
31H 
/isi 

Ao. 7 O B ' 

"STATELY TEMPLES": CONSUBSTANTIALITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS IN 

FRANCES E.W. HARPER'S IOLA LEROY: OR SHADOWS UPLIFTED 

THESIS 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

University of North Texas in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

By 

Deborah Louis-Ray, B.B.A. 

Denton, Texas 

August, 1996 



31H 
/isi 

Ao. 7 O B ' 

"STATELY TEMPLES": CONSUBSTANTIALITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS IN 

FRANCES E.W. HARPER'S IOLA LEROY: OR SHADOWS UPLIFTED 

THESIS 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

University of North Texas in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

By 

Deborah Louis-Ray, B.B.A. 

Denton, Texas 

August, 1996 



Louis-Ray, Deborah, "Stately Temples": Consubstantialitv and Consciousness in Frances 

E. W. Harper's Iola Leroy; or Shadows Uplifted Master of Arts (English), August, 1996, 

61 pp., Works Cited, 60 titles. 

The purpose of this master's thesis is to examine Frances Harper's narrative 

strategy and moral didacticism in Iola Leroy: or Shadows Uplifted (1892) as she strives to 

achieve consubstantiality and a "heightened consciousness" within her characters and her 

audience while adhering to the literary and feminist paradigms of the late nineteenth 

century. Harper identifies with her African-American male audience's dilemma of "double-

consciousness" and their veil of androcentrism. She also identifies with her Euro-

American female audience's delicate and matriarchal roles, while also attempting to uplift 

their position of the "Other" to the "One." Finally, with her African-American female 

audience, Harper identifies with their complex situatedness of "double-consciousness" and 

the "Other," while also attempting to uplift them from a historically imposed position of 

selflessness to one of empowerment. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this master's thesis is to examine Frances Harper's narrative 

strategy and moral didacticism in Iola Lerov: or Shadows Uplifted (1892) as she strives to 

achieve consubstantiality and a "heightened consciousness" within ho* characters and her 

audience while adhering to the literary and feminist paradigms of the late nineteenth 

century. Harper's literary task in achieving consubstantiality in the post-reconstruction 

years was complex due to the strife, enmity, and faction in America as well as the social, 

cultural, and political diversity of her target audiences. With her Northern African-

American male audience, her challenge was to identify and assuage their dilemma of 

"double-consciousness" while also trying to uplift the veil of their own androcentrism. 

With her widespread Euro-American female audience, her challenge was to identify with 

their feminine and matriarchal roles through the acceptable and popular genres of the time, 

while also uplifting their subordinate position as "Other" to one of strength and authority. 

And with her Northern African-American female audience, ho- challenge was to identify 

with their complex situatedness of "double-consciousness" and the "Other," uplifting them 

from a historical position of selflessness to one of empowerment. 

Kenneth Burke's Theories of Identification and Consubstantiality 

Kenneth Burke (1897-1993), one of the foremost rhetoricians of the twentieth 

century, devotes much of his discourse to promoting universal harmony through his 

observations of humankind's inhumanity to humans. Burke suggests that divisiveness 

among people occurs primarily because of our lack of communication, and he projects the 
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demise of society should this divisiveness persist. He further reveals that in order to avoid 

the "segregrational, or dissociative state," we must "make way for an associative, or 

congregational state" (Holland 9) through persuasion and what he terms "identification." 

As Burke indicates in A Rhetoric of Motives (1950), "you persuade a man only in so far as 

you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea,you can 

talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your 

ways with his" (155). Burke suggests that when a person identifies with another, s/he is 

"substantially" one with that person, yet at the same time a unique individual. "Thus he is 

both joined and separate, at once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another" 

(Burke, Rhetoric 20). Burke's concept of identification is based upon the assumption that 

humans form ideas of personal identity through common experiences such as "family, 

nation, political or cultural cause, church, and so on" (Burke, Language 301) which link us 

universally. Once the link exists through shared experience, shared meaning of that 

experience can occur which in turn creates consubstantiality. Hence, the rhetor's task must 

be to identify the unifying qualities among people in an attempt to overcome the existence 

of division and the nature of divisiveness. Once these commonalities are determined and 

identified, the rhetor can thai use language, either spoken or written, as a means of 

inducing cooperation and action among his or her audience. 

Kenneth Burke's theories of identification and consubstantiality are clearly 

applicable to Frances E. W. Harper's nineteenth-century novel Iola Lerov: or Shadows 

Uplifted (1892). As an African-American female writer, Harper faced immense attitudinal 

obstacles in a nineteenth-century Eurocentric and patriarchal society which generally 

devalued people of color and women. Because of these limitations, the sixty-seven year-old 

orator, poet, and novelist appealed to those who could indirectly exhort change. Not only 

were Euro-American women and the feminist movement a viable and influential audience 



through which Harper could and would deliver her uplifting messages of morality through 

written and oral discourse, but in the latter half of the nineteenth century when Harper 

published Iola Lerov. there had emerged a post-reconstruction African-American urban 

middle-class "based on fair complexion, formal education, and puritan values... 

continuing] to develop separate, economic, social, and cultural institutions while 

simultaneously accelerating its fight for equality with the national white majority" (Bell 9). 

Harper's nineteenth-century challenge was to identify with the perceptions of the world as 

viewed by these African-American women and men and Euro-American women, thus 

becoming "substantially" one with each of the three groups, yet at the same time 

maintaining each group's uniqueness—joined but separate. 

The plot of Iola Lerov unfolds with the introduction of Harper's protagonist Iola, a 

product of the marriage between a wealthy Creole of French and Spanish descent, Eugene 

Leroy, and Marie, the slave he educated in a Northern seminary. Iola is a beautiful, fair-

skinned mulatto with blue eyes. Like her brother Harry, Iola has no knowledge of her 

mixed-race ancestry because of an attempt by her father to shelter his children from 

Southern social ostracism. In anticipation of Iola and Harry's discovering their true lineage 

as they grow older, their parents send them to the North for their education. While Iola and 

Harry are studying in Northern schools, Iola, speaking from the perspective of the 

privileged Euro-American southern belle, defends slavery and repudiates the abolition 

movement to one of her schoolmates. When Eugene Leroy unexpectedly dies, his 

unscrupulous cousin, Alfred Lorraine, finds a loophole in Marie's manumission papers and 

relegates Marie and her three children to slavery. Lorraine sends an attorney to Iola's 

school who tricks her into returning. Upon her arrival, she discovers the tragic turn of 

events, including the death of her younger sister. She immediately writes Harry and 

prevents his capture. Iola is sold into slavery, and Harry enlists in an African-American 



regiment of the Union Army in order to fight against slavery. Rescued by an African-

American Union soldier, Iola works as a nurse throughout the war. After the war, she is 

unable to locate ha- mother or Harry, but, through a complex series of events, is ultimately 

reunited with her family-Marie, Harry, her Uncle Robert, and her maternal grandmother. 

During the course of the novel, she twice refuses marriage to the wealthy, Euro-American 

Dr. Gresham and, instead, marries another mulatto, Dr. Latimer, who like Iola, Harry, and 

Robert, has also refused the opportunity to pass for a Euro-American. Designed to end 

divisiveness and induce cooperation among post-reconstruction readers, Harper's canonical 

text examines her protagonist's search for identification and consubstantiality during her 

lifetime and that of her family and race. Harper's narrative strategy seems to concern itself 

with Iola's seeing herself as an individual as well as a part of a race which has been equally 

endowed as its European counterpart. 

W. E. B. Du Bois's Theory of Double-Consciousness 

Not only considered a member of a disfranchised social class whose educational 

opportunities had been legally denied during the antebellum years or, as in the North, 

economically and socially inhibited or discouraged, the African-American was forced to see 

himself as an American and a "Negro," a sense described by W. E. B. Du Bois as a 

"double-consciousness." Du Bois depicted the life of an African-American as 

encompassing a divided self, living in a world with no "true-consciousness:" 

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 

looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul 

by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One 

ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 

two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose 



dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder, (qtd. in Bell 12) 

With war as her background, "that most tragically ironic of all divisions" (Burke, Rhetoric 

22), Harper approaches this peculiar phenomena of "double-consciousness" in an 

interesting manner. She creates characters who embody the "double-consciousness" to 

which Du Bois refers while also constructing her ensuing logical debate and strategy for 

spiritualization. Iola, Harry, their uncle Robot, and Dr. Latimer become symbols of Du 

Bois's two "warring ideals" in a dialectical construct. Through Iola and Harry's ancestral 

unconsciousness at the beginning of the novel, juxtaposed to their cognizant consciousness 

throughout the remainder of the novel, Harper is able to speak on both sides of the slavery 

issue, revealing and demonstrating that one's ability to understand and identify with 

another is controlled by one's cultural training, a motif which permeates the novel. Harper 

is masterful here in setting up her argument by recognizing and depicting the necessary 

facts, character, and emotional traits of the antebellum South before she begins her 

refutation. At first, Iola cannot identify with the slave experience because no link exists 

through shared experiences. Iola has not yet experienced the benefits of suffering which 

will ultimately create the "thoughts and purposes [which eventually] come to [her]" (Harper 

114). After she is relegated to slavery, Iola is forced to experience its intense horror. Once 

she escapes her bondage, she is forced to experience the nineteenth-century Euro-

American's contempt and pity toward the African-American race. From these experiences 

of oppression, she discovers a second self, one which aligns her with the consciousness of 

the African-American. The consciousness of the once privileged Southern daughter is 

fused with that of the persecuted Southern slave girl to form the "double-consciousness" 

which afflicted the nineteenth-century African-American. 

Likewise, Harper's creation of mulatto characters with complexions light enough to 

enable their "passing" into the dominant society facilitates the"double-consciousness" motif 



as well; Iola, Harry, Robert Johnson, and Dr. Latimer all face the decision of whether to 

"pass" or not. In each instance, the character chooses not to pass. William Andrews, in 

his introduction to James Weldon Johnson's The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man 

(1990), sees this as typical of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century novels 

wherein the "leading characters almost always have a choice between self-interest and self-

sacrifice in the name of uplifting the race" (qtd. in Wilson 106) with the choice generally in 

favor of the latter. 

But Harper's privileged mulatto characters create quite a controversy among literary 

critics. Some have seen the politics of either assimilation or complacency (Earnest 498) in 

her writing, while others consider Iola, Harry, Robot Johnson, and Dr. Latimer to be 

Harper's way of cowering to "audience constraints, her ideological contradictions, or her 

self-betrayal" (Wilson 105). These same critics react to the "[color] distinction between 

light-complexion and dark, [pitting] one against the other" (Wilson 107) rather than 

questioning the conflicting innateness of being mulatto. But others, like Claudia Tate, 

agree that "black female texts seem overly preoccupied with middle-class propriety, civility, 

domesticity, and commodity consumption, all of which undercut the sanctioned 

preeminence of the discourse on interracial hostility" (106). Tate offers an explanation for 

this preoccupation with materialism suggesting that these texts 

call deliberate attention to the fact that black people were not categorically 

poor. For nineteenth-century society, material comfort was a sign of a 

virtuous life. In this contact, thai, what seems to be black women writers's 

general preoccupation with fine clothing and expensive household articles 

becomes the semiotics of an emergent bourgeois-capitalism in which black 

people are full participants. (106-07) 

Tate concedes that writers of such fiction seem completely out of touch with the actual 



economic conditions of the majority of nineteenth-century African-Americans. Thus, she 

agrees with traditional scholarship's contention that this writing is "unrealistic, pretentious, 

and nonpolitical" (107). The undercurrent of these twentieth-century postulations appears 

to be one of class rather than consciousness distinction. 

Of course, the most popular argument for the mulatto characters in Iola Lerov is that 

Harper's impetus in creating characters according to "the acceptable ideal image of woman 

at that time: beautiful/fair, thoroughly Christian and European upper-class i n . . . demeanor 

and language" (Christian, "Somebody" 329-30) was to serve a predominantly Euro-

American female readership who identified with romances and the domestic novels 

portraying Victorian ideals of manners, prudence, and moral earnestness. Experiencing 

enormous popularity among the latter half of the nineteenth century, the romance was 

marked by strong interests in action, love, adventure, and combat. With a romance, one 

could escape from the actualities of life into a world of imaginative truth. The form of the 

novel was a critical choice for Harper who already enjoyed wide acclaim through her poetry 

and short stories. According to Barbara Qiristian, 

[Harper] knew that young white women had constituted the ranks of 

the Anti-Slavery Movement. Moreover, because of the consciousness 

raising that Women's Rights organizations had effected among certain 

classes of northern women during the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

Harper could well surmise that they would be a potentially effective 

audience who needed only to be inspired by her words. Hence, ha- choice 

of the romance novel. (Black Feminist Criticism 168) 

Christian views Harper's decision as one of necessity in order to effect a social and political 

change. As an orator, Harper was most certainly effective at the podium in identifying with 

and persuading her audiences while traveling across the country and especially in the 
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South. Very little controversy exists regarding her role as an orator or, for that matter, as a 

poet. But in her selection of privileged mulatto characters in Iola Lerov. Harper receives 

the most deleterious criticism. If Harper's decision was based on her desire to maintain 

consubstantiality with both nineteenth-century African- and Euro-American audiences, as a 

rhetor, she had a persuasive reason behind this decision. Certainly with Iola and Harry, 

who know and understand the life of wealthy Euro-Americans, Harper provides Eugene 

arid Marie Leroy's children with several opportunities to return to that lifestyle if they so 

choose. Although some may consider these characters assimilationists, designed to reach 

her Euro-American female audience only, I believe these characters make decisions 

antithetical to those made by assimilationists. Harper does not need to expound on their 

complexion in order to retain her readership. Instead, she masterfully retains her Euro-

American female readership through her choice of genre and the novel's Victorian 

attributes. Her choice of complexion, however, is important in that it creates a dichotomic 

dilemma for her characters. What critics seem to overlook is that Iola and Harry clearly 

identify with and share the experiences of berth groups before making the decision to 

embrace the African-American consciousness and to cast aside the Euro-American 

consciousness, a symbolic act of eradicating the plague of "double-consciousness." 
* 

Simone de Beauvoir's Theory of the Other 

"Black women... have long felt beseiged and imprisoned by the distorted and 

cruelly dehumanizing images of their womanhood" (Hine 213), and to be an African-

American woman of the nineteenth century was to experience "multiple jeopardy" 

(McLaughlin 151). Not only was she challenged to confront and effect society's 

Eurocentric devaluation and denigration through a "double-consciousness," but also, as a 

woman, she was a member of an androcentric community, wherein she occupied a 



secondary place in relation to men, or what Simone de Beauvoir refers to as the "Other." In 

her controversial Le Deuxieme Sexe (The Second Sex), published in France in 1949 and 

the United States in 1953 and formulated from Heidegger's Being and Time (1927) and 

Sartre's Being and Nothingness (1943), the existential ideas in de Beauvoir's text were 

very controversial, focusing on the obsequious condition of women in a patriarchal society 

during "a time and climate hospitable neither to feminist scholarship nor to activism" (De 

Beauvoir, "Woman" 115): 

Humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to 

him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being... Man can think of 

himself without woman. She cannot think of herself without man. And 

she is simply what man decrees; thus she is called "the sex" . . . by which 

is meant that she appears essentially to the male as a sexual being . . . She is 

defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to 

her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is 

the Subject, he is the Absolute-she is the Other. (De Beauvoir, The Second 

Sex xvi) 

De Beauvoir further suggests that women are unable to compete on equal footing with men 

because the former have no past, history, or religion of their own. Feminist Rosemarie 

Tong supports de Beauvoir's theory contrasting women's uniqueness as "Other" with the 

solidarity of hardship that creates a community of feeling among African-Americans. 

"Unlike the oppression of race and class, the oppression of woman is not a contingent 

historical fact, an event in time which has sometimes been contested or reversed. Woman 

has always been subordinate to man" (202). Conversely, nineteenth-century feminist 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton identified the plight of Euro-American women with that of male 

slaves. "Like the male slave, she said, a (white) woman has no name of her own, but takes 
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the name of her master... Like a slave the woman can own no property, has no right to 

custody of her children, has no legal existence, and can be chastised by her master" (qtd. 

in Donovan 21). 

In Iola Lerov. the female characters share the spectrum of the experiences of the 

"Other," both from the perspective of the chaste and delicate plantation wives and daughters 

who are "narrowed and compressed by the routine of plantation life and the lack of 

intellectual stimulus" (Harper 64), to the perspective of plantation slaves for whom rape 

and miscegenation are commonplace. Iola shares both worlds where a "double sexual 

standard" throve and gave rise to what Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham considers the 

underlying raison d'etre for the multitudinous lynchings during the latter nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries: 

Lynching was rooted... in a double sexual standard that contained 

enormous gender-role presumptions. It presupposed white male protection 

of white women, but it exacted her obedience to ladyhood~to chastity, 

frailty, and dependence. The white South's double standard presumed it 

was the white woman's duty to preserve the purity of the race, while it gave 

white men free license to insult and assault black women. It deemed all 

white women pure and worthy of respect. It assumed the opposite for all 

black women... The double sexual standard and its weapon of lynching 

left the black woman vulnerable and the black man powerless to protect ha-. 

(187) 

The nineteenth-century patriarchal attitude encouraged female complicity in woman's own 

devaluation; some women were pleased with their role as the "Other." On the other hand, 

refusing the passivity imposed on them, many nineteenth-century women, including 

Frances Harper, insisted upon the fundamental equality of all human beings, and this 
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egalitarian motif is intrinsic to Harper's novel as her emancipated female characters are 

active participants in the novel's message. Through the persona of Iola, Harper spurns the 

complacency of post-reconstruction women and encourages their willingness to 

acknowledge and to put an aid to the brutality of miscegenation as well as other social 

injustices toward women. 



CHAPTER II 

HISTORICIZINGIOLA LEROY 

Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman have been 

remembered for both their individual achievements and their collective 

sponsorship of a new American confidence in its own artistic potential and 

perspective. On the other hand, those who helped to instill a parallel kind of 

romantic spirit and ethnic awareness in Afro-American literature have either 

been largely forgotten or dissociated from their roles in this important 

movement in black American literary history. (Andrews, "1850s" 38) 

This chapter will examine the "romantic spirit and ethnic awareness" of which Andrews 

speaks by examining Frances Harper's life and literature within the context and delineations 

of the nineteenth-century literary philosophies and genres which influenced African-

American and Euro-American literature, paying particular attention to Iola Lerov's genre 

positioning within the paradigm of the popular slave narrative and the American novel. 

Frances Harper's Life and Literature 

While "the records on file at the Pennsylvania Department of Health give 1824 as 

the year of ho- birth" (Graham, M. 165), most scholars agree that the true date was 

probably 1825 when Frances Ellen Watkins was born to free parents in Baltimore, 

Maryland. Her mother died when Watkins was three or four, and research uncovers 

nothing of ho- biological father. However, after her mother's death, Watkins lived with 

her aunt and uncle, Henrietta Russell-Watkins and William James Watkins of Baltimore. 

Scant biographical sketches recount the next ten years of her life spent with her aunt and 
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uncle and attending her uncle's private school for African-Americans; however, it is this 

missing period of her life in Baltimore that greatly influenced her rhetorical and literary 

technique. 

What is important about William Watkins, other than his immense service to his 

race, is what is lacking in other biographical sketches of Frances Harper. Her persuasive 

discourse, literary style, and rhetorical background can be unmistakably traced to 

Watkins's classical and austere curriculum: History, Geography, Mathematics, English, 

Natural Philosophy, Greek, Latin, Music, and Rhetoric (Graham, L. 93). Not only would 

Watkins's instruction in religion, academia and self-reliance influence his young niece, but 

his contributions to the elevation of his race between 1830 and 1840 must have greatly 

contributed to her elevation as well. As a child, Frances Watkins saw first-hand the 

dignified accomplishments of her uncle and followed in his footsteps as an adult. From 

William Watkins's teachings, Frances first learned of social activism and altruistic self-

sacrifice. She also amassed a wide range of scholastic aptitude during those years, 

obviously adhering to ha- uncle's teachings in English and, specifically, Rhetoric which 

would enhance her oratory and literary capabilities in later years to come. 

At the age of thirteen or fourteen, Frances Watkins left ho- home and roomed with 

a Baltimore family, working as a domestic, a seamstress, and a sewing instructor, typical 

of the quotidian jobs available to African-American women of the time period. 

Fortuitously, the teenager also was able to secure a position at the family's Baltimore book 

shop, furthering her already prodigious intellectual training by accessing all of the classical 

and contemporary literature of the period. "Already a writer while still in her teens, she 

published a volume of poetry at sixteen, Forest Leaves (also cited as Autumn Leaves), no 

copies of which are known to exist (Lauter 1: 1916). She left Baltimore about the year 

1851 and taught for a short period of time at Union Seminary near Columbus, Ohio, as an 
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instructor of domestic science until 1853. "The move to Union was significant for she was 

joining, as its first woman teacher, the faculty of a new school for free blacks founded in 

1847 by the African Methodist Episcopal Church" (Graham, M. 165). 

However, Frances Watkins was ever cognizant of the denigration toward her race 

as demonstrated in an excerpt from a letter to her friend and mentor William Still: 

"Not that we have not a right to breathe the air as freely as anybody else here (in 

Baltimore), but we are treated worse than aliens among a people whose language we 

speak, whose religion we profess, and whose blood flows and mingles in our veins" (qtd. 

in Still, Underground 757). J. S. Buckingham, a noted American historian, also reveals 

the persecution among free African-Americans during his antebellum travels in the 

Northeast: 

In the United States, the free blacks are considered so inferior to the free 

whites, that they may be called a degraded caste. They occupy no offices or 

situations, but of the lowest kind; they are not received into the company of 

the poorest white pa-sons as equals; they are placed in galleries apart from 

the whites in places of public worship; are not admitted to the same 

sacramental table; and may be beaten and ill-treated with impunity. (98) 

Freedom was certainly an advantage over slavery, but it was less than desirable for 

African-Americans during the antebellum years, and Harper apparently struggled with these 

injustices, vacillating between ho* desire to teach and her calling to the antislavery 

movement. To a friend, she wrote of ho- dilemma: 

What would you do if you were in my place? Would you give up and go 

back and work at your trade (dress-making)? There are no people that need 

all the benefits resulting from a well-directed education more than we do. 

The condition of our people, the wants of our children, and the welfare of 
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our race demand the aid of every helping hand, the God-speed of every 

Christian heart. It is a work of time, a labor of patience, to become an 

effective school teacher; and it should be a work of love in which they who 

engage should not abate heart or hope until it is done. And after all, it is one 

of woman's most sacred rights to have the privilege of forming the 

symmetry and rightly adjusting the mental balance of an immortal mind, 

(qtd. in Still, Underground 757) 

Two events would influence her final decision: the meeting of William Grant Still, the 

African-American abolitionist, composer, and orator; and the 1853 Fugitive Slave Law 

passed in Maryland permitting the capture of African-Americans altering the state whether 

free or not. "Once captured, they could be remanded to chattel slavery and sold" (Graham, 

M. 166). Harper chose to commit her life to antislavery, still continuing to publish her 

literary works. In 1854, she arranged the publication of Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects 

in Boston and Philadelphia. "By 1858, that collection had been enlarged, reprinted eight 

times, and had sold 12,000 copies" (Foster xxix). As a frequent contributor to the weekly 

Anglo-African, it was in this periodical that she first ran "The Two Offers" (1859), making 

her the first African-American woman to publish a short story. In 1860, she married 

Fenton Harper and did not publish any material until after his death in 1864. In 1869, 

Harper produced Moses: A Storv of the Nile, acclaimed by some critics as her best work, 

and in 1871 Poems. Her next major work was Sketches of Southern Life (1872), a 

volume of poetry about the years of reconstruction as seen through the eyes of Aunt Chloe 

Fleet, a former slave. She revised and expanded Moses and published it under Idylls of the 

Bible in 1901. "Another volume, The Sparrow's Fall and Other Poems, bears no date on 

its title page but is commonly believed to have been published around 1890" (Foster xxix). 

Iola Lerov: or Shadows Uplifted was published in 1892 and was one of the only two 
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African-American female novels published in America during the nineteenth century. After 

Iola Lerov. Harper published Atlanta Offering (1895), Poems (1895), and Light Beyond 

Darkness (n.d.). 

Harper's limited earnings from her literature, during the antebellum years, were 

spent primarily on aiding the success of the Underground Railroad and the fugitive slaves's 

new identities and relocations. After the War, during her lectures across the nation, many 

of her orations were free, enabling her to reach large numbers of people from various 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Harper especially wanted her uplifting message of morality 

and motivation to reach the nation's "homeless and ignorant" African-American population 

of the South, as seen in her correspondence of 1870: 

And as I am giving all my lectures free, the proceeds of the collections are 

not often veiy large; still as ignorant as part of the people are perhaps a 

number of them would not hear at all, and may be prejudice others [sic] if I 

charged even ten cents, and so perhaps in the long run, even if my work is 

wearing, I may be of some real benefit to my race. (qtd. in Still, 

Underground 772) 

After 1901, Harper appeared less and less in public due to her declining health. 

Her only child, Mary, died sometime during the first decade of the twentieth century, 

preceding Harper who died of heart failure on 22 February 1911. During ho- life as an 

author and a feminist she enjoyed a sizable audience that included the United States, 

Canada, and England. 

Early Nineteenth-Century Literature and the Popular Slave Narrative 

Frances Harper lived during a century of transitions, and nowhere were these 

transitions more obvious than in the literary philosophies and genres of the nineteenth 
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century. Harper was bom during the end of what is known as the Federalist Age in 

American literature (1790-1830), "the period between the formation of the national 

government and the 'Second Revolution' of Jacksonian Democracy" (Holman 193) when 

strains of Neoclassicism could still be detected. Only about ninety American works of 

fiction made it into print between 1789 and 1820 (Gilmore 48), and "earning a livelihood 

from literature was an impossibility in this country until the 1820s" (Gilmore 47). 

However, it is known as an age of rapid literary development with the achievements in 

verse by William Cullen Bryant and the first appearance of American novelists: Charles 

Brockden Brown, H. H. Brackenridge, Susanna Rowson, and James Fenimore Cooper. 

In the decade 1800-1810, Hawthorne, Whittier, Longfellow, Poe, and Holmes were born; 

and 1819 was the birth year of Lowell, Melville, and Whitman. Neoclassicism, 

advocating the common good, yielded to individualism, advocating the "elevation of the 

particular person and maintaining, in the version of Adam Smith, that the general welfare is 

enhanced by the pursuit of private interest" (Gilmore 50). 

The most popular African-American genre during this time was the autobiography, 

or slave narrative, an extension of the diaries, letters, and journals which had been popular 

since Puritan times and what Gates calls the "shared text of blackness" or the "trope of the 

Talking Book" (Gates, Signifying 130-31). The first slave narrative was published in 

1762 (Elliott 37) and is considered America's second unique form of the autobiography, 

the first being A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Marv Rowlandson 

(1682), "the text that launched America's first unique autobiographical account: the 

[American] Indian captivity narrative" (Elliott 31). During the revolutionary period, fifteen 

more slave narratives appeared by freedmen who wanted to establish new identities 

separate from their status as slaves and by criminals who recreated their lives prior to their 

deaths. Undoubtedly, at the turn of the century, much of the writing by African-Americans 
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was "closely tied to the movement for emancipation and to the efforts to develop and 

support black educational and religious institutions" (Lauter 1: 1202). During the 

antebellum years in which Harper wrote and lectured, "thousands of fugitive slaves-

estimates range from forty thousand to one hundred thousand-escaped from the South in 

the years of crisis" (Bennett 154), and slave narratives seemed to provide a type of 

"psychological freedom" for the former slaves; however, they also were used as 

propaganda weapons for the abolition movement. Not only were there two purposes for 

the African-American autobiography but there were two types: the spiritual slave narrative 

written by former slaves who primarily delivered a pacifistic, Christian perspective of the 

slave's suffering as a test of his or her faith in God, such as Equiano's The Interesting 

Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano. or Gustavus Vassa. the African. Written by 

Himself (1789) and Gronniosaw's A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the 

Life of James Albert Akawsaw Gronniosaw. an African Prince (1793); and the fugitive 

slave narrative written by escaped slaves who expounded on the intense honrors of the 

slave institution, such as Douglass's Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an 

American Slave. Written bv Himself (1845), and Harriet Jacobs's Incidents in the Life of a 

Slave Girl Written by Herself (1861). 

It is interesting to note the redundancy in the subtitles which validate the writer of 

the autobiography as the forma' slave; this is due to the fact that during the period when 

slave narratives were popular and the subject of slavery held a heated political forum, there 

were some ostensible slave narratives which "were not written by the fugitive slaves 

announced as their authors but were actually altogether fabricated as fictions by the whites 

who truly composed them" (Jackson 129). Students of slave narratives have concluded 

that two of these "so-called" slave narratives are Richard Hildreth's The Slave: or. Memoirs 

of Archv Moore (1836) and Mattie Griffiths's Autobiography of a Female Slave (1857). 
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Typically, the African-American narrator reported his or ha- past experience to an 

amanuensis-editor who took down these facts and then created a narrative by (1) selecting 

those elements of the oral report which seemed most important and marketable, (2) 

arranging and improving the style and wording, and (3) often prefacing the piece "in an 

intellectual context and interpretive perspective" (Andrews, To Tell a Free Story 19). 

Even if an editor faithfully reproduced the facts of an African-American narrator's life, the 

editor ultimately decided what to make of these facts, how they should be emphasized, in 

what order they ought to be presented, and what was extraneous or mundane. "Editors of 

early Afro-American autobiography assumed the right to do everything to a dictation from 

"improving" its grammar, style, and diction to selecting, arranging, and assigning 

significance to its factual substance" (Andrews, To Tell a Free Story 21). Questions of 

authenticity and interpretation and momentary loss of narrative control were sometimes 

attributed to the editor-amanuensis excluding material which he deemed as too immoral or 

graphic for Euro-American readers to believe or accept. His impetus, although perhaps 

persuasive, was monetarily and, in most cases, politically motivated. Andrews suggests 

that readers and critics of African-American autobiography, in the past and in the present, 

have too readily accepted the presumption of these eighteenth-century and nineteenth-

century editors. One must also consider the fact that there is much that we do not know 

about the circumstances in which these oral narratives were dictated. "Obviously the work 

was done in the context of a power relationship that gave the supposed passive amanuensis 

ultimate control over the fete of the manuscript and considerable influence over the 

immediate future of the narrator" (To Tell a Free Story 33). What effects would this sort 

of knowledge have on the kind of story an ex-slave might tell to his or her amanuensis? 

Would not ex-slaves have been inhibited when talking to Euro-Americans, particularly 

when the latter's confidence and favor were so necessary to the work's being published? 
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This would suggest that African-Americans often told their Euro-American interviewers 

what they seemed to want to hear. The harsh realities of commerce and the influences 

which governed the publishing efforts of antebellum African-Americans are important 

factors to consider when reading and analyzing their literary works. One must assume that, 

in many cases, it was compulsory for former slaves to appeal to their Euro-American 

editor-amanuensis and audience, to identify with the acceptable format in order to become 

published and, perhaps, to affect the vile system. Nevertheless, even though the editors of 

several of the more famous antebellum slave narratives were people noted for their 

integrity, the question of linguistic, bibliographic and contextual integrity of the majority of 

these ostensible slave narratives continues to be an issue. 

Two of the most famous African-American autobiographies of the nineteenth 

century, pained by the former slaves themselves, are Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass, an American Slave. Written by Himself (1845) and Incidents in the Life of a 

Slave Girl. Written by Herself (1861), by Harriet Jacobs, and published originally under 

the name of Linda Brent. Narrative was an instant success selling more than 30,000 copies 

in Europe and the United States in the first year, while Incidents gained no fame for the 

author or her story, "perhaps because of the combination of its publication during the Civil 

War and the lesser attention women's narratives enjoyed than men's" (McKay 40-41). It 

was not until the 1970s, in feet, that Incidents became an important feminist text with its 

handling of miscegenation and the parallels of race and sex (McKay 41-42). Douglass 

wrote another autobiography in 1855 titled My Bondage and My Freedom which also 

enjoyed great success. Other slave narratives of enduring value included Moses Grandy's 

Narrative of the Life of Moses Grandv. Late a Slave in the United States (1844), William 

Wells Brown's Narrative of William Wells Brown (1848), Henry Bibb's Narrative of the 

Life and Adventures of Hairy Bibb (1849), Solomon Northup's Narrative of Solomon 
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Northup (1853), and Samuel Ringgold Ward's Autobiography of a Fugitive Negro (1855). 

Quoting from a Boston Commonwealth article, Lerone Bennett concludes that "it was said 

long ago that the true romance of America was not in the fortunes of the Indian, where 

Cooper sought it; nor in New England character, where Judd found it; nor in the social 

contrasts of Virginia planters, as Thackeray imagined, but in the story of the fugitive 

slaves" (154). 

The Nineteenth-Century American Novel 

The period between the "Second Revolution" of the Jacksonian Era and the close of 

the Civil War is considered the Romantic Period in American literature (1830-1865). One 

hundred twenty-eight fictions by Americans appeared in the 1820s, tripled in the 1830s, 

and then jumped again in the 1840s to eight hundred-almost thirty times the yearly average 

of the early Republic (Gilmore 54). This period also witnessed the novel's establishing 

itself as the most pervasive art form of middle-class America, with women novelists the 

most widely sold. 

To begin with, the romance became a popular and respected literary form during 

this era, and the a priori text for discussing the nature of the romance in American fiction 

comes from the preface to Hawthorne's The House of the Seven Gables (1851): 

When a writer calls his work a romance, it need hardly be observed that he 

wishes to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which 

he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed to be 

writing a novel. The latter form of composition is presumed to aim at a very 

minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary 

course of man's experience. The former-while, as a work of art, it must 

rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonable so far as it may 

swerve aside from the truth of the human heart—has fairly a right to present 
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that truth under circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer's own 

choosing or creation. If he thinks fit, also, he may so manage his 

atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights, and deepen 

and enrich the shadows, of the picture. He will be wise, no doubt, to make 

a very moderate use of the privileges here stated, and, especially, to mingle 

the marvelous rather as a slight, delicate, and evanescent flavor, than as 

any portion of the actual substance of the dish offered to the public. He can 

hardly be said, however, to commit a literary crime, even if he disregard 

this caution. (1) 

In addition to the romance, other distinct categories of novels with distinct 

audiences arose in the nineteenth century: the gothic and adventure novels targeted 

primarily for male readers; the sensational "story papers" and dime novels" targeted for 

working-class readers, primarily males; and the domestic, sentimental, and reform novels 

targeted for female readers. The popular gothic and adventure novels of the nineteenth 

century were filled with magic, mystery, and chivalry enabling their male readers to escape 

from their own quotidian lives to the excitement of the mysterious metropolis, such as 

Poe's detective stories featuring C. Auguste Dupin and George Thompson's New-York 

Life (1849); the wilderness, such as Cooper, William Gilmore Simms, and Robert 

Montgomery Bird's Nick of the Woods (1837); or the sea, such as Melville, Cooper's 

nautical novels, and Poe's Narrative of A. Gordon Pvm (1837-38). Some critics believe 

that these forms were also a reaction to popular domestic and sentimental fiction written by 

women in an attempt by males to escape the confinement of the home through literature. 

Other popular forms during the post-Civil War period initially skewed toward males but 

later targeted working-women as well were the "story papers"—newspapers that printed 

romance and adventure stories in serial installments—and the dime novels—cheap literature 
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which cost fifteen cents less than the average novel. This new sensationalized literature 

first appeared in 1860 and quickly reached circulations in the millions. Introduced by 

Erastus Beadle, dime novels were read for their elements of "adventure, heroism, and 

spatial freedom'' (Lauter 2: 10) by the young and the new working-class in the cities until 

about 1900. "Story papers and dime novels were the most visible fictional forms of 

nineteenth-century America" with a "[cultural] mixture of commercial rhetoric, fictionalized 

history, and democratized sensationalism [creating] stories that could be appropriated and 

accented by quite opposite groups" (Bold 304). 

The most popular fiction of the period, however, was written by women and 

described by such names as the sentimental novel and the domestic novel. Mid-century 

women writers far outsold the "classic male" novelists with whom they are usually 

compared. Lora Romero suggests that the Revolutionary-era concept of "republican 

motherhood" is indirectly the harbinger of domestic philosophy and that women became the 

"sole repository of virtue in society" (115). Lydia Maria Child's The Mother Book (1831) 

asserted that mothers's instruction should exist through their own virtuous behavior rather 

than precept. The domestic novel's 

dialogic form made narrative a particularly appropriate vehicle for what the 

age defined as women's proper exercise of power. Child... 

recommended the reading of uplifting fiction, but she took care to 

distinguish uplifting fiction from fiction with a good moral: The morality 

should be in the book... not tacked upon the end of it. (Romero 116) 

The sentimental and domestic genres of the late nineteenth-century' s popular 

women's fiction also falls within the framework of the late Victorian era (1870-1901) and 

its novels of manners and instruction. Female characters of this genre typically epitomized 

the Victorian characteristics of piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness, avoiding 
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any direct discussion of sex. In fact, "many of the wide-selling women's novels . . . in 

effect promoted what were presumed to be female virtues of patience, submission to duty, 

obedience, and chastity; their plots rewarded young women displaying such values, though 

not so much by marriage as by the formation of a domestic community centered on them" 

(Lauter 1: 1197). 

Concomitant with the publication of Victorian novels of domesticity and 

sentimentality were the reform novels of the nineteenth century and the Realistic Period in 

American Literature (1865-1900). Emerging from Emersonian philosophy of 

Transcendentalism, the reform novel, and Emerson in his later years, promoted communal-

transcendence in addition to self-transcendence. The reform movements of the antebellum 

years were engaged in antislavery, feminism, temperance, hydropathy, penology, 

spiritualism, phrenology, peace crusades, and numerous other related causes. Robert 

Levine suggests that the reform movement emerged from a desire to change the 

compromising position in which America found itself with "rampant materialism, class and 

gender inequities, various abuses of authority, and the intransigent presence of slavery" 

(133). In addition, Americans had a real drinking problem in the nineteenth century, and 

the temperance movement became the largest reform movement of the antebellum period. 

In 1842, Walt Whitman wrote a temperance novel titled Franklin Evans and, in the same 

year, the most influential temperance novelist during this time, Timothy Shay Arthur, 

published his best-selling collection of temperance sketches, Six Nights with the 

Wflshingtnnians (1842), selling 175,000 copies by 1850 (Levine 139); even more popular 

was his novel Ten Nights in a Bar-Room and What I Saw There (1854) which achieved 

enormous sales. Intimately related to the temperance movement was the antislavery reform 

movement whose leading writers were William Lloyd Garrison, Theodore Weld, Gernt 

Smith, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, William Wells Brown, and Frances Harper. 
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Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852), the novel Lincoln credited with 

making "this big war," interwove all of these major threads of the antebellum reform: 

temperance, antislavery, and feminism. 

It was the reform movement of the antebellum period that witnessed the first novels 

written by African-Americans. Influenced by a bicultural tradition-oral and literary, 

Eurocentric and Afrocentric-the novels of the first African-American Renaissance, named 

by William Andrews, arrived concomitantly with the reform novels and created the 

nineteenth-century African-American novelist's voice and "vision of reality" (Bell xiv). 

Four novels were published by authors of African ancestry prior to the Civil War: William 

Wells Brown's Clotel: or The President's Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life in the 

United States (1853), Frank Webb's The Garies and Their Friends (1857), Martin R. 

Delany's Blake: or The Huts of America: A Tale of the Mississippi Valley, the Southern 

United States and Cuba (1859), and Harriet E. Wilson's Our Nig: or Sketches from the 

Life of a Free Black. In a Two Story White House. North. Showing that Slavery's 

Shadows Fall Even There (1859). Brown and Webb's novels were published in London, 

Delany and Wilson's in America. 

All four narratives are in the tradition of the slave narratives and sentimental 

romance. Families and lovers are separated and reunited; anecdotes about 

the evils of slavery and race prejudice are sensationally cataloged; tales of 

seduction of octoroons are sentimentally related; and the villain receives his 

just retribution while the hero marries the heroine and lives happily ever 

after, except in Our Nig . . . [which] closes ambiguously with the author-

narrator's appeal for the sympathy and aid of the reader for the invalid yet 

heroically struggling protagonist. (Bell 55) 

William Wells Brown's Clotel. or the President's Daughter is the first novel written by an 
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African-American to arouse sympathy for the Abolitionist cause among British readers. 

The novel opens with the sale of a mother and her two daughters and ends with the 

heroine, whom Brown alleges to be the illegitimate daughter of Thomas Jefferson, eluding 

a group of slave-chasers by throwing herself into the Potomac, within sight of the White 

House. Frank Webb's The Garies and Their Friends is more of a protest novel than an 

Abolitionist novel. It is a "rags-to-riches" story about a young boy who learns to sell 

matches and then becomes a small trader, thai a merchant, then a millionaire. Wd)b is 

concerned "not with slavery but with caste, with the artificial barriers to success which 

confront the free Negro. He makes a frontal assault on various sectors of the color line, 

attacking most directly the problems of mixed marriage, and discrimination in employment" 

(Bone 31). Martin Delany's Blake, or the Huts of America departs radically from the 

typical Abolitionist genre of broken families and miscegenation, by treating slavery as an 

exploitive labor system. The hero attempts to organize a general slave insurrection 

throughout the South. "Oriented toward the 'quarters' and the darker field hands rather 

than the 'big house' and its mulatto servants, 'Blake' may be thought of as representing the 

'proletarian' wing of the Abolitionist movement" (Bone 31). Harriet Wilson's Our Nig is 

the first novel by an African-American, female or male, to be published in America. The 

novel begins with the introduction of a Euro-American woman named Mag Smith, who had 

made the mistake of falling in love with a philanderer above her in social station. The man 

left her with a child who died soon after birth. Alone among strangers, Mag is befriended 

by an African-American named Jim, who persuades ho1 to marry him. They are happy and 

prosperous together and blessed with two children, the elder of whom is Frado, the female 

protagonist of the novel and the Our Nig of the title of the novel, who is high-spirited and 

exceptionally attractive. Years pass and Jim dies. Soon after, Seth Shipley moves in with 

Mag and the two take one child and move away. The other child, Frado, is left with a 
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family named Bellmont as an indentured servant. Frado's sojourn with the Bellmonts 

occupies the bulk of Our Nig. Mrs. Bellmont is a cruel, wicked woman who torments 

young Frado and dictates largely the conditions under which Frado is inducted into the 

Bellmont household. This means, for Frado, sleeping in a horribly cramped space in the 

attic, eating ha scanty meals standing up, doing countless chores, and receiving beatings 

from Mrs. Bellmont. The novel continues with Frado's sorrowful plight as the 

Bellmonts's servant until her eighteenth birthday when she exercises her right to leave her 

indentured servitude. She outlives all of the Bellmonts, save one, and marries her husband 

who dies of yellow fever in New Orleans. Some literary critics attempt to categorize 

Wilson's text into the genre of sentimental and domestic fiction; however, Barbara 

Christian and Julia Stern are two critics who see it as a reform novel of the feminist 

movement. Christian asserts that Wilson's Our Nig questions the "progressive platform of 

the time-that white northern women were the natural allies of blades, that the North was 

not racist, [and] that all Black men were devoted to the women of their race" ("Somebody" 

331); Julia Stan suggests that "scholars have been slow to recognize [its] essential 

gothidsm" (439). Unlike the gothic elements of magic, mystery, and adventure targeted 

for male readers and their search for adventure in the outside world, Stem explicates the 

gothic characteristics of horror, anti-nurturing, and the "phantasmagoric representation of 

motherhood" found in Our Nig as it focuses on the "repression of the heroine's expressive 

powers, the limitations placed upon her physical freedom, ho- torment by an evil 

oppressor, and the violence done to her identity, [through] the racism that attempts to erase 

all traces of her mixed heritage and ho- femininity" (442-43). 

In addition to these feminist perspectives on the novel, the feminine presence in the 

authorship of nineteenth-century American fiction has also been closely studied by Nina 

Baym in Women's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and About Women in America. 1820-
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1870. Baym develops in this work a concept of an overplot-of elements, that is, occurring 

in the plots of these novels so often and commonly as to constitute a noteworthy 

phenomenon—and she attributes to this overplot the significance of being at least one means 

by which an aspect of feminism from America's past can be identified and analyzed. Gates 

notes, in his introduction to Wilson's Our Nig, those elements of Baym's overplot: 1) of 

pairing two women, as a heroine and a villainess; 2) the heroine who is an orphan, as well 

as a poor and friendless child; 3) the heroine who is abused; 4) the plot with a tripartite 

structure embracing an unhappy childhood for a heroine, an interlude of time during which 

that heroine must earn her own living, and a conclusion, whether for good or for ill; and 5) 

enough indictment of social injustice to qualify the book as a "woman's novel" containing 

"much explicit and implicit social commentary'' (Baym 231; Gates, Our Nig xli-xliii). 

Appearing thirty-three years later, lola Lerov: or Shadows Uplifted (1892), 

considered to be the first African-American post-reconstruction novel also falls within the 

literary precepts of tlie sentimental and domestic novel, yet has some got hie similarities to 

Wilson's Our Nig in the themes of interracial rape and intraracial marriage. The consensus 

is, however, that most post-reconstruction novelists attempted to 

understand and reconcile the tensions in their consciousness that resulted 

from . . . color, class, and gender conflicts between white American society 

and black American culture, on the one hand, and the descendants of the 

relatively privileged class of house slaves and the underprivileged field 

slaves on the other. (Bell 9) 

The quest for dignity seems to be a reoccurring theme by post-war novelists Frances 

Harper, Sutton Elbert Griggs (1872-1933), Charles Waddell Chesnutt (1858-1932), and 

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906). These novels strove to transform the national 

consciousness, to make it an all-inclusive democracy, not excluding African-Americans. 
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Like Chesnutt, whose objective "would not be so much the elevation of the colored people 

as the elevation of the whites" (Callahan 29), post-reconstruction novelists wrote to a 

bifurcated audience, both African-American and Euro-American. On one hand, they had to 

"win over" their Euro-American audience if they were to receive the respect and the 

democratic ideals for which they longed; on the other, it was incumbent upon them to 

remain true to the sensibilities of their own culture and experience. 

Another literary phenomenon of the post-reconstruction years was the emergence of 

the "passing" novel. Edward Reuter suggests, 

[a]ny scientific study of a race problem that fails to take account of the man 

of mixed ancestry and the special and important part he plays, falls short of 

a complete analysis of the situation... [because] when color 

differences coincide with differences in culture levels, thai color becomes 

symbolic and each individual is automatically classified by the racial 

uniform he wears. (Reuter 87, 99) 

Research indicates that in 1850 the federal census takers were instructed to count mulattos 

for the first time. "Strictly defined, the word designates the first generation of 

hybridization between the Negro and the Caucasian races" (Reuter 12); however, in this 

study as in Reuter's, "Mulattoes" will refer to all African-Americans of mixed ancestry 

regardless of the degree of intermixture. Although the census takers relied simply on the 

visual appearance of a person, in that year out of a total African-American population of 

3,638,808, those considered to be visibly mulatto were 11.2 percent or 405,751 (Reuter 

118). In 1860, the mulatto population had increased to 588,363. By 1890, two years 

prior to the publication of Iola Lerov. the nation's mulatto population had almost doubled 

from the 1860 figures to 1,132,060 (Mencke 26). Studies demonstrate that within the 

mulatto community there existed a class-consciousness of color gradations and a 
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phenomenon called "passing." Passing meant crossing the race line and winning 

acceptance as a Euro-American. Light mulattos could simply drop out of sight, move to an 

area where they were not known, usually north or west, and allow their new neighbors to 

take them as Euro-Americans. Estimates about the rate of "passing" varied widely both in 

popular thought and among close students of the subject. "Probably the great age of 

passing began around 1880 and was over, practically, by 1925" (Williamson 103). 

African-American authors of the post-reconstruction era were of two divergent 

philosophies: assimilationists and racial pride. Three primary images of mulatto figures 

emerge during this African-American literary period: 1) the "tragic" mulatto, designed with 

pathos in mind and appealing to the reader's sympathy; 2) the high-spirited heroine or hero 

who embodied middle-class values and ambitions and who sees ha/his role as a leader of 

the race, despite the possibility and opportunity, in many cases, of passing for white; and 

3) "a more complex individual who is sensitive to his position between the two races and 

who is more likely to opt for passing into the white world" (Mencke 144). 

Propagative novels by abolitionist writers including Harriet Beecher Stowe and 

William Wells Brown along with post-reconstructionist writers such as Pauline Hopkins 

and Frances Harper employed "tragic mulatto" characters in their fiction. Iola, in Harper's 

novel, has all of the characteristics of this literary signifier whose plight as a beautiful 

mulatto girl has come to epitomize much of the evil inherent in the slave system and 

miscegenation. However, Harper's protagonist Iola, as well as William M. Ashby's 

protagonist Zelda, provides a variation of the original tragic mulatto stereotype. Both have 

been brought up thinking themselves Euro-American only to discover that one of their 

par aits was of African ancestry. "Just as the abolitionists' near-white characters had been 

designed to enable white readers to identify with the plight of the slave, so now this new 

stereotype would hopefully make white America more conscious of the unjust 
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discrimination being suffered by Afro-Americans in their own time" (Mencke 147). The 

second major mulatto character is found in novels such as The Marrow of Tradition (1901) 

by Charles W. Chesnutt, Imperium in Imperio (1899) by Sutton E. Griggs, The American 

Cavalryman (1917) by Henry Francis Downing and Contending Forces (1900) by Pauline 

Hopkins. 

These fictional works often had a clearly inspirational emphasis, reflecting a 

desire to encourage ambition in the race. The bourgeois characters, 

especially the men, embodied the range of property-acquiring virtues 

necessary for getting ahead in an expanding American economy. A 

premium was placed on education. Equally important was a strict Protestant 

asceticism which stressed the strength of character necessary to withstand 

temptations which might interfere with the accumulation of property or the 

achievement of middle-class status. Home ownership was an important 

goal, as were outward signs of respectability like neatness, good manners, 

and conservative dress. Through such efforts one would become 

'cultured' or 'refined' or a member of 'the bettor class of colored persons.' 

(Mencke 149-50) 

In Iola Lerov. Frances Harper presents this stereotypical character in the characters of 

Harry Leroy, Iola's brother; Robot Johnson, Iola and Harry's uncle; and Dr. Latimer, the 

man Iola eventually marries, all of whom symbolize qualities necessary in the leaders of 

post-reconstruction African-Americans. Harry shows no physical signs of his mixed-

blood and is faced with the dilemma of choosing to enlist in an African-American regiment 

or a Euro-American regiment: 

He winced when the question was asked He felt the reality of his situation 

as he had not done before. It was as if two paths had suddenly opened 
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before him, and he was forced to choose between them. On one side were 

strength, courage, enterprise, power of achievement, and memories of a 

wonderful past. On the other side were weakness, ignorance, poverty, the 

proud world's social scorn. He knew nothing of the colored people except 

as slaves, and his whole soul shrank from equalizing himself with them. 

He was fair enough to pass unchallenged among the fairest in the land, and 

yet a Christless prejudice had decreed that he should be a social pariah... 

He felt he must stand where he could strike the most effective blow for 

freedom. (Harper 125-26) 

Thus, he chooses the African-American regiment and after the war becomes a teacher in a 

Southern African-American school. Later in the novel, Harper, through the persona of 

Iola, reverberates Harry's decision: 

[He] has greater advantages as a colored man . . . To be a leader of a race to 

higher planes of thought and action, to teach men clearer views of life and 

duty, and to inspire their souls with loftier aims, is a far greater privilege 

than it is to open the gates of material prosperity and fill every home with 

sensuous enjoyment. (Harper 218-19) 

Robert Johnson, who is first introduced at the very beginning of the novel as a slave and 

who, later in the novel, is found to be Harry and Iola's uncle, also faces the choice of 

"passing." When Johnson's friend, Captain Sybil, proposes that Johnson quit his position 

as a lieutenant of a "colored company" and fight as a "white man," Johnson replies, 

When a man's been colored all his life, it comes a little hard for him to get 

white all at once. Were I to try it, I would fed like a cat in a strange garret. 

Captain, I think my place is where I am most needed. You do not need me 

in your ranks, and my company does. They are excellent fighters, but they 
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need a leader. (Harper 43-44) 

When the Captain counters, "But, Johnson, you do not look like them, you do not talk like 

them. It is a burning shame to have held such a man as you in slavery," Robert responds, 

"I don't think it was any worse to have held me in slavery than the blackest man in the 

South" (Harper 44). Like lola and Harry, Robert faces the "double-consciousness" of 

identification with the African-American race and identification with the Euro-American 

race and ultimately selects the "true-consciousness" of the former. This is evident as he 

reiterates to Harry that "it would be treason, not only to the race, but to humanity, to have 

you ignoring your kindred and masquerading as a white man" (Harper 203). 

Another character with the same choice is Dr. Latimer, "the natural grandson of a 

Southern lady, in whose family his mother had been a slave... whose generations of 

blood admixture had effaced all trace of his negro lineage" (Harper 239). As a young 

adult, his father's mother offered to make him an heir if he would ignore his African 

ancestry. "Before him loomed all the possibilities which only birth and blood can give a 

white man in our Democratic country. But he was a man of too much sterling worth of 

character to be willing to forsake his mother's race for the richest advantages his 

grandmother could bestow" (Harper 240). 

Of course, the most flagrant refusals to "pass" are those by lola, both in her two 

refusals to marry the Euro-American Dr. Gresham and in her refusal to conceal ha* identity 

while pursuing employment. After being terminated from one job once her racial identity is 

discovered, lola announces to her Uncle Robert that she is going to seek employment in 

New England. When Robot suggests that she not mention ho- color, lola responds, "I see 

no necessity for proclaiming the fact on the house top. Yet I am resolved that nothing shall 

tempt me to deny it. The best blood in my veins is African blood, and I am not ashamed of 

it" (Harper 208). 
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Other light-skinned mulatto characters in African-American fiction of the period and 

thereafter follow in the footsteps of Harper's heroine and heroes, making similar 

discoveries and/or choices. Molly Pierrepont in David B. Fulton's Hanover (1900), Dr. 

Adam Miller in Charles W. Chesnutt's The Marrow of Tradition (1901), Erma Wysong in 

Sutton E. Griggs's Overshadowed (1901) and Morlene Dalton in Griggs's Unfettered 

(1902), Lucius Storms in John Wesley Grant's Out of the Darkness (1909), and Lillian, in 

Otis M. Shackelford's Lillian Simmons (1915) all reject the "passing" consciousness of the 

dominant Euro-American society for that of their race (Mencke 154-56). In the Harlem 

Renaissance of the twentieth century and afterward, we see a resurgence of the same 

"passing" theme and/or the serendipitous crisis experience of realizing one's ancestry, what 

Gates describes as the "signal scene of discovery" (Gates, Signifying 24). Langston 

Hughes's poem "Cross" (1926) and his short story "Who's Passing for Who?" (1933), 

the fictional works of Nella Larsen's Quicksand (1928), Jessie Fauset's Plum Bun (1929), 

Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), and Willard Savoy's Alien 

Land (1949) all demonstrate the African-American's choices of identification and 

consubstantiality. 

Ubiquitous diversification of persuasive discourse consumed the antebellum and 

reconstruction years surrounding the Civil War. And this multifariousness and division of 

thought greatly impacted and permeated the literature. 

To What Genre Does Iola Lerov Belong? 

Fortunate are the scholars who are provided the opportunity to know first-hand an 

author's intention in creating a text and whom the author is attempting to reach. Frances 

Harper, in her concluding note to Iola Lerov. specifies her post-reconstruction target 

audience: Euro-Americans in a position to help or hinder the emancipated population of 
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nineteenth-century "homeless, ignorant, and poor" African-Americans and the educated 

African-American community (Harper 282). In her effort to accomplish this task, the 

student can find evidence of all of the popular venues of the period. Iola Lerov is a 

romance in which Harper "fashions" a fictional world of morality, implicated in the 

"desires and fears" of the "socially structured" world of the antebellum and reconstruction 

years of the nineteenth century. Iola Lerov is a gothic novel with instances reminiscent of 

Our Nig: Iola and Marie's torment by Alfred Lorraine, their evil captor and oppressor and 

"the limitations [and abominations] placed upon their physical freedom" by him and other 

slave owners until their escape; the violence done to Iola's identity in her search for 

employment; and, the racism which rears its ugly face in the characters of Lorraine, Dr. 

Latrobe, and the so-called religious New England women of whom Iola tries to procure 

accommodations. Iola Lerov has a sensationalist motif demonstrated by Harry, Robot, 

and especially Tom Anderson's acts of heroism in chapter seven. Iola Lerov is also a 

domestic, sentimental Victorian novel of manners and instruction with familial structures, 

maternal absence and maternal quest and reunion as major themes. Iola Lerov is also a 

reform novel, portrayed in the Realistic methods of regionalism, local color writing, and 

the vernacular, as it delves into issues of religious hypocrisy, temperance, slavery, 

reconstruction, "passing," and feminism. And finally, Iola Lerov can be considered to 

have hints of the slave narrative. At the end of the novel, Dr. Latimer encourages Iola, 

who expresses to him the desire "to do something of lasting service for the race," to "write 

a good, strong book" (Harper 262)~the subject of which, Dr. Latima- suggests, should be 

Iola herself. Reminiscent of the popular slave narrative of the nineteenth century, "the 

novel ends with a novel about authorship, about writing the self-and beyond that, about 

writing the race" (Ernest 510). 



CHAPTER in 

FEMINISM AND IOLA LEROY: OR SHADOWS UPLIFTED 

Although Hairy Louis Gates, Jr., considers Frances Harper "our first truly 

professional writer" (Gates, Signifying 173), her literary capabilities seem to fall outside 

the realm of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century scholarly discussion, 

especially with regard to Iola Lerov: or. Shadows Uplifted (1892) which has been 

generally disregarded as carrying . . more historic than artistic importance'' (Draper 976) 

in the American literary tradition. In this chapter, I will examine the literary critics of the 

late nineteenth century and early twentieth century and their patriarchal and patronizing 

attitudes and assessments of Harper's literary works as well as those of women's literature 

in general, in order to demonstrate the "otherness'' phenomenon in the nation's structure 

and that "literary values and conventions have themselves been shaped by man," critically 

influencing the "social construction of femininity" (Selden 215). Furthermore, I will 

provide a brief history of the American Feminist Movement and demonstrate how Harper, 

through Iola Lerov. promotes not only independence and self-reliance among African-

American women in the search for significant life's work but also cooperation and 

egalitarianism in gender relations, especially with regard to the elevation of society's moral 

standards and practices. 

In his introduction to the 1857 reprint of Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects. 

William Lloyd Garrison, founder of the antislavery journal Liberator and co-founder of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society, reminds the literary critic to view the work "with a friendly 

eye," criticizing it "in a lenient spirit," and taking into consideration that the work was 

"written by one young in years, and identified in complexion and destiny with a depressed 
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and outcast race, and who has had to contend with a thousand disadvantages from earliest 

life" (255). In effect, this volume of poetry experienced such a success that it was 

reprinted at least five times with approximately twenty editions between 1854 and 1857, 

earning Harper "the reputation as the most popular black poet before Paul Dunbar" (Bacon 

2 5 ) . 

In a similar fashion, William Still, cofounder of the Underground Railroad and a 

close friend of Harper's, provides the introduction to Iola Lerov. by initially "confess[ing]" 

his doubts and hesitations upon hearing about Harper's undertaking of the novel "at [her] 

late date in life," concerned that if she should "make a blunder [it] might detract from her 

own good name" (Still, Iola 1). He does, however, acknowledge her benevolent 

accomplishments, making reference to her "interest in . . . meetings called exclusively for 

women" and ho1 "grand and ennobling sentiments which have characterized all her 

utterances in laboring for the elevation of the oppressed" (Still, Iola 2). Then, referring to 

the novel itself, Still suggests that her previous efforts will be "far eclipsed by this last 

effort.. . the crowning effort of her long and valuable services in the cause of humanity" 

(Still, Iola 3). Now, had Still ended the introduction at this juncture, all would be well. 

However, the remainder of Iola Lerov's inauguration pertains to the woman, not to her 

literary acumen, culminating in a patronizing analogy to children's storybooks, and a 

subordinate syntactical punctuation of the title. "Doubtless the thousands of colored 

Sunday-schools in the South, in casting about for an interesting, moral story-book, full of 

practical lessons, will not be content to be without "IOLA LEROY, OR SHADOWS 

UPLIFTED" [sic] (Still, Iola 3). 

Another critical assessment of Harper's literature is given by one of the most 

significant African-American leaders to date in his eulogy to the author following her death. 

In The Crisis. W. E. B. Du Bois, a brilliant abolitionist, historian and sociologist, reflects 
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on Harper's "attempts to forward literature among colored people... She was not a great 

singer, but she had some sense of song; she was not a great writer, but she wrote much 

worth reading. She was, above all, sincere. She took her writing soberly and earnestly; 

she gave her life to it. (256). 

Another twentieth-century critic, historian, poet, novelist, and autobiographer, J. 

Saunders Redding, considers Harper's "prose less commendable than her poetry." In 

addition, he calls the venerable and deceased author by her childhood name even though he 

is referring to a novel written by Harper at the age of sixty-seven: 

It flola Lerovl is a poor thing as a novel, or even as a piece of prose, too 

obviously forced and overwritten, and too sensational to lift it from the 

plane of the possible to the probable... Her knowledge of slave life and of 

slave character was obviously secondhand, and the judgments she utters on 

life and character are conventional and trite. As a writer of prose Miss 

Watkins is to be remembered rather for what she attempted than for what 

she accomplished. (257) 

Other early twentieth-century literary critics such as Hugh M. Gloster considers 

Harper to be among the list of "untalented narrators," who "handle characters and situations 

with sentiment and idealism rather than with objectivity and realism" (34, 31), and Staling 

A. Brown, Arthur P. Davis, and Ulysses Lee, in The Negro Caravan: Writings by 

American Negroes (1941), allude to her "ennobling sentiments" as having an emphasis on 

"dull piety over focused politics" (Earnest 498). 

Later critics, with broader conceptions of political discourse, have seen in 

Harper's use of sentimental conventions the politics of either assimilation or 

complacency. Still others have seen in Iola Lerov an idealization of the 

nineteenth-century cult of true womanhood that amounts to an acquiescence 
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to standards of identity established by the dominant culture. (Ernest 498) 

It is important to understand that implicit in these late nineteenth-century and early 

twentieth-century pejorative reactions to Harper's novel lies masculinist ambivalence, 

misogyny, and subordination which have plagued women for centuries past. The literary 

devaluation of female writers and the trivialization of their lives and their texts are 

commonplace in these early reform years. Even Hawthorne commented that America had 

been taken over by a "mob of scribbling women" (Romero 177) when women's fiction 

outsold his own; his androcentrism is also prevalent in his preface to The House of the 

Seven Gables (1851) as he explains the true nature of the romance. Edgar Allan Poe also 

expressed his concern with "the critical man" finding it "an unpleasant task. . . to speak ill 

of a woman" (Dayan 101), and James Kirke Paulding briefly alludes to prostitution prior to 

reminding women writers 

that the appropriate sphere of women is their home, and their appropriate 

duties at the cradle or the fireside [as] "the guardian angel of the happiness 

of man; his protector and mentor in childhood; his divinity in youth; his 

companion and solace in manhood, his benign and gentle nurse in old age. 

(Dayan 101) 

These prevalent attitudes by androcentric literary critics of the nineteenth century continued 

to promote the concept that "women [were] less capable than men of doing any kind of 

work requiring a high degree of rationality, abstraction, and intelligence because women 

[were] intellectually inferior and. . . not given to rationality and logic" (Ruth 130). 

Because of attitudes such as these juxtaposed to similar denigrating attitudes regarding 

African-Americans, the American Feminist Movement was born. 

Beginning in the 1830s, the anti-slavery movement included in its membership not 

only males but also females. Once this culminated into a situation where women were 
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incorporated into previously male organizations as equal members, the American Feminist 

Movement began. Two organizations, the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society, founded 

in 1832, and the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, which started "immediately 

after the founding convention of the American Anti-Slavery Society" (Yellin 160), were 

principal agents in promoting women's equal inclusion in the abolitionist campaign and in 

creating a feminist theory, the doctrine of which evolved from the Enlightenment feminists, 

Mary Wollstonecraft and Sarah Grimke. Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman (1792), a classic of feminist theory, and Grimke's Letters on Equality (1838), 

written during one of her lecture tours, call for the "cultivation of women's powers of 

critical thinking that will enable them to grow spiritually" and "rise out of the vegetative 

slough in which they perpetually languish" into the "dignity of work" (Donovan 9-11). 

Grimke challenged women to "articulate and legitimate their own truths" by close textual 

analysis of the Bible, a method pervasive in Frances Harper's novel. In "Letter Three," 

Grimke articulates that "[w]omen should receive their instruction from direct 

communication with divine wisdom and not from the clergy" (Donovan 14). She 

especially "urges the social gospel on women... They have a moral obligation to get out 

of their homes to hdp those less fortunate than they, in particular black slaves (Donovan 

15), another feminist theme permeating Harper's literary works. From these theoretical 

foundations arose Susan B. Anthony, who was indicted in 1873 for having voted in the 

1872 Congressional election (Donovan 19), an illegal act at the time, and Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton, whose Declaration of Sentiments issued at the Seneca Falls Convention in July 

1848 modeled nearly word for word the Declaration of Independence. This radical 

document cataloged fifteen grievances about political rights and social prejudices, including 

woman's subjugation with regard to employment opportunities; her exclusion from 

universities and professions of theology, medicine, and law; and her imposed virtue which 
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did not extend to men. 

In Philadelphia, where Frances Harper lived during this female revolution, the 

guiding female abolitionist of the time appears to be Lucretia Mott, a Quaker native of New 

England. Mott was foremost among the Pennsylvania women who made an impression on 

the men involved in anti-slavery activities. She joined with other women in Philadelphia to 

form a free produce society to boycott slave-produced goods in the city. Soon after a three-

day anti-slavery convention in Philadelphia, Mott and other Quaker women began the 

Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS). Among the members of the PFASS 

were two leading African-American families of Philadelphia: the Forten-Purvises and the 

Douglasses. "The prominence of these women of African descent testified both to the 

profound commitment of the white woman to racial equality and cooperation and to the 

determination of the black woman to help mold a multiracial America" (Yellin 165). The 

most important African-American feminists of the nineteenth century were Sojourner Truth, 

Harriet Tubman, Frances Harper, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. 

Wells Barnett, and Mary Church Terrell (Combahee 210; Donovan 23). 

During this time, however, multiple accounts of racism and nativism and a lack of 

interest by the Euro-American feminists toward their African-American affiliates transpired. 

Josephine Donovan suggests that one reason for this shift in disposition might have been 

attributed to "bitterness over. . . the male abolitionists's betrayal" (23) with regard to the 

androcentric wording of the fourteenth amendment negating women's rights. To Simone 

de Beauvoir, however, this occurrence could have been anticipated since, in her opinion, 

"otherness" occurs in any group as a "fundamental category of human thought" (The 

Second Sex xvii). Once the emancipated Euro-American woman had asserted herself as the 

"Subject," the idea of "Other" arose as she looked at her African-American counterpart who 

was then relegated to the "Other" of the "Other" with no "Other" group left to exploit or 
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oppress. Twentieth-century African-American feminist bell hooks agrees with this 

assertion and suggests that Euro-American feminists 

make us the objects of their privileged discourse on race. As objects, we 

remain unequals, inferiors. Even though they may be sincerely concerned 

about racism, their methodology suggests they are not yet free of the type of 

paternalism endemic to white supremacist ideology. Often the white women 

who are busy publishing papa's and books on unlearning racism remain 

patronizing and condescending when they relate to black women. (36, 38) 

Accordingly, racism began to drive a wedge between the feminists and the divisiveness 

split the original organization into two distinct organizations. The African-American 

Feminist Movement emerged as the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) 

during the post-reconstruction years, and during the Harlem Renaissance through the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), led by W. E. B. 

Du Bois and Jessie Fauset; but, the most recent and powerful demonstration of African-

American Feminism has occurred through the Combahee River Collective, a group of 

African-American women, meeting in Boston since 1974, whose name comes from the 

guerrilla action conceptualized and led by Harriet Tubman on June 2,1863, in the Port 

Royal region of South Carolina. "This action freed more than 750 slaves and is the only 

military campaign in American history planned and led by a woman" (Combahee 210). 

Stating that "no other ostensibly progressive movement has every considered our specific 

oppression as a priority," the Collective continues to strive for the autonomy of African-

American women while aligning with "Black men against racism" and struggling with 

"Black men about sexism" (Combahee 210-211). Some of the issues and projects that the 

members have worked on are "sterilization abuse, abortion rights, battered women, rape 

and healthcare" (Combahee 217). They have also conducted many workshops and 
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educational programs about African-American feminism on "college campuses, at women's 

conferences, and for high school women;" one issue that is also of major concern to the 

Collective is racism in the Euro-American Feminist Movement (Combahee 217-18). 

According to bell hooks, feminist thought speaks more to the consciousness of 

African-American women: 

To me feminism is not simply a struggle to aid male chauvinism or a 

movement to ensure that women will have equal rights with me; it is a 

commitment to eradicating the ideology of domination that permeates 

Western culture on various levels—sex, race, and class, to name a few—and 

a commitment to reorganizing U. S. society so that the self-development of 

people can take precedence over imperialism, economic expansion, and 

material desires, (qtd. in Collins 597) 

Like the Combahee Collective's alignment with the uplifting of the African-

American race and Collins's uplifting the consciousness of West mi society, Frances 

Harper, though an ardent supporter of the feminist movement, committed her life to the 

elevation of the African-American race, joining the Anti-Slavery Movement in Philadelphia 

and living in one of the stations of the Underground Railroad. Her poetry first appeared in 

abolitionist periodicals such as The Liberator. Frederick Douglass's Paper and Anglo-

African Magazine. and in 1854, after procuring a reputation as an anti-slavery lecturer, 

Harper was appointed traveling lecturer for the State Anti-Slavery Society of Maine where 

"she was recognized as both a scholar and an articulate and effective orator'' (Graham, M. 

166). In 1866, however, two years after her husband died, Frances explained to her 

audience at the Eleventh Annual Woman's Rights Convention that as a novice in speaking 

on women's rights, she had decided to join the feminist movement when the administrator 

of her husband's estate had seized their farm, "which she had originally purchased with her 
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own money, to pay his debts, leaving her with nothing but a looking glass" (Bacon 21). 

From that point, she became actively involved in the feminist movement and, in her later 

years, became one of the leading organizers of the National Association of Colored Women 

(NACW), which represented the struggle for civil rights for both African-Americans and 

women. She accepted the vice-presidency of the NACW a year after its founding (1897) 

and became even more vocal on the subject of women and equal rights. 

Frances Harper's Iola Lerov: or Shadows Uplifted carries a subtitle, alluding to the 

shadows of cultural confusion, miscomprehension, and racial tension that threatened the 

nation's future. Moreover, the shadow culture can be interpreted in the sexist philosophies 

toward the female population of the time period. Evidence of classical feminist theory 

permeates the text as Harper strove, in the post-reconstruction years, for parity among 

gender relations both in women's search for meaningful life's work and in marriage as a 

cooperative relationship as well as the uplifting of the race in general. 

In favor of Universal suffrage... [Harper knew] that the colored man 

need[ed] something more than a vote in his hand: he [needed] to know the 

value of a home life; to rightly appreciate and value the marriage relation; to 

know how and to be incited to leave behind him the old shards and shells of 

slavery and to rise in the scale of character, wealth and influence... like 

the Nautilus outgrowing his home to build for himself more 'stately 

temples' of social condition, (qtd. in Still, Underground 770) 

Through Iola Lerov: or Shadows Uplifted. Frances Harper guided her African-American 

and Euro-American readers to more "stately temples" through a feminist approach. In this 

literary work, the nineteenth-century feminist theory known as cultural feminism is most 

prominent: 

While continuing to recognize the importance of critical thinking and self-
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development, [cultural feminists] also stress the role of the nonrational, the 

intuitive, and often the collective side of l i fe . . . These feminists imagined 

alternatives to institutions the liberal theorists left more or less in tact-

religion, marriage, and the home.. . this vein of feminist theory . . . saw 

[women's rights] as a means to effect societal reform Underlying this 

cultural feminist theory was a matriarchal vision: the idea of a society of 

strong women guided by essentially female concerns and values. These 

included, most importantly, pacifism, cooperation, nonviolent settlement 

of differences, and a harmonious regulation of public life. (Donovan 30-

31) 

Harper conveys the cultural feminist theory in Iola Lerov through thematic approaches as 

she constructs the novel with the Civil War as the background to demonstrate the heroism 

of African-American females during wartime, a phenomenon largely forgotten in the 

majority of Civil War fiction and non-fiction. Harper also examines the familial structures 

in the African-American community, especially maternal absence and maternal quest and 

reunion; in this vein, she presents the sensitive issues of interracial rape and intraracial 

marriages and how beauty to an African-American woman was more of a curse than a 

blessing. Like her feminist foremothers, she advocates spirituality, education, and self-

reliance among women and admonishes her readers of the evils in society, including 

alcoholism and religious hypocrisy. Her message is one of morality, throughout the novel, 

and she weaves classical and cultural feminist philosophy to achieve her purpose of uplift. 

African-American women were an integral part of the Civil War and so they are in 

Harper's novel. Harriet Tubman, known as General Tubman, worked within the ranks of 

the Union army as soldier, scout, and spy, while Susie King Taylor, another ex-slave, 

became part of the Union army's first black regiment (Young 279). Harper appeals to her 
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female audience by demonstrating the heroics of women during the war through the 

characters of Iola and Aunt Linda. Iola, after escaping her captivity, becomes a nurse in a 

Union hospital, a position that "many middle-class white women" also held during the war 

(Young 280-81). Aunt Linda, a character of strength and virtue, sells food to the soldiers 

after the war (Harper 154). Harper demonstrates through her female heroines that African-

American women were an integral part of the war effort even though they remain unwritten 

in the texts on the subject. 

Familial dislocation and the search for the matriarch is another prominent theme in 

Harper's novel. Separation of relatives occurs from the beginning of the novel. Marie is 

separated from her mother, Robert from his, Iola and Harry's from theirs, all of whom are 

ultimately reunited with the matriarch of the family: Robot and Marie's mother is also 

Harry and Iola's grandmother. Another character named Salters, Aunt Linda's husband, 

had also been sold away from his mother when he was eighteen months old and thai sold 

away from his wife and their child before the war but reunited aft awards (Harper 167-68). 

All of the main characters are finally reunited with their mothers by the end of the novel. 

"An important link between the novel's women, the black mother also evokes relationships 

among members of the entire black community. It is only when she has been found that 

Reconstruction can truly begin" (Young 285). 

One of the most common themes in African-American women writers of the 

twentieth-century is their graphic description of the brutality and miscegenation that slave 

women underwent, especially in the literary works of Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. In 

Iola Lerov. however, Harper merely implies this historical tragedy and protects her heroine 

from actual rape by explaining that she has been sold seven times in six weeks because of 

ha- "airish" ways. Harper's subtle technique has borne the brunt of much controversy, 

especially by feminists of the twentieth century. Referring to William Wells Brown's 
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Clotel (1851) and Harper's tola Lerov. Christian points out the historical omissions: 

[LJittle light is shed on the experiences and cultures of 'ordinary' slaves like 

Sethe or Paul D., Dessa Rose or Kaine, or on their relationships or 

communities. Clotel grows up with ha- mother who, because she is the 

'natural wife' of her master, lives in a fairy-tale-like cottage completely apart 

from other slaves. Nor is she subjected to the hard labor usually exacted 

from slaves. Iola Leroy is a slave, but only for a short time and had, as a 

'white' woman, been educated in fine schools. While Brown and Harper 

give us hints through some minor characters of the physically and 

psychologically harsh conditions under which most slaves lived, they 

reserved privileged positions for their heroines, thus exhibiting even more 

modesty than the slave narrators. For the sentimental romance form 

demanded not only a beautiful refined heroine but also that the story be 

entertaining and edifying... Clearly Brown and Harper, leading activists 

of their day would have heard about such events-certainly, the story of 

Margaret Garner, on which Beloved is based, was sensational enough to be 

known by Harper. But she, as well as other African-American writers, 

could not muddy the already murky waters of sentiment toward the Negro 

by presenting characters who might terrify their readers. ("Somebody'' 

330-31) 

It is interesting to note that Harper alludes to a slave mother who kills one of her four 

children while crossing the Ohio River in her chapter titled "School Girl Notions;" thus, as 

Christian indicates, Harper obviously knew about the Garner case, but as a cultural 

feminist, her tone was not of blunt realism like Morrison's or Walker's. Harper does, 

however, deal with the issue of miscegenation and interracial rape through various male 
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figures in the novel, a method by which she is placing the blame on the male figure. The 

"white" Dr. Latrobe (Harper's allusion to a prominent nineteenth-century Baltimore family 

whose son, J. H. Latrobe, was one of the leaders of the American Colonization Society) 

makes the statement that the "negro" belongs to the lowest race on earth. Dr. Latimer 

responds by accusing the "white" race of consort [ing] with the slaves till 

you have bleached their faces to the whiteness of your own. Your children 

nestle in their bosoms; they are around you as body savants, and yet if one 

of them should attempt to associate with you your bitterest scorn and 

indignation would be visited upon them. (Harper 227) 

He continues by saying that the 

Southerners began this absorption before the war. I understand that in one 

decade the mixed bloods rose from one-ninth to one-eighth of the 

population, and that as early as 1663 a law was passed in Maryland to 

prevent English women from intermarrying with slaves; and, even now, 

your laws against miscegenation presuppose that you apprehend danger 

from that source. (Harper 228) 

However, the most ardent example in the novel comes near the beginning when Marie and 

Eugene Leroy are discussing the result of illegitimate children from extra-marital relations 

between the owners and their female slaves. Leroy tries to comfort his wife by telling her a 

story about an owner who had been very good to his two daughters by a slave, and had 

sait them away to school because his wife could not bear the sight of them. Harper, 

through Marie, uses the anaphoric repetition of the clause "He wronged" to emphatically 

repudiate miscegenation while weaving in the motherhood theme: 

Your friend wronged himself by sinning against his own soul. He wronged 

his wife by arousing ho* hatred and jealousy through his unfaithfulness. He 
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wronged those children by giving them the status of slaves and outcasts. 

He wronged their mother by imposing upon her the burdens and cares of 

maternity without the rights and privileges of a wife. He made her crowri of 

motherhood a circlet of shame. (Harper 77) 

Perhaps Harper's diction is not as harsh as twentieth-century feminists would like; 

however, she does include interracial rape and miscegenation as a prominent theme in the 

novel so that her readers are fully aware of the occurrences, repercussions, and 

repudiations. 

Also in the novel, the relationships between Iola and Dr. Gresham and Iola and Dr. 

Latimer demonstrate the importance of gender relations and the parity that Harper insists on 

within them. Iola refuses Dr. Gresham's marriage proposal twice: the first time she 

refuses him is because of her quest for her family's reunion and because of her search for 

her self; the second time she refuses him is in order to avoid being subjected to the 

insubordination that an intraracial marriage would bring upon her, unwilling "to live under 

a shadow of concealment" (Harper 233). Dr. Latimer, on the other hand, creates an 

ambience of equality from their initial meeting as he cares for Iola's beloved mother and 

invites Iola to a conversacione of women and men. Iola also sees him as an equal partner 

in the fight to elevate the African-American race when he says, "I think, Miss Leroy, that 

the world's work, if shared, is better done than when it is performed alone. Don't you 

think your life-work will be better done if some one shares it with you?" (Harper 243). He 

woos her with the following lines: 'To prove myself thy lover / I'd face a world in arms"; 

to which she responds, "And prove a good soldier... when there is no battle to fight" 

(Harper 268-69). Young suggests that "the military metaphors that structure this language 

come from the conventions of love poetry, but they are significant nonetheless, since they 

suggest that the negotiation of this marriage as a partnership is the last civil war Iola will 
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have to face" (285). 

Of course, education is a large part of the feminist movement as it is in Iola Lerov. 

but the education is not limited to academia; rather it expands to the value systems and 

morality found in cultural feminism. "Iola was not satisfied to teach her children only the 

rudiments of knowledge. She had tried to lay the foundation of good character" (Harper 

147). Hairy also becomes a teacher in a Northern school as does his fiance Lucille Delany 

(an allusion to Martin Delany, the author), who opens a very lucrative school to train wives 

and mothers. Harper reveals her impetus for the theme of education through a dialogue 

between Iola and Harry, as they agree that, "Every person of unmixed blood who succeeds 

in any department of literature, art, or science is a living argument for the capability which 

is in the race. . . for it is not the white blood which is on trial before the world" (Harper 

199). Harper's moral didacticism seems to be at its strongest when she is promoting the 

educational uplift of the race and banishing the shadows of ignorance: 

To b e . . . the leader of a race to higher planes of thought and action, to 

teach men clearer views of life and duty, and to inspire their souls with 

loftier aims, is a far greater privilege than it is to open the gates of material 

prosperity and fill every home with sensuous enjoyment. (219) 

Harper calls for the women of the country "with the warmest hearts and clearest brains to 

help in the moral education of the race" (254). 

Still another nineteenth-century woman's issue is the temperance movement, and 

the novel propounds on this subject. The reader discovers, through the vernacular of Aunt 

Linda that two of the plantation owners have died from alcoholism: Frank Anderson and 

"Ole Marster Johnson": 

Ole Johnson jis' drunk hisself to death. He war de biggest guzzler I eber 

seed in my life. Why dat man he drunk up ebery thing he could lay his 
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han's on. Sometimes he would go 'roun' tryin' to borrer money from pore 

cullud folds. 'Twas rale drefful de way dat pore feller did row hisself 

away. But drink did it all. I tell you, Bobby, dat drink's a drefful thing 

wen it gits de upper han' ob you. You'd better steer clar ob it" (Harper 

158). 

In another episode, when Aunt Linda has wine on the table for dinner, Robert refuses it. 

Iola interjects that she had heard a lady say that "there were two things the Lord didn't 

make. One is sin, and the other alcohol" (Harper 185). She weaves the religious fervor of 

her message by saying that the "Bible says that the wine at last will bite like a serpent and 

sting like an adder" (Harper 185). When Aunt Linda asks what she should do with it, 

Robot suggests that she should let it turn to vinegar, and sign the temperance pledge" 

(Harper 186). Harper desires "not simply . . . a nation building up a great material 

prosperity, founding magnificent cities, grasping the commerce of the world, or excelling 

in literature, art, and science, but a nation wearing sobriety as a crown and righteousness as 

the girdle of her loins" (Harper 219). 

Religion and religious hypocrisy also play important roles in the novel's lessons 

and in the feminist movement. After the war, Robert encounters Aunt Linda while 

searching for his mother and asks about some of their mutual acquaintances. Aunt Linda 

talks of Tom Anderson's brother who made a lot of money selling liquor before he "got 

'ligion" and "got 'lected to de legislatur" (Harper 161). Leaving his wife for another 

woman, Aunt Linda refers to him as "a mean ole hypocrit, an' I wouldn't sen' far him to 

bury my cat. Robby, I'se down on dese kine ob preachers like a thousand bricks" (Harper 

161). When Robert brings up the idea of Uncle Daniel learning about theology, Uncle 

Daniel responds, "I larn'd my 'ology at de boot ob de cross" (Harper 167). John Ernest 

contrasts hypocrits such as Tom Anderson's brother to zealots such as Aunt Linda and 
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Uncle Daniel by explaining the "vast difference between institutional Christianity, which 

has been corrupted by the institution of slavery, and experiential Christianity-what 

Frederick Douglass referred to as the difference between "the Christianity of the land" and 

'the Christianity of Christ.'"(507). Harper presents Christianity as the only solution to the 

nation's problems, and once again, she solicits her women readers to uplift society's 

spirituality through Dr. Gresham's conversation with Iola: 

Society is woman's realm. The majority of the church members are 

women, who are said to be the aristocratic element of our country. I fear 

that one of the last strongholds of this racial prejudice will be found beneath 

the shadow of some of our churches. I think, on account of this social 

question, that large bodies of Christian temperance women and other 

reformers, in trying to reach the colored people even for their own good, 

will be quicker to form separate associations than our National Grand 

Army, whose ranks are open to black and white, liberals, and 

conservatives, saints and agnostics. (Harper 234) 

Finally, Harper calls for women to go to work. "Uncle Robert," said Iola, after she 

had been North several weeks, "I have a theory that every woman ought to know how to 

earn her own living. I believe that a great amount of sin and misery springs from the 

weakness and inefficiency of women" (Harper 205). From this point, Iola starts looking 

for employment, and with each job she is fired once her African ancestry is known, 

demonstrating Harper's disapprobation for Northern discrimination and hypocrisy during 

post-reconstruction years. When she gains employment, she is further frustrated because 

northern discriminatory practices prevent her procuring room-and-board. Iola finally 

obtains employment and boarding through a Mr. Clot en (an allusion to Brown's title 

Clotel). whose daughter is ill, and whom Iola restores to health. Mr. Cloten then offers 
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Iola a job at his firm and commands his employees to abide by his decision or resign. 

Clearly, Harper's wish for women is to rise to an independent state while at the same time 

providing altruistic services to the race. Through Mrs. Stillman, a minor character 

speaking at the conversacione. Harper reveals her hopes for men and women."I do not 

think," said Mrs. Stillman, "that we can begin too early to teach our boys to be manly and 

self-respecting, and our girls to be useful and self-reliant" (Harper 253). 

Harper achieves consubstantiality with her wide spectrum of female readers by 

focusing on motherhood, family, education, religion, temperance, and feminism, issues at 

the forefront of the feminist movement during the post-reconstruction years of the 

nineteenth century. Through Frances Harper's characterization and didacticism, the 

shadow of the "Other" is uplifted to the enfranchised position of the "One." 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

"An attentive listener learns to hear words as part of an integrated action; he 

develops a capacity to capture the driving passion and the underlying idea of another and to 

bridge that speech with his own rephrasing of it, in words that combine the otherness of 

what is heard with his own sense of things" (qtd. in Browne 12). 

In many of his essays, Kenneth Burke demonstrates how discourse can lead to the 

cohesion of minds. His theories of identification and consubstantiality demonstrate the 

method in which this cohesion can be achieved. The evolution of the human experience 

during the nineteenth century played an important role in the evolution of various literary, 

social, and moral philosophies. Primarily shaped by patriarchal and societal class 

oppression, the human experience was also "significantly shaped by two interrelated but 

divergent factors: economic class oppression and the quest for self-determination" 

(McLaughlin 150). Because of these psycho-social conventions of the nineteenth century, 

African-American women writers faced a multiple-jeopardy: racism and sexism. While 

some critics consider Harper to be an assimilationist in her portrayal of Iola as an octoroon, 

I believe that Harper's own altruistic dedication to her race and her art reaches a diverse 

and, at times, divisive audience, appealing to nineteenth-century women through maternal 

and familial themes while also dissuading intellectual mulattos, both women and men, from 

electing to "pass" into the Euro-American community, and, subsequently, rejecting their 

race. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper created a novel designed to uplift humanitarian values 

and achieve an egalitarian consciousness among her female readers. Once Iola discovers 

ha- African ancestry, Harper restricts her protagonist's consideration of "self solely within 
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the confines of the African-American consciousness and marketplace, embracing the role of 

'Other' and by doing so, reversing the positioning to the 'One.' Her didacticism in 

promoting self-reliance is constructed for her primary audience, the 'Ones' who can really 

uplift the African-American race. 

"Beyond the shadows I see the coruscation of a brighter day; and we can help usher 

it in, not by answering hate with hate, or giving scorn for scorn, but by striving to be more 

generous, noble, and just" (Harper 249). 
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