 1849, African Americans in Philadelphia 

endured six race riots. As an 1842 letter from Robert Purvis to his white friend Henry Clarke 

Wright revealed, not only did the riots destroy much of what blacks had struggled to build, they 

often served to dissuade blacks from continuing to live in the city. Having witnessed both the 

"wantonness, brutality and murderous spirit of the Actors in the late riots" and the "Apathy and 

inhumanity of the Whole community in regard to the matter," Purvis believed that the "Press, 

Church, Magistrates, Clergymen and Devils [were] against [the black community]." After "the 

most painful and minute investigation, in the feelings, views and acts of this community-in 

regard to [blacks]," Purvis wrote that "[he was] convinced of [blacks'] utter and complete 

nothingness in public estimation." The constant threat of violence afflicted on the city's African 

American community had become so taxing that Purvis conceded that "[his] life and those 

tendrils of [his] heart, dearer than life to [him], would find no change in death, but a glorious 

riddance of a life, weighted down and cursed by a despotism whose sway makes Hell of Earth." 

For Purvis, whose response to the riots probably mirrored many others in his community, the 

constant threat of attack from Philadelphia whites persistently sought to disillusion many blacks 

of their hopes of ever living peacefully in America. 16 Given the immense racism blacks had to 
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overcome to simply settle in the city, the very presence of a considerable black community that 

flourished did not simply defy the laws that Pennsylvania's white citizens enacted to restrict 

black life, it in fact challenged the very notion of black inferiority. 

But not only did Philadelphia's black community resist by means of its very existence, it 

also very actively challenged white supremacy. Because those in power considered blacks to be 

less important than whites, the African American community established many institutions that 

provided the necessary services which the city persistently denied its black inhabitants. The 

creation of black institutions began in April 1787 with Absalom Jones and Richard Allen finding 

the Free African Society (FAS).1 7 Conceived as a "society" that "formed, without regard to 

religious tenets, provided the persons lived an orderly and sober life," the FAS became the first 

black mutual aid society which "support[ ed] one another in sickness, and for the benefit of their 

widows and fatherless children." By 1832, the city boasted more than fifty black beneficent 

societies that "expend annually for the relief of their members when sick or disabled, or in 

distress, upwards of $7,000, out of funds raised among themselves for mutual aid.,,1 8 Through 

mutual aid societies like the FAS, the Philadelphia black community was able to create for itself 

a safety net. 

Philadelphia's black community would also be among the first to establish the institution 

of the black church. In 1794, not only would the FAS establish the African Episcopal Church of 

St. Thomas, Richard Allen would open African Methodist Episcopal, more commonly called 

"Mother Bethel." Because Methodist-styled worship appealed to the wider black community, 

AME would become one of the foremost black institutions that, as Roger Lane has argued, 

contributed to Philadelphia's prominent status among black Americans . With a membership of 

20,000 before the Civil War and 800,000 after the war, the AME established smaller satellite 
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churches, a publishing house, church schools, and colleges. Managed completely by blacks 

themselves, the Philadelphia branch, according to Lane, was "where the best and brightest were 

rotated in, given their marching orders, and rotated out again." Moreover, as Allen recalled, 

much of motivation to establish separate churches came in response to an altercation in 1793 in 

which a white churchgoer attempted to forcibly remove Absalom Jones from his position at the 

designated black bench in St. George's, a white Methodist church. 19 Thus, through black 

churches, particularly the AME, African Americans in Philadelphia were able to fill spiritual and 

educational voids that the dominant white society had largely ignored. 

Along with the mutual aid societjes and churches, Philadelphia blacks also developed 

numerous methods promoting education among its community. Perhaps the most interesting 

example of an educational institution that emerged from the city's African Americans was the 

literary societies that formed among black women. In September 1831, black women in 

Philadelphia formed the city's first literary society for African American women, the Female 

Literary Society. By 1835, two other organizations had emerged: the Female Minervian 

Association and the Edgeworth Literary Association. By strictly targeting black women, these 

literary societies reached out to a portion of the population whose gender and race doubly limited 

the likelihood of their obtaining a quality education. Also, as historian Julie Winch asserts, 

because these literary societies were not just limited to the elite, membership also provided 

women whose class was an addition obstacle "a chance to learn from their more highly educated 

sisters in a supportive atmosphere.,,2o 

Although they did not overtly organize to abolish slavery or fight prejudice, the literary 

societies that black women specifically established for themselves best demonstrates the 

radicalism that these black educational institutions embodied. For scholars like Winch, these 
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black female literary societies actually bred the female abolitionist movement in Philadelphia. In 

its most practical sense, the formation of literary societies offered practical training in writing 

bylaws, creating official positions , coordinating elections, and chairing meetings, which many 

would use again in the creation of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS).21 

Thus, by the time women became increasingly involved in Philadelphia's abolitionist movement, 

many African American women were already experienced in coordinating an organization. 

Furthermore, through advocacy of reading, writing, and discussion, the literary societies 

allowed their members to develop a view of white racism that exclusively reflected their specific 

vantage point. According to Sarah Mapp Douglass in a June 1832 speech before the Female 

Literary Society, their attempts "to feed [their] never-dying minds" ought "to stir up in the 

bosom of each ... [the] feeling of deep sympathy for our brethren and sisters, who [were] in this 

land of Christian light and liberty held in bondage the most cmel and degrading.,,22 To Douglass 

and the other members of the literary societies, their studies helped them make sense of the racist 

society in which they lived. 

Moreover, many of the members realized that, with public schools for blacks lacking and 

private schools too expensive for the majority of blacks to afford, promoting literacy within the 

community was, in itself, a type of activism. As Winch notes, "if black women were not trained 

to teach their own children, the next generation might be condemned to illiteracy." By becoming 

literate themsel ves, the members sought to inculcate in their community the type of learning that 

would foster more resistance to white oppression. While this mindset, to an extent, upheld the 

"separate sphere" philosophy, the need of the black community for education was so immediate 

that the participation of African American women in these literary societies was not only a 

violation of their prescribed gender roles, but also an integral step to countering racist 
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stereotypes.23 For black women, the literary societies were more than simple reading clubs. 

They, in fact, ensured the future liberation of the black race from white prejudice. 

In addition to the numerous black institutions which challenged white racism by 

addressing the needs of a population that whites neglected, Philadelphia's black community also 

fervently vocalized their critiques of white racism. The first major critique came in response to 

the white community's growing support of an African colonization plan that, if successful, 

would have relocated all the free-blacks in America to Africa. Soon after the founding of the 

American Colonization Society (ACS) in 1817, blacks in Philadelphia collectively sent a petition 

to their congressman protesting the impending policy. Subsequent protests against their 

treatment in America would follow the initial anti-colonization push. Although the language in 

many of the appeals was extremely polite, the protests were nevertheless revolutionary in that 

they espoused many themes that would define future black resistance movements. 

Firstly, these African American authors demanded the right to be included in America. 

In the 1817 petition against colonization, the authors stated that "whereas [their] ancestors (not 

of choice) were the first successful cultivators of the wilds of America," as "their descendants," 

they were "entitled to participate in the blessings of her luxuriant soil, which their blood and 

sweat manured." Richard Allen, in an 1827 letter to Freedom's Journal, called America, the 

"land which we have watered with our tears and our blood," "our mother country." According to 

Robert Purvis in "Appeal of Forty Thousand Citizens, threatened with Disfranchisement to the 

people of Pennsylvania," "among those from whom [whites were] asked to wrench the birthright 

of CIVIL LIBERTY, [were] those who themselves when their blood on the snows of Jersey, and 

faced British bayonets in the most desperate hour of the revolution." After citing a 1794 

statement released by the then-mayor of Philadelphia Matthew Clarkson in which he described 
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blacks as "for the greater part, industrious, peaceable, and useful people," Purvis resolutely 

declared that "[blacks] would have the right of suffrage only as the reward of industry and 

worth.,,24 Through their responses to efforts by whites to further restrict the lives of free blacks, 

these Philadelphia blacks essentially argued that their ability to have an equal share in America 

was overdue, indisputable, and ultimately theirs alone. 

Secondly, all the protests contained a poignant critique against the white racism that 

affected even the North. The collective authors of the 1817 protest against colonization claimed 

that the plan to relocate free blacks to Africa was "in direct violation of those principles, which 

have been the boast of this republic." In regards to the stereotype "by the promoters of this 

measure" that blacks "'are a dangerous and useless part of the community, ", the authors 

professed their "deep abhorrence" to "the unmerited stigma attempted to be cast upon the 

reputation of the free people of color." Richard Allen passionately wrote in his letter: 

We were stolen from our mother country and brought here. We have tilled the ground 
and made fortunes for thousands, and still they are not weary of our services ... See the 
thousands of foreigners emigrating to America every year; and if there be ground 
sufficient for them to cultivate, and bread for them to eat; why would they wish to send 
the first tillers of the land away? Africans have made fortunes for thousands, who are yet 
unwilling to part with their services; but the free must be sent away, and those who 
remain must be slaves? I have no doubt that there are many good men who do not see as 
I do; and who are sending us to Liberia, but they have not duly considered the subject
they are not men of colour [sic]. 

Not only did Allen make clear the exploitative relationship between whites and blacks, he also 

implicitly demonstrated how whites exercised their privilege in their proposing a plan that 

allegedly benefited African Americans without actually having consulted the black community 

itself. Like Allen's accusation of whites, Purvis charged the "northern statesmen" with 

'''bowring] the knee to the dark spirit of slavery.",25 Both directly and indirectly, African 
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Americans in Philadelphia propounded profound analyses of white supremacy that contributed to 

the political ideologies and strategies of later black leaders. 

Finally, rather than regarding themselves as a distinct entity, Philadelphia' s free blacks 

consciously aligned themselves with the enslaved blacks of the South. The African Americans 

who wrote the 1817 protest resolved to "never .. . separate [themselves] voluntarily from the slave 

population in this country" whom they considered " [their] brethren by the ties of consanguinity, 

of suffering, and of wrong." James Forten and Russell Parrott stated in "To the humane and 

benevolent Inhabitants of the city and country of Philadelphia" that "if this plan of colonization 

now proposed, [was] intended to provide a refuge and a dwelling for a portion of our brethren 

who [were] now held in slavery in the south, [they had] other and stronger objections to [the 

plan]." And although Purvis believed that the disfranchisement was proposed as an attempt by 

Northern politicians to curry the favor of Southern slaveholders , he nevertheless wrote, "We 

freely acknowledge our brotherhood to the slave, and our interest in his welfare.,,26 Through 

their determination to remain associated with the enslaved blacks of the South, the free blacks of 

Philadelphia became some of the first to embrace the unconditional unity among African 

Americans of divergent experiences to which later black social movements would aspire. In 

view of its members' capacity to survive , its ability to sustain itself in spite of its 

overwhelmingly racist surroundings, and its espousal of revolutionary ideas, Philadelphia blacks 

were an unquestionable part of the city's abolitionist movement. 

III. Philadelphia's Women 

Another aspect of Philadelphia's activist tradition, which Newman overlooks in his 

analysis of the abolitionist movement, was the presence of a radical group of women who 
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simultaneously challenged both racism and sexism. As I have already discussed some of the 

ways through which black women resisted oppression, my focus in this section will be on the 

Grimke sisters. Having escaped from a slaveholding family in Charleston, South Carolina to 

Philadelphia, Sarah and Angelina Grimke eventually became major players in the abolitionist 

movement. Using them as examples, I will examine the ways in which Philadelphia's white 

women defied conventional gender roles as well as the prevailing racial hierarchy.27 

In order to fully understand the extent to which women in Philadelphia challenged 

underlying power structures, we must first understand the perception of gender which dominated 

that period. The early 19th century saw the rise of a view of gender called "the separate spheres" 

or "cult of domesticity." According to this perception of gender, men and women had very 

distinct roles in society. Whereas men were supposed to lead public lives through their active 

participation in the church, work force, civic debates, and politics, women were strictly relegated 

to the private home. Within the home, women's duties were both physical and spiritual. In 

tandem with their household chores, they were to cultivate the morality and education of 

themselves and their families. Essentially, the "separate spheres" philosophy confined both men 

and women to rigid roles that, if transgressed, would occasion severe objections from the wider 

society. Thus, considering the definite gender roles which the "separate spheres" ascribed to 

women, what Philadelphia women were able to accomplish during that period was incredibly 

. . 
ploneenng. 

One example of how white women in Philadelphia, like Sarah and Angelina Grimke, 

challenged the "separate spheres" ideology is their willingness to present themselves as 

prominent public figures. As Larry Ceplair notes, the Grimkes were the first Southern women to 

speak out against slavery, the first women to act as "agents" for the American Antislavery 
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Society touring the country to promote abolitionism, the first female speakers whose audiences 

were both racially and sexually integrated, and the first women to openly challenge the notion 

that "true" women should not speak in front of crowds.28 Both sisters operated within a Quaker 

tradition that allowed women to encroach on the public, "male" world by becoming preachers.29 

Both women vocalized their opposition to slavery and other oppressive American institutions. 

And as a result of their violation of the "separate sphere" ideology, both Sarah and Angelina 

encountered much opposition from their male peers. 

Along with intentionally presenting themselves in public, the Grimkes further encroached 

on the designated "male" realm through the arguments they made against slavery. The particular 

logic the two women chose to employ were what most people considered beyond a woman's 

intellectual capability. Thus, while their positions against slavery and for women's rights were 

unpopular to begin with, how the Grimkes defended their stance further solidified their 

transgression of gender roles. 

Both Sarah and Angelina based their arguments on personal interpretations of religious 

texts. According to Angelina in "Appeal to the Christian Women of the South," the original 

"charter of privileges" which God granted Adam was not a divine order permitting the 

enslavement of another man, as many slaveholders claimed. Though she believed God to have 

granted Adam "supreme dominion" over "the different kinds of irrational beings," because 

"man, who was created in the image of his Maker, never [could] properly be termed a thing," 

Grimke maintained that "man, then . . . never was put under the feet of man, by that first charter of 

human rights which was given by God." Similarly, Sarah Grimke in "An Epistle to the Clergy of 

the Southern States," argued on behalf of the sinfulness of enslaving another man by referencing 

numerous Biblical passages which included the creation myth, the covenant God made with 
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Noah after the flood, and the eighth Psalm which she claimed "alone afford[ed] irrefragable 

proof that God never gave to man dominion over his own image, that he never commissioned the 

Israelites to enslave their fellow man.")O 

The sisters did not just present slavery as a sin against God through their use of the Bible, 

they also contradicted the notion that women were inherently inferior to men. In the letter to 

fellow reformer Catherine Beecher "Human Rights not Founded on Sex," Angelina determined 

that the passage in Genesis depicting the creation of woman did not intend to portray woman as 

'''the last best gift of God to man.'" Because Adam had "immediately recognized her as a part 

of himself-(,this is now bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh')," Grirnke concluded that the 

scriptures, in fact, had deemed woman "a companion and equal, not one hair's breadth beneath 

[man] in the majesty and glory of her moral being; not placed under his authority as a subject, 

but by his side, on the same platform of human rights, under the government of God only.,,)1 

Whether they were in opposition to slavery or in support of women's rights, by choosing to use 

their personal analysis of religious texts in their arguments, the Grimkes challenged a "separate 

sphere" ideology that rendered religious authority a strictly "male" right. 

In addition to using interpretations of the Bible to support their arguments, the Grirnkes 

also violated conventional gender roles by applying politics to their arguments. The most tel1ing 

illustration of this was the series of answers the sisters wrote in response to a repOlter named 

"Clarkson" from the New Haven Religious lntelligencer. In his original letter, "Clarkson" 

criticized the Grirnkes for unnecessarily informing the North of slavery's evils when "the people 

at the North want no person to 'undeceive' them on this subject." Implying that the sisters 

simply wanted to complain without having a solution to the problem, he asked the sisters to 
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"confer a particular favor on the people of the North by presenting the definite practicable 

means, by which they can put an end to slavery in the South.,,32 

To answer "Clarkson's" challenge, the Grimkes first wrote an article entitled "The 

definite, practicable means by which the North can put an end to Slavery in the South" in March 

1, 1837. In their reply, the sisters began by listing fifteen different examples demonstrating how 

both the American government and the Northern states have ensured the survival of slavery. Of 

the fifteen items the Grimkes took note of, eight explicitly demonstrated how Congress and a 

supposedly "free" North maintained slavery through its legal actions. The remaining seven 

showed how Northern institutions aided the South in perpetuating slavery. As some of their 

examples noted, Congress could have exercised its Constitutional right by abolishing slavery in 

both the District of Columbia and the territory of Florida, Northern Congressmen could have 

refused to ratify the Fugitive Slave Laws that not only "[delivered] up the fugitive slave into the 

hands of his master" but denied all African Americans the right to habeas corpus and a trial by 

jury, and Northern men could have refused to hold mortgages on Southern slaveholding 

plantations.33 For every point, the sisters employed a type of reasoning that clearly demonstrated 

to their readers an acute knowledge of America's political system as well as the operations of its 

underlying institutions. 

The sisters continued to follow this mode of reasoning in a second response to 

"Clarkson" entitled "Slavery and the Slave Trade in the District of Columbia, authorized by 

Congress." Like their earlier reply, the Grimkes utilized a detailed analysis of the law to support 

their overall position. The article essentially broke down into three smaller arguments in which 

the sisters used as examples direct quotes from the laws themselves and the names of specific 

judges and Congressmen. In the first section, the sisters showed how Congress had the power to 
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abolish slavery in the District of Columbia with a close analysis of the law that ceded control of 

the territory to the federal government. Following their close examination of the legal 

implications behind the agreement to create the District, the Grimkes gave a comprehensive 

dissection of five different laws Congress had enacted to facilitate slavery. With each example, 

the sisters not only demonstrated how Congress had refused to exercise its right to abolish 

slavery, they illustrated how the government had, in fact, permitted the spread of the institution 

within the area under its jurisdiction. 

Finally, in the third phase of their article, the sisters attempted to show how slavery was 

intrinsically linked into the District ' s history. To refute the common assertion that "there [was] 

no 'price of blood' thrown into the coffers of the nation," the sisters referred at length to the 

1827 preamble of a resolution for the gradual abolition of slavery in D.C. as well as two different 

legal decisions in which the Judge or the Grand Jury attested to the presence of slavery in the 

District.34 With all the citations of city ordinances, Congressional sessions, and court decisions, 

the paper read more like a legal document typically expected of men than a moralistic appeal 

believed to be more appropriate for women. And because the "separate sphere" ideology 

designated politics as a strictly "male" domain, by exhibiting an understanding of the law that 

most of America believed to be beyond the mental capacity of women, the Grimkes effectively 

enlarged the prescripti ve expectations of their gender. 

Finally, along with utilizing religion and politics in their arguments, the Grimkes also 

encouraged other women to follow their example. Angelina, in the speech she gave during the 

attack on Pennsylvania Hall by a mob in 1838, urged her female audience to not "shrink in the 

time of peril, or feel unwilling to sacrifice [themselves] ... for [the slaves'] sake." Sarah, in the 

conclusion to her Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman implored her 
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fellow women to refuse the "kind of attention [that encouraged] selfishness in woman, and [was] 

onl y accorded as a sort of quietus, in exchange for those rights of which [women were] 

deprived.,,35 While going public with their message and employing arguments that exceeded the 

appropriate "female" sphere permitted the sisters to threaten male hegemony individually, their 

wish to galvanize other women was far more threatening to the construction of gender at the 

time. By pushing other women to defy the "separate spheres," the Grimkes exhibited the 

potential to overthrow the patriarchal social hierarchy altogether. Thus, what made these women 

especially threatening to the sexual status quo was their open encouragement of other women to 

defy the dominant gender conventions. 

In addition to broadening gender roles for white women, the Grimkes practiced a 

philosophy of racial equality in their daily lives that even the most radical abolitionists often 

failed to do. That the sisters truly sought to overthrow every aspect of white supremacy in 

American life is best exemplified through their relationship with Sarah Mapp Douglass. As the 

personal letters from Angelina and Sarah to Douglass revealed, the friendship that developed 

between these three women was one in which the Grimkes earnestly tried to apply their belief in 

racial equality to their interpersonal lives. Unlike Angelina's letters to Catherine Beecher or 

both sisters' letter to Amos Phelps that read like formal responses to professional colleagues, the 

correspondence between the Grimkes and Douglass displayed a familiarity that could only have 

existed between supportive friends. 36 

Instead of defending her right to speak out against slavery, the sisters would often write 

to Douglass about the opposition they met during their travels. Sarah Grimke would mention to 

Douglass in an 1837 letter how "it [was] really amusing to see how the clergy [were] arrayed 

against two women who [were] telling the story of the slave's wrongs." On October 22, 1837, 
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she wrote to Douglass about a congretional minister who had refused to meet with them despite 

having "[given] out the notice of the Mtg ... [that] added many strictures on the sin of women's 

preaching, and urged his hearers to absent themselves." After the murder of Elijah Lovejoy and 

Lyman Bishop, Sarah intimated to Douglass in a November 22, 1837 letter her fear that "the 

blood spilt at Alton will be the seed of future discord." Angelina in February 25, 1838 shared 

with Douglass her experience of being "greeted by hisses from the doorway" when she began 

one of her lectures in Brookline, Massachusetts. 37 Clearly, the sisters felt close enough to 

Douglass that they felt it appropriate to discuss events that they must have found extremely 

frustrating. That their letters related more disheartening experiences than justifications for their 

actions implied how the sisters perceived Douglass as like-minded friend. Furthermore, 

considering the hostility to abolitionism and the frequent obstacles the Grimkes encountered, 

Douglass was not just an acquaintance to whom the sisters felt compelled to write, she was a rare 

friend who provided the Grimkes with much support. 

The Grimkes' letters to Douglass, however, were not always accounts of the numerous 

travails they encountered during their tours. In addition to describing the hostilities they faced, 

Angelina and Sarah also wrote Douglass about their health, their successes, and their occasional 

insecurities regarding their ability to effectively contribute to the antislavery cause. Sarah would 

relate to Douglass in a February 22, 1837 letter about a rather successful trip to New York, 

Bloomfield, and Newark during which they were able to establish another female antislavery 

group. Angelina in the same February 25, 1838 letter told Douglass about how "dear Sister had 

a very bad cold" that made it "not probable ... [for her] to speak at all, for her throat [had] been 

very much affected. ,,38 In a letter written in September 1837, Sarah confided in Douglass: 

My precious sister has a gift in lecturing, in reasoning and elucidating, so far superior to 
mine, that I know the cause is better pleaded if left entirely in her hands. My spirit has 
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not bowed to this dispensation without prayer for resignation to being thus laid aside, but 
since I have been enabled to take the above view, I have been contented to be silent, 
believing that so is the will of God. 39 

What the inclusion of such mundane details suggests is that the sisters' letters to 

Douglass possessed a personal quality that often escaped other letters the sisters wrote to their 

white colleagues. Whereas the Grimkes' letters to their critics consciously avoided discussing 

subjects in which their readers could have possibly detected weaknesses, their letters to Douglass 

displayed a level of familiarity that rendered such affectations unnecessary. 

As much as the sisters relied on Douglass, the relationship between these three women 

did not just benefit the Grimkes alone. Just as how Douglass offered the sisters a sympathetic 

ear to the resistance they met, the sisters gave Douglass much consolation for the dehumanizing 

racism she had to endure as an African American. Sarah confessed to Douglass in the February 

22, 1837 letter that "[she felt] deeply for [Douglass] in [her] sufferings on account of the cruel 

and unchristian prejudice which [she] hast suffered so much from." Angelina told Douglass in a 

letter written in April 3, 1837 that "whenever allusion [was] made to that distinction which 

American prejudice has made between those who wear a darker skin ... [she felt] ashamed for 

[her] Country, ashamed for the church." Sarah, in an addendum, to that same letter, promised 

Douglass that "if [she was] permitted again to take [her] seat in Arch St. Mtg. House, it [would] 

be beside [Douglass] & [her] mother." In their letters to Douglass in September 1838, both of 

the sisters encouraged Sarah to relinquish the notion that she should be an unwanted presence in 

the Grimke house because of her race. 40 From both Angelina and Sarah, Douglass received 

much encouragement to "rise above the suspicions which [were] so naturally aroused" from 

having dealt with prejudice her entire life. More importantly, through their consolation of 
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Douglass, the two sisters essentially were for Douglass in her battles with racism the same 

support Douglass was for them in their abolitionist work. 

That the Grimkes truly wished to overcome the prejudice so prevalent in American 

society is best expressed through their repeated attempts to understand the black perspective. 

Their letters often told of experiences with the African American community that must have 

given them more insight into the different forms of racism blacks had to tolerate. In the February 

22, 1837 letter referenced above, both sisters alluded to their attempts to collaborate with blacks. 

Whereas Sarah told Douglass about her and Angelina's attending several black prayer meetings 

in New York, Angelina disclosed to Douglass that the more she encountered the black 

community, "the more [she felt] for their oppressions and [desired] to sympathize in their 

sorrows. ,,41 

But the sisters did not just venture into the African American community for the sake of 

socializing with an oppressed race, they actually sought to solicit the input of blacks on the 

progress of their work. In the same April 3, 1837 letter in which she apologized to Douglass 

about the prejudice she had to bear, Angelina requested that Douglass and her mother attend an 

integrated women's antislavery convention. Although Grimke admitted that Douglass might find 

her feelings "wounded by the 'putting forth of the finger,' the avoidance of a seat by [her], or the 

glancing of the eye," she believed that Douglass' presence was indispensable because "if an 

Address to the colored people [was] passed by [their] Convention, it [would] be absolutely 

necessary that some of them should be on the Committee to examine it before it [was] printed." 

Several months later, Sarah requested that Douglass ask both her mother's opinion on the sisters' 

plans and James Forten about the outcomes of those slaves who had served in the Revolutionary 

War. Then on January 14, 1838, after receiving "a letter from England making some enquiries 
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relative to the prejudice against color which [existed] in this country," Sarah entreated both 

Douglass and her mother to respond with stories exposing the racism they suffered at a Quaker 

funeral and different Quaker meetings.42 As these letters revealed, the Grimkes actively sought 

to align themselves with African Americans. And considering the black activists' criticism of 

white abolitionists not consulting African Americans when developing their strategies to 

organize, the Grirnkes' efforts to gauge the opinion of the black community was actually quite 

extraordinary. 

While one could certainly argue that the Grirnkes were more the exception than the rule 

for Philadelphia's women activists, the existence of the Philadelphia Female Antislavery Society 

(PFASS) is one indication that the beliefs the sisters embodied was not an anomaly in the city. 

Established in 1833, the PFASS was one of most radical antislavery organizations of its time. 

Throughout its history, the organization would remain one of the most integrated and active of its 

kind. Not only did the organization's founding members include African American women, 

during its early years, the organization sought to maintain its interracial nature by actively 

recruiting members from different racial backgrounds and inviting both white and black 

abolitionists to speak at their events. Even in the face of the 1838 burning of Pennsylvania Hall, 

an attack that was largely instigated by the fear of racial amalgamation, PFASS members 

decided to institute an initiative headed by Sarah Mapp Douglass intending to attract more black 

members. Early goals did not just aim to address the issue of slavery, they also sought to 

alleviate the condition of free blacks. Moreover, at the organization's outset, the women 

endeavored to exercise their only legal right by petitioning relentlessly. Although historians like 

Jean Soderlund argue that the organization's constituents, strategies, and priorities would evolve 
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towards a more conservative bent over time, the radicalism of the PFASS's early years is 

nonetheless undeniable.43 

Being primarily based in Philadelphia in their early career, the Grimkes must have found 

much inspiration in the activities of the PFASS. That many of their essays and letters best 

representing their view of racism, sexism, and abolitionism were written after the founding of the 

organization implies that the group of women involved had undeniably shaped the political 

ideology of the Grimkes. Angelina Grimke had begun to read abolitionist papers only a year 

before the PF ASS's founding. She officially declared her commitment to abolitionism in a letter 

to Garrison only after she had become involved in the PFASS. Moreover, neither Sarah nor 

Angelina produced their most acknowledged antislavery speeches, essays, and letters until after 

1836-three years after the conception of the PFASS.44 Despite becoming very prominent 

figures, the Grimkes certainly did not overwhelmingly dominate the abolitionist movement in 

Philadelphia. In fact, it is probably more accurate to assert that the PFASS had more of an 

influence shaping the Grimkes' ideas than the Grimkes had in determining the direction of the 

organization. While certainly not all women abolitionists in Philadelphia subscribed to the same 

principles as the Grimke sisters, that many of them held similar convictions about race and 

gender is highly probable. 

IV. Conclusion: 

As I have shown through my examination of African Americans and women in 

Philadelphia, Newman's separation of abolitionism into two distinct phases, the first of which 

the PAS in Philadelphia defined, cannot properly typify the movement. Philadelphia's black 

community was able to test the belief of racial inferiority on which slavery was founded by 
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displaying their capacity to flourish in spite of the overtly hostile environment. Similarly, 

Philadelphia women, such as the Grimke sisters, were able to oppose the authority of white 

males perpetuated by slavery through their defiance of conventional gender and racial 

constraints. Contrary to Newman ' s argument, blacks and women in Philadelphia continuously 

challenged both slavery and the racism that underpinned the institution with a variety of 

methods. Essentially determined by their own efforts, these techniques through which blacks 

and women fought to overthrow white, male power exceeded both the characteristics and time 

frame Newman imposes on abolitionism. 

The point of my examination of African Americans and women is not to proclaim that 

Philadelphia was the city with the most revolutionary abolitionist in America. Nor is my study 

meant to disprove the theory that the movement had shifted over time. By highlighting the 

activities of blacks and women, I hope to establish that defining broad social movements such as 

abolitionism cannot be limited to an analysis of the theoretical underpinnings, strategies, and 

constituents of a particular organization as Newman attempted. With his rendering of the PAS 

and MAS as the models of abolitionism, Newman excludes two important factors in the 

abolitionist movement: African Americans and women. Whether or not he intended to do so, 

Newman essentially furthers a type of historiography that preserves the power of white males. In 

the end, if it is to be more inclusive of different points of view, history cannot be accurately be 

compartmentalized into individuals, organizations, or even distinct phases. 
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