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ABSTRACT

This dissertation brings together two well known interpretative problems in the 

understanding of the formation of the American nation and self: how a meaning of an 

American self arises as different from traditional cultures, and how religion is understood 

in the formation of the American national self. Since the 1950s in the works of Will 

Herberg, Sidney Mead, Robert Bellah, and Catherine Albenese, there has been a 

continuing discussion about the meaning of the American Republic in the terms of a 

“civil religion.” Several other works in literary criticism from Perry Miller to Sacvan 

Bercovitch have explored the religious dimension in the structuration of the American 

self from the point o f view o f literary texts. My dissertation falls within the context of 

these two problematics. I work within the context of an American civil religion and 

specify the meaning o f civil religion in the terms of Conversion, Revolution, and 

Reconstruction.

The chapter on Jonathan Edwards deals with the structure o f conversion and 

community in pre-Revolutionary Northampton. The chapter on Herman Melville 

addresses the options and dilemmas -  the “ambiguities” -  in the attempt to construct a 

post-Revolutionary self. The chapter on W. E. B. Du Bois reflects on the recurring 

meaning of revolution as a confrontation with a limit, re-birth and reconstruction, 

following the Civil War, America’s Second Revolutionary War. I follow Hannah 

Arendt’s political theory on Revolution and provide a commentary on the cultural and 

philosophical meaning of the revolution as a basis for a civil order. Although the 

dissertation makes use of a notion of civil religion and the American “self,” unlike other
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exemplars o f these issues, I address a civil religious self as processual and consistent with 

a revolutionary formation, rather than with an established master narrative. I find that 

many uses of the “ironic” in American criticism presuppose the origin of the American 

Republic as normative instead of invoking the meaning of a revolutionary democracy. 

The inclusion of Du Bois enables new and different readings of both Edwards and 

Melville, and because all three are placed together, Du Bois is not a marginal figure, but 

rather, his work is essential to understanding an American soul.
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Introduction: Conversion and the “New” Beginnings in America’s Civil Religion

The campaign and election in 1959-60 of John F. Kennedy, the first Roman 

Catholic president of the United States, brought into sharp relief one of the fundamental 

issues of the American Republic. While religion is hardly if ever a topic broached in 

American politics, the fact that Kennedy was a Roman Catholic revealed the foundational 

and almost taken-for-granted Protestant orientation of the American Way of Life. 

Kennedy and his supporters had to assure the general population that though he was a 

Catholic, he held common and transcendent values that were intrinsic to the American 

cultural order. In other words, his form of Catholicism did not betray the values, 

meanings and orientations that defined him and all his compatriots as Americans.

The Keimedy presidency was the occasion for Robert Bellah’s article, “Civil 

Religion in America,” which appeared in the journal Daedalus, (1967). Bellah was hardly 

the originator of an alternative meaning of religion in the United States. Prior to Bellah 

several scholars had spoken of or at least adumbrated the concept of civil religion.

Among them was Daniel Boorstin who spoke about the religious dimension o f American 

Nationalism; Will Herberg who described it in terms of his formula, Protestant-Catholic- 

Jew; and Sidney Mead who characterized the country as a “Nation with the Soul of a 

Church.” However, Bellah’s article brought the discussion of religion and its relation to a 

nationalist identity into focus during a critical period of American history. This was a 

period characterized not only by the election and assassination of the first Catholic 

President, but also by the Civil Rights Movement, the controversial and disruptive effects 

o f the Vietnamese War, and the generally confused and chaotic state o f American culture 

and its attendant political arena.



With the 1960’s as a backdrop and the approaching bicentennial of the signing of 

the Declaration of Independence in 1776, Russell E. Richey and Donald G. Jones edited 

in 1972 a group of essays by scholars of American Religion and Culture entitled 

American Civil Religion. ‘ These essays attest to the fact that the notion of an “American 

Civil Religion” had become one of the major ways of understanding the value and 

ordering of American culture and religion. All of the authors accept the importance of 

some form of American Civil Religion to understanding the way of life and democratic 

ideals o f the first secular Republic. They all agree that in addition to the empirical 

religious denominations, churches, and sects, there exists a civil religion, or, in the words 

of Sidney E. Mead, one of the contributors, “a religion of the American Republic.” Mead, 

taking up a phrase of O.K. Chesterson, referred to America as a “nation with the soul of a 

church.” In The Lively Experiment: The Shaping o f Christianity in America, a play on 

Jefferson’s “fair experiment” in religious freedom and toleration. Mead also discussed the 

strange “amalgamation of Protestant orthodoxy,” “practiced in terms of the experimental 

religion of pietistic revivalism” and “the religion of the democratic society and nation” 

(134-5).

Mead’s use of the phrase, “a nation with the soul of a church,” suggests the 

difference between American Civil Religion and the traditions of other Civil Religions, 

of Mediterranean, European, and most importantly, Roman origin. Briefly, in these forms 

of Civil Religion there exists an identifiable church and tradition, sanctioned by god or 

gods, that is associated with the first founding of a city. Ancient myth-rituals cohered 

around this act of first founding that the gods and cultural heroes initiated. Subsequently, 

collective ritual re-enacted the meaning and ordering of traditions and customs that were 

rooted in a primordial order. The ordering of a city-space became derivative for European 

states from the Roman imperialist tradition. Later, Christianity took over many of the 

roles o f the older Roman imperialist religion. In the United States, however, no such
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comparable aboriginal myth-ritual, gods or church that could justify the activities of 

founding the city exists. Though early Puritans attempted to provide a “god” for the “city 

upon a hill,” and early nationalists spoke of being a “city upon a hill,” there was little 

notion of founding the city de novo. By and large, Americans built cities and ordered 

civic space in such a way because that is what they learned to do in Europe. Furthermore, 

in spite of the fact that American imperialism and the formation of the Republic shared 

certain ancient elements of founding through conquering other traditions -  Aboriginal 

people and Africans -  the form of American Civil Religion that developed did not 

acknowledge these stories of bloodshed, violence, and sacrifice in founding.

In building the Republic and ordering it, Americans also chose to “secularize,” 

and in so doing, could not refer to the aboriginal and primordial elements in their story of 

founding, in the way that, for instance, the early Roman tradition sometimes did. The 

general issue of secularization and the privatization of religion informs this project. I 

question the way in which secular critics who oppose the religiosity of “America” tend to 

place the blame on a remnant of Puritanism that seethed into the rhetoric and ideology of 

being an “American.” The criticism commonly comes across with a critique of civil 

religiosity, and the proposition that if  the “Americans” could simply rid themselves of the 

grand rhetoric, they could tame their patriotism and live according to the democratic 

principles set forth in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. But the “secular” founders 

began to form their own civil religion, based on those very same enlightenment principles 

that critics continuously attempt to redeem. I suggest that these principles are 

problematically normative and exclusionary if one desires to found a democratic society 

that will be able to share in stories and exchanges with the diverse cultural construction 

of the space of America.

The Revolutionaries who attempted to put forth the structure of a secular “civil 

religion” did so by legitimating a certain normative and moral God of the Republic. They



drew upon elements of Christianity within an Enlightenment register. The framers of the 

Constitution and the men of the Revolution referred to “nature’s God.” While it was 

assumed that the values of Americans would be based upon Christian principles and laws, 

“the essentials” (Mead), these became values that were given a natural and moral 

authority that was not to be located in or attached to any specific church. To be sure, 

Jefferson stated, “’It does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or 

no God. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg’” (qtd. Mead 124). Thus, the main 

issue that differentiates American Civil Religion from older Civil Religions can be found 

in this indifference towards the specific gods of aboriginal religions and local exchanges 

that sanction the act of founding a city-state. Instead, the founders turned to a God of 

laws. As Mead points out, the entire structure of American civil religion would come to 

“rest upon the common interest in ‘order in government and obedience to the laws,’ as 

Jefferson put it” (63). The Enlightenment laws and the God of nature signified ideals of 

egalitarianism, but the laws could only be understood by the elite who were in power.

One of the foremost concerns that directs this study is that this rational God existed 

primarily in the mind and thoughts uttered by aristocratic elites, but could not speak to 

the exchanges and bodies of populations who existed and were sacrificed for the 

revolutionary founding. Therefore, this study investigates other possible forms for public 

space in American Civil Religion, from a cultural and literary perspective, that could 

allow a God or non-humanized limit to make these egalitiarian ideals effective.

The founders’ God of the Enlightenment brought with it cultural symbols peculiar 

to what became known as the “American experience.” The early national period saw 

many attempts to create a sacred story of an American experience. They posited their 

origins from the time of the early Puritan colonies (the symbols of “errand,”

“wilderness,” and pioneer experience), to the demise of the theocratic ideal and the re

birth of a new religion in the founding documents o f the American Republic: the



Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. On the one hand, the actual structure 

of civil religion resembled Rousseau’s social contract theory. On the other, there was 

what David Chidester calls an “American culture religion” of “collective religious 

symbols” that rhetorically attempted to hold a diverse country together (85-86).

Moreover, Chidester discusses the “American Religious Nationalism,” wherein “a public 

merger between Protestant religion and American politics revealed two different, yet 

complementary ways of defining American religious nationalism: a revival democracy or 

a republican theocracy” (95).

Rousseau’s social contract theory and its concept of a republican government 

based in the sovereignty and general will of the people and voluntary consent presents the 

primary understanding of American civil religion.  ̂However, both Rousseau and the 

secular founders would have been uncomfortable with religious nationalism, and 

expressed the desire for uniformity of religion to shape the values of a people, which 

would reinforce the laws of the country. Nonetheless, the moralism and desire for 

consensus that arises in the strict adherence to social contract theories cannot address the 

diversity that would shape a new form of public spaces. In contrast to theorists who read 

revivalist democracy as a method of reinforcing normative values, the form of revival 

democracy I am interested in of necessity invokes a limit or God who is manifested by a 

reordering of public space within which the diversity of creation and birth appears.

Ancient civil religions spoke to the importance of ordering and founding the city- 

space. Thus, when speaking of the American Civil Religion, Will Herberg attempts to 

speak to everyday life and retrieves his understanding of civil religiosity from Fustel de 

Coulanges’ The Ancient City. From this sociological perspective, Herberg clarifies that 

when he refers to

the American Way of Life as American civil religion, [he is] not thinking 
of it as a so-called common-denominator religion; it is not a synthetic 
system composed of beliefs to be found in all or in a group of religions. It



is an organic structure of ideas, values, and beliefs that constitute a faith 
common to Americans as Americans, and is genuinely operative in their 
lives; a faith that markedly influences, and is influenced by, the professed 
religions of Americas. (77-78)

Herberg’s description is useful, but will differ from the possibility for civil space that I

argue can be located in American culture. However, Herberg’s statement could be taken

as a typical definition and description of the numerous ranges of meaning contained in

American Civil Religion. The “Way of Life” is an instrumental and utilitarian Protestant

style but eschews the revelatory nature of Biblical religion. Revealed religion in

Christianity offered “salvation to all human beings regardless of circumstance”;

American Civil Religion values rationality but locates salvation and a transcendent

meaning in the ultimate way of “the American people.” The structure of a Civil Religion

that binds and unites the “American people” is doubly ambiguous and consensus-oriented

because it too promises salvation and a “community that includes peoples from all over

the world who seek the forms of freedom and order enunciated in the founding

documents” (Long 161). Thus, one can sense how the enlightenment God presented

values that became “natural” and normative as a vision for the entire world in search of

“freedom,” but the faith was focussed into an American patriotism. I suggest this form of

Civil Religion that becomes normative does not reflect the possibility for diverse

exchange in the story of founding a revolutionary democracy. While all the essays in the

Richey-Jones volume are valuable contributions to the concept of American Civil

Religion, none of the contributors deal with its necessity or the origin of its meaning. In a

related vein, only one of the contributors speaks in any significant manner about the

relation of Native Americans or Afiican Americans to this ubiquitous Civil Religion. ^

A revolutionary possibility for the structure and meaning of Civil Religion in the

United States informs the widest parameters of my research. In the following chapters I

discuss the possibilities inherent in the American Revolution as the basis for an



orientation of American culture. To refer to religious historian Charles Long, we can 

understand the word “orientation in the ultimate sense, that is, how one comes to terms 

with the ultimate significance of one’s place in the world” (7). In the “American way,” 

the revolutionary orientation is not only the structure that gives validity to the 

descriptions of Civil Religion, but also the critical foundation for subsequent 

formulations. None of the essays in the Richey-Jones volume dealt with the meaning and 

structure of the Revolution itself as a source and origin for Civil Religion in America.

Another scholar o f American religion, Catherine Albanese, comes very close to 

addressing a meaning of Civil Religion that arises out of the founding events of the 

Revolution in her Sons o f  the Fathers and later in her textbook, America, Religion and 

Religions, Part II, chapter 13. In the later text she addresses several historical forms of 

American Civil Religion, Puritanism and Civil Religion, the Civil Religion of the 

American Revolution, and then the Structure of Civil Religion as it emerges from 

combinations of these two modes. Her work is significant for the manner in which she 

describes the forms of both Puritanism and the Enlightenment that became the two major 

sources out of which Civil Religion would arise. While the Enlightenment provided a set 

of universal symbols around which a civic structure could be built, the Puritan tradition 

opened the Revolution to the symbolism and imagery of Moses leading the children of 

Israel from bondage to fi'eedom. The Puritan inheritance enabled the Revolution to cast 

itself in the ultimate terms of a war of God against Satan and evil and emphasized the 

absolute righteousness of the revolutionaries. By virtue of this Puritan inheritance, as 

Chidester points out, the Revolutionaries were better able to formulate their political 

principles “as if  they were transcendent religious doctrines.” Chidester writes, “in this 

sense the theocratic sacred covenant has become a civil religious contract which 

embodies sacred principles to be enacted in the American political order. Civil religion in 

America, therefore, may be considered as a religiopoltical system, independent of both
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organized religions and the institutions of government.” The revolutionary and patriotic 

symbols became “transcendent, quasi-religious principles of political order” (83).

As many critics have also commented, during the revolution King George III 

became the “infidel” force against which a vast and diverse territory could unite. This 

war-oriented dichotomization of good and evil sacralized itself through the Puritan 

rhetoric of a divine errand into the wilderness. During and after the revolutionary war, the 

second wave of revivalists, as Mead argues, provided some of the religious cohesion for 

the form o f civil religion and vital reliance on individual, “inner experience” that would 

develop. However, drawing on Hannah Arendt’s analysis o f the revolutionary failure and 

its “lost treasure,” I came to see that it was in part the passionate hatred for a master that 

would create so much mischief in the “American way” and so many ambiguities in the 

American understanding of freedom. The cultural and political order perhaps suffered 

from too strong a focus on severing its ties with the past and overcoming evil, in contrast 

to the positive act of founding fi'eedom. Being bound to tradition or community began to 

carry negative connotations, such as those associated with slavery to an arbitrary 

sovereign power. Binding to others was primarily to ensure protection from others who 

would invade one’s absolute right to individual salvation, which, in turn, had come to 

mean private prosperity and individual happiness.

In my chapter on Jonathan Edwards, I examine this shift in religious meaning 

from one of public happiness in the glorification of God in conversion to one of 

individual happiness and privatization of religious experience through a process of moral 

purification. I read the possibility for a revolutionary God who could manifest itself and 

allow for a plurality of forms of freedom, re-birth and exchange in Edwards’s proto

revolution revival. Though Edwards is often understood as a forerunner to the moralism 

that developed alongside the privatization of religious experience, I argue that he was 

interested in reforming public space in the light of the plurality of persons that presented



themselves as converts in the First Great Awakening, The normative Civil Religion that

developed differed in its focus on liberation, moral regeneration, and the virtues of the

private individual’s will.

In addition, American Civil Religion often draws upon the metaphors of the

Roman Republic to express its plurality, I have briefly alluded to the difference between

the Roman and American Republic, but, we should pay some attention to the third

element in the orientation of the Revolution: the symbols, language, rhetoric and rituals

of the Roman Republic, In Albenese’s words:

Washington was compared by his contemporaries to both Jewish and 
Roman heroes. He is seen as the Moses of his people, freeing them from 
slavery in Egypt, or he was viewed as Joshua, one of the charismatic war 
leaders that the biblical God had chosen to save Israel, Alternately, he was 
Cincinnatus, the Roman general who left his plow to fight for his country 
and then when his task was done dropped his sword to return to his farm. 
This double identification with themes both Jewish and Roman expressed 
the complexity of American civil religion [ ,,,.]  Like the civil religion of 
Israel, it grew out of a dominant national culture (in this case, Protestant), 
Like the civil religion of Rome, it summed up the pluralism of the many 
different peoples in one state. (443 America, Religion and Religions)

The use of Rome in the founding of the Republic is somewhat problematic, however,

since, as I have noted, there were no official gods or God of the Republic; there was

natural law. The founders used some of the rhetoric and principles of the Roman

Republic, without having the sense of Roman tradition, or spirit of foundation that in

essence bound the Roman Republic to its ancestors. The American founders,

experiencing a radical break with the past as they did, turned to a rhetoric and a framing

of the constitution based on the futural foundation of an imperial city. This grand rhetoric

made it possible to overlook the public spaces and varied structures of relationships in

their more immediate revivalist environment and the processes that gave birth to their

revolution. Some revivalists had at least attempted to move away from the older

theocratic dream of a “city on the hill,” and, I argue, could have helped to provide a more
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local and heterogeneous context and space that could become the receptacle for the sense

of novelty experienced in the Revolution. Their environment also had to come to terms

with chattel slavery, and, by implication, with a meaning of Christian freedom in the

“new world.” It is also suggestive that for the founders the use of Roman models of

government and branches of powers, which Hannah Arendt discusses, had the benefit of

speaking of a Republic, while maintaining the semblance of a “genteel hierarchy.”

Arendt’s book. On Revolution , was first published in 1963, four years before

Bellah’s programmatic article in Daedalus, and nine years before the Richey-Jones

volume. Even though she deals with the meaning of revolution in the modem world and

devotes considerable attention to the American revolution, its foundational and

constitutive meaning, neither Bellah nor any of the authors seem to be aware of the

significance of her formulations o f the problematic of founding a revolutionary

democracy in the modem world. And, this oversight does not seem to have occurred

simply because of disciplinary differences, Arendt being a political philosopher and the

other authors being religious historians and theologians. Arendt is aware of the religious

dimensions of the American revolution, and subsequent problems with their use. As a

matter of fact, the fifth chapter of On Revolution is titled, “Novus Ordo Saeclorum,” the

Latin motto on the United States Great Seal and on the American dollar bill. In this

chapter she paraphrases Walter Bagehot’s words about the government of England and

asserts that the American Constitution legitimates the American government “with the

strength of religion.” And she continues to clarify that sense of religion as follows:

Except that the strength with which the American people bound 
themselves to their constitution was not the Christian Faith in a revealed 
God, nor was it the Hebrew obedience to the Creator who also was the 
Legislator of the universe. If their attitude toward Revolution and 
Constitution can be called religious at all, then the word ‘religion’ must be 
understood in its original Roman sense, and their piety would then consist 
in religare, in binding themselves back to a beginning, as Roman pietas
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consisted in being bound back to the beginning of Roman history, and the 
foundation of the eternal city. Historically speaking, the men of the 
American Revolution, like their colleagues on the other side o f the 
Atlantic, had been wrong when they thought they were merely revolving 
back to an ‘early period’ in order to retrieve ancient rights and liberties. 
But, politically speaking, they had been right in deriving stability and 
authority of any given body politic from its beginning, and their difficulty 
had been that they could not conceive o f  a beginning except as something 
which must have occurred in a distant past. ([Italics mine] 198)

I have quoted Hannah Arendt at length because she sets forth the event and space in

which I situate my dissertation. Taking the American Revolution and its attendant

documents of Declaration of Independence and Constitution as my basis for the

orientation I discuss, I move back into the Puritan background as the immediate past for

the context of these actions and documents and forward to the institutionalized structures

of the Revolution within the social milieu of American culture. I will draw on Arendt’s

critical and supplemental treatment of the almost neutral statement that the difficulty for

the American revolutionaries had been that they could not conceive o f  a beginning except

as something which must have occurred in a distant past.

Arendt returned to this topic of a beginning in her Gifford Lectures, The Life o f 

the Mind, vol. One, Thinking, and vol. Two, Willing, in 1978. In discussing this topic a 

second time, Arendt exhibits a much more critical temper toward the “founders” and their 

perplexities with the issue of beginning and founding. She states here that the men of the 

Revolution,

needed not only an acquaintance with a new form of government but a 
lesson in the art o f  foundation, how to overcome the perplexities inherent 
in every beginning. They were quite aware of course of the bewildering 
spontaneity o f a free act. As they knew, an act can only be called free if  it 
is not affected or caused by anything preceding it and yet insofar as it 
immediately turns into a cause of whatever follows, it demands a 
justification which, if  it is to be successful will have to show the act as the 
continuation of a preceding series, that is to renege on the very experience 
o f freedom and novelty. {Willing [Italics mine] 210)
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The revolution creates a unique and almost a-rational temporal mode that cannot be 

comprehended through instrumental reason or conventional logic. In one sense, the 

revolution represents a break, a discontinuity with the past -  a new beginning. The 

revolution must, however, express and produce, or manifest its novelty in some way. 

Without doing this, Arendt senses that the experience would be futile. Rather than turning 

to the virtues of the founder’s legalism, she points toward the pregnant space and spaces 

that needed to be included as the basis of Revolutionary founding that would facilitate the 

continual experience of novelty. Arendt says that the revolution creates a hiatus, a space 

between the “no-more” of the old order and the “not yet” o f the new order. Within this 

space, there is the experience of a hiatus, discontinuity, an undefined temporal order in 

which fragments, residues, novelties, may be realized as the new forms of freedom. This 

space is contingent upon the recognition of what I discuss as the Limit, which in turn 

facilitates an awakening to plurality, and novelty becomes a possibility. Public space is 

premised upon diversity and that principal of novelty becomes essential for public 

fi'eedom. For Arendt, public freedom is not the automatic result of liberation from the old 

order and the end of the old order is not necessarily the beginning of the new; “the notion 

of an all-powerful time continuum is an illusion” (Arendt 204). By “all-powerful time 

continuum” Arendt means the progressive and successive ordering of great deeds and 

events, by instrumental or utilitarian means. The hollowing out of an illusory progressive 

and sequential teleology could create a sense of hiatus, a temporality that is based on 

discontinuous, concurrent moments. An authentic recognition of that hiatus -  a limit and 

guarantor of infinite plurality — of the “no-more” and the “not-yet” is necessary for the 

establishment o f a new form of public, democratic freedom.

Arendt offers great insight into the problematic nature of any founding, 

particularly a revolutionary as renewing and refounding event. However, while she 

compares and discusses the American revolutionaries use and misuse of the Roman
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founding tradition, she was not entirely conversant with American traditions other than 

those derived from Enlightenment philosophers. But it is precisely her description of the 

specific, spontaneous, and almost non-rational nature of the founding moment -  the “no 

more” and tlie “not yet” -  that leads to my introduction of the Puritan tradition through 

Jonathan Edwards. Edwards’s emphasis on the experience of “conversion” as a 

fundamental revolutionary meaning in the “American experience” inteijects itself into the 

American tradition prior to the Revolution. I argue that Edwards’s attention to conversion 

should be read alongside Arendt’s locus of renewal, aesthetic presencing, and plurality as 

an integrative arena for authentic speech and mutual, human action.

This dissertation begins with Edwards because in his experience and theological 

reflection of conversion he raised the issue of public space as the concrete arena for 

novelty, piety, and that binding meaning inherent in any fundamental change. I argue that 

in his interrogation of the meaning of conversion he became the prototype for all 

subsequent revivalists. Conversion would not, however, be addressed by the men of the 

Revolution; they camouflaged its meaning through a turn to Roman models and an 

abstract Enlightenment ideology of the future. I do not mean to imply that the men of the 

Revolution were devoid of a religious sensibility (at a minimal level most of them 

certainly praised the social efficacy of the moral teaching of Jesus Christ). I follow 

Arendt’s suggestion that the Revolutionaries did not come to terms with the moral 

contingencies set in motion by the Revolution and in their act o f foundation. Instead, they 

bound themselves to an already accomplished beginning in an ancient past, and a 

predestined future in Constitutio Liberatis. According to Arendt, the founders already 

lamented the immediate public apathy that was expressed to them as a consequence of 

providing only a legal constitution for the contained and privatized model of democratic 

and representative freedom that would follow. Even they, apparently, knew it would not 

be enough to encourage the public, revolutionary spirit they so prized. And so, in
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immediately knowing this, they also minimally recognized that they were committing 

their first compromise, a compromise that is both connected to the issue of slavery and 

public space. For African American descendants of slavery, as we will see in the case of 

W. E. Du Bois, but also in my writing on Herman Melville, “the compromise over 

slavery at the beginning, in the formation and promulgation of the Constitution, is the 

archetype of that long series of compromises concerning the fi-eedom of black Americans 

within the American national community” (Long 164).

I also draw on Arendt’s argument that the “American Revolution” may have been 

“saved . . .  n o t.. .  by ‘nature’s God’ nor self-evident truths, [but] by the act of foundation 

itself’ (196). The “secular” founders faltered when they turned to an enlightened 

“Nature’s God” and “nature’s laws” to sanction their act of binding. For Arendt, despite 

this problematic turn to law, the novelty of Revolution “appeared” in the public act of 

binding that momentarily made the men of the revolution sense that the public space 

itself was greater than the individual, that the “we can” constituted power, over and 

against the “I will.” Following Montesquieu, Arendt notes that “the combined power of 

the m any...  the interconnected principle of mutual promise and common deliberation” 

(215), provided the justification for the revolution. I argue that for the American 

Revolutionaries this principle of plurality -  a Limit -  was prepared by their revivalist 

environment, and their Calvinist origins. The revivalists in their formative environment 

had worked with a Covenanted structure that had to be reinvented and reinterpreted to 

provide space for what Arendt calls “public freedom.” Edwards challenged the 

hierarchical notion of power by requiring the testimony and experience of public, 

religious freedom -  conversion and grace in a “relational Covenant” — against the more 

consensual and compromising “Hal fway Covenant” and God of the Enlightenment, 

which more or less paved the way for the privatized, protestant civil religiosity that 

would develop.
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As a general statement on the revivals, and something I suggest throughout the 

ensuing chapters, they did interrogate the existence of slavery within their proposed 

model of religious freedom -  salvation, conversion and grace -  as an issue that was 

bound to the external, national covenant through public testimony. This had also occurred 

prior to the formal Revolution in other acts of religious binding. In fact, in the Edwards 

chapter I suggest that we can draw the conclusion that the master-slave relationship was 

challenged in his model of conversion, even if  the slave population was small in his 

community. His communal act o f professing the covenant required participation from a 

variety of sorts of people -  women, children, African and Native Americans. This fact is 

often not acknowledged when conversion in revolutionary evangelical revivalism is seen 

as only providing the spirit to the development o f laissez-faire individualism and white 

protestant exceptionalism. For, these are later developments in the civil faith that may be 

said to arise out of the failure of the Revolution to found freedom — to convert and end 

slavery, or what, following Arendt, I understand as the exclusion from public 

participation.

It is therefore significant that Arendt also notes that as a result o f the founders' 

“perplexity” about novelty, “in this republic, as it presently turned out, there was no 

space reserved, no room left for the exercise of precisely those qualities which had been 

instrumental in building it. And this was clearly no mere oversight” (232). The founders 

simultaneously exhibited the pride of wanting their work to influence the future. While 

Jefferson proposed a Constitution, this Constitution failed to incorporate the public 

spaces essential for a “lasting institution” that would encourage the continuation of 

freedom, novelty, and the ordinary revolutionary spirit. The Constitution framed and 

controlled subsequent attempts to found fi'eedom anew, and “only the representatives of 

the people, not the people themselves, had an opportunity to engage in those activities of 

‘expressing, discussing, and deciding’ which in a positive sense are the activities of
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freedom” (235). To be sure, “direct democracy would not do, if only because the room 

would not hold all” (236). In one sense, the founders seemed to take the revolutionary 

spirit for granted (239), and felt that a system of checks and balances manifested in a 

Constitution would be necessary to ward off despotism and anarchy. But in their fear of 

that anarchical, revolutionary spirit, they compromised on their origins. It was not simply 

that the “room” would not hold all; they had eliminated the rooms, and “paradoxical as it 

may sound, it was in fact under the impact of the Revolution that the revolutionary spirit 

in America began to whither away, and it was the Constitution itself, this greatest 

achievement of the American people, which eventually cheated them or their proudest 

possession” (239). As Arendt remarks, the founders seemed to know that “nothing 

threatens the very achievements of revolution more dangerously and more acutely than 

the spirit which has brought them about.” Perhaps in their fear of their own events, they 

failed to provide spaces for the spirit of a revolutionary democracy to continue.

I argue that one of the primary reasons for this compromise was the situation of

chattel slavery within their midst. Nothing threatened the founders more profoundly than

the loss of their genteel hierarchy, and the end of chattel slavery. The reason for this,

besides economic self-interest, was that the founders thought of themselves as liberating

from tradition, as “tearing down and building up” (233). That passionate hatred for a

master and the need for liberation from the infidel monarchical power, according to the

excised passages from the Declaration of Independence, turned the founders away from

their desire to found an egalitarian form of public freedom. Ironically, they now felt they

had to compromise of their own principles of freedom because, as Jefferson noted,

Britain was to blame for creating slavery, and only in the future would the young nation

perhaps rid itself o f the odious remnant of British power:

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most 
sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people, who 
never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another
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hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither. This 
piratical warfare, the opprobrium of INFIDEL powers, is the warfare of 
the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain, Determined to keep open a market 
where MEN should be bought and sold, he has prostituted his negative for 
suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this 
execrable commerce. And that this assemblage of horrors might want no 
fact of distinguished die, he is now exciting those very people to rise in 
arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived 
them, by murdering the people on whom he also obtruded them: thus 
paying off former crimes committed against the LIBERTIES of one 
people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the LIVES of 
another. {Autobiography 22)

This rhetoric of blame and the convenient evasion of responsibility seemed to overtake

the desire to found freedom, a form of public freedom that much later, W. E. B. Du Bois

would comment was made possible by the presence of slaves, and native Americans, in

the New World experience. For Du Bois, the achievement of American revolutionary

democracy would depend upon recognizing the sacrifice of “others” in general and slaves

in particular in the founding the Republic. This revolutionary experience had as much to

do with the Calvinist revivals that gave structure and formation to a revolutionary

character as it did with the moments of cross-cultural exchange that gave authenticity to

the desire for a revolutionary democracy that would express the novelty of “American”

freedom.

In posing the terms of their revolution as a moral battle with Great Britain, the 

revolutionaries had already lost their greatest treasure: the meaning of the other world, 

the responsible new world of “America,” that they were creating in novel exchanges that 

had very little to do with the “infidel’s” oppression. Though it is true that some slaves 

sided with the British, for the most part when they supported the American 

Revolutionaries they thought they were fighting for their own freedom as well. Clearly, 

the private prosperity and happiness of men of property in the building of a 

“commonwealth” overtook the need to acknowledge diversity and exchange in the
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foundation of a revolutionary democracy. Arendt notes that when the American 

Revolutionaries decided to maintain the institution of chattel slavery, already Jefferson 

and others “were aware of the primordial crime upon which the fabric of American 

society rested.” According to her, “if they ‘trembled when [they] thought God is just’ 

(Jefferson), they did so because they were convinced of the incompatibility of the 

institution of slavery with the foundation of freedom” (71). Moreover, this fear of a “just 

God,” as Arendt sees it, is not expressed out of any “compassion,” or “pity” for the 

slaves, but rather, more simply because they knew they had failed to be authentic in their 

Revolution and formalize spaces for all to participate, thus recognizing and understanding 

the nature of beginnings and an ultimate principle o f plurality inherent in public space 

that would serve as the authority in the foundation of their Republic.

The post-revolutionaries, Melville and Du Bois, deal with the lasting effects of 

this failure to provide public spaces upon which to found freedom anew. A peculiarly 

vague, moralizing and privatized civil religion of the Declaration and the Constitution 

was legitimated. The population began to hark to the “framing of the Constitution” in 

strange, patriotic acts of blind worship that deferred the issue of slave freedom that was 

already talked about and minimally coming into being before the formal revolution in 

public, religious awakenings. For the authors in this study, Edwards, Melville and Du 

Bois, authentic religio-political conversion meant public and aesthetic action in local 

spaces. They all oppose the tendency to compromise on this public and ordinary nature of 

revolutionary freedom. The compromising attitude is often assumed in the name of an 

imperialist ideology of the expansive “commonwealth,” or a self-reliant doctrine of 

individual sovereignty and natural rights. Edwards, Melville and Du Bois draw attention 

to a Limit that opposes the rhetoric of the American self and its need to compromise. The 

form of “freedom” they suggest through their writings about the possibility for a 

revolutionary democracy is based on the conversion and birth of a self in public space.
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through public exchanges. Although they all occupy different historical periods -  

Edwards before the Revolution and during the first Great Awakening, Melville after the 

Revolution and the Second Great Awakening, and Du Bois after the Civil War and the 

failure of Southern Reconstruction -  they all engage the issues of Revolution from a 

distinctly Calvinist orientation that specifies concreteness, limits, and a concern for the 

formation of a self within a public space.

The loss of a Revolutionary spirit almost as immediately as it was performed, as 

Arendt points out, haunted the post-revolutionaries. David Brion Davis in his The 

Problem o f Slavery in the Age o f  Revolution, 1770-1823, speaks of the “Perishibility of 

Revolutionary Time.” Davis refers here to the disquieting discourses and rhetoric 

regarding the retention of the institution of slavery after the Revolution and the 

Constitutional Convention. He offers us a representative quote from Noah Webster made 

in 1793. After extolling the glories and promises of American life, Webster ends in this 

manner, “and in the short period of 170 years, since our ancestors landed on these shores, 

a trackless wilderness, inhabited only by savages and wild beasts, is converted into 

fruitful fields and meadows, more highly cultivated than one half of Europe” (316). This 

is the tone of a compromising and self-satisfied American who has literally talked 

himself out of the meaning of the revolutionary hiatus and prepared the way for a 

normative civil religion. The civil religion could then ignore the Revolution or 

understand it as simply a singular event that released the genius of the “new order in 

time” that would be America. What survived seemed to be the abstract narrative of 

conquering and taming the land through the ordering of space, and the great deeds of 

abstract heroes.

One must, however, question whether “revolutionary time” can be overcome by 

instrumental reason and the conventional ordering of the temporal process. Just as the 

revolution itself becomes the basis for a re-ordering of time and space, the hiatus of time.
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the in-betweenness and limit of the before and after, the actual and possible residues, 

novelties, and fragments that are fortuitous in the revolutionary mode continue at another 

imaginative level within the culture. This hiatus, this nunc, this cultural now, the radical 

present of revolutionary time inheres within the culture as memory, experience, critique, 

and expression. There is therefore a recurrence of the need for what I call 

memorialization, following Arendt’s notion about storytelling, the continual talk about 

and writing down of occurrences in this lived space. Arendt illustrates this meaning by 

taking us back to the American motto, ''Novo Ordo Saeclorum.” In her volume on Willing 

she makes a distinction between the founding of Rome in the Aeneid and in the American 

constitution. She understands Aenaes founding or rather re-founding of Rome in the 

language of Virgil as "Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo” (the great cycles of 

periods is bom anew, to follow Arendt’s translation). Because it is the order o f the ages, 

it is not new, but returns to something antecedent, a previous founding. When Aenaes 

returns to Rome with the gods of Troy and the Ilium, he does not establish a new Rome 

but re-news Rome. The formula “Novo Ordo Saeclorum” is from this renewing of Rome 

but the men of the American revolution express in their use of the formula no previous 

founding — no ancestors or memories -  and substitute their Enlightened selves, guardians 

and creators of an unlimited future as the basis for the founding. There is no “magnus ab 

integro,” or meaning of the antecedent order of things. In the United States, it was as if 

history began with the revolutionary “founders” and the Declaration of Independence, ex 

nihilo. As a result, the ordinary meaning of revolutionary novelty seemed to change to a 

grand narrative of heroic achievements and self-reliant selves. The loss of public space 

and its correspondent principle of plurality that I find located in a Calvinist recognition of 

Original Sin also meant the “failure to remember” (Arendt) the diverse, challenging, 

gendered and cross-cultural orientations in the “American experience” that gave birth to 

the novelty, aesthetic attraction and piety expressed and betrayed by the Revolutionaries.
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I argue that Edwards’s career and ministry in Northampton and to a certain extent, 

the First Great Awakening, was the culmination of a series of changes and conversions 

that expressed the fundamental change from the initial Puritan venture as a “city set upon 

a hill”; the colonists over the century were becoming a new and different people. 

Edwards’s understanding of conversion entailed a setting forth of a discourse in public 

space that would produce a new form of the self, a public self. Conversion was a public 

event based on aesthetic enjoyment and testimony in a public space for Edwards (rather 

than an issue o f moral change or improvement) and inextricably bound to working out 

one’s specific relation to the Covenant, the one the founders used to their own purposes. 

Prior to the Revolution and in Edwards’s own time of the first Great Awakening in the 

1730s and 40s, conversion had, however, been equated with a privatized sensibility, 

particularly known as “Arminianism,” which Edwards criticizes. The Arminian doctrine 

of salvation left the individual free to strive in the secular world, and many began to 

equate conversion with a matter of individual will power. Before Edwards, early Puritans 

strove to keep a balance between individual piety and the Covenant, and made 

modifications to the Covenant, devising a “Halfway Covenant,” in the light of the rising 

mercantile spirit and public-religious apathy. But, for Edwards, half-measures availed 

nothing and he wanted the Puritan tradition to recognize that its original “mission,” or, to 

use Perry Miller’s phrase, its “errand into the wilderness,” had to be transformed. It was 

no longer adequate to speak of being a “city on a hill,” in the imperialist sense, one that 

would be a “light to the people in Europe.” As I will show, this revision of the communal 

sense of “errand” did not imply that Edwards inaugurated the transition from “Puritans to 

Yankees.”

The space of Northampton was to be seen in renewed, or converted ways as an 

empirical and specific place for the actual people who live there and interact in religious 

conversations, exchanges. And, as Gerald McDermott’s recent book, Jonathan Edwards
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Confronts the Gods: Christian Theology, Enlightenment Religion, and Non-Christian 

Faiths, shows in more detail than I do, Edwards did attempt to revise his notion of 

conversion and religious orientation with the aboriginal population in his environment in 

mind. Certainly, he celebrated female piety, and childhood, not to sentimentalize or 

romanticize about passive obedience to moral commands, but rather, to accentuate the 

ordinary quality of conversion, rooted in what Arendt calls “natality.” I hope my study 

might contribute to showing the essentially aesthetic-religious disposition in conversion 

and public understanding of freedom that attempted to celebrate and acknowledge 

novelty and beginnings. Edwards’s conversion process and proto-revolutionary 

orientation resulted from authentic engagement with a public theology, stemming from a 

radical interpretation of Original Sin as a limit apparent in a local and public space of a 

“mixed multitude.” The realization of Original Sin, rather than the overcoming of moral 

plurality, in fact enables conversion or awakening to the mixed multitude in “Christian 

conversation.”

But, by Herman Melville’s time, in the post-revolutionary generation, a 

Constitution that formally expressed the “legal basis for the separation of church and 

state” in Article VI and the First Amendment” (Mead 57) had indirectly excluded and 

privatized these spaces for novelty. Proponents of the Second Great Awakening had lost 

Edwards’s sense of mystery and plurality, novelty, inherent in the glorification of God’s 

infinity, and focussed on achieving moral goodness. The “Covenanted” townships and 

voluntary associations often became little more than privatized societies working toward 

instrumentalized, and individualized social improvement that fed into the formation of a 

civil religion. In the name of consensus and instrumentality, conversion was now 

removed from interacting with the more participatory and challenging moral 

contingencies and ambiguities involved in public. Religio-political freedom and 

revolutionary novelty had turned into a process of consent to a normative doctrine of self-
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reliant purity. The result was problematic, since the “slave” issue was not addressed and 

now ending slavery became a matter of changing civil religious public opinion, as with 

the abolitionists, and inevitably compromising by trying to remain true to the ideals of 

commonwealth, union and representative government proposed in the Constitution. For 

Northerners, slavery also became increasingly considered as a “moral stain” and sin in 

the Republic’s Civil Religious Way of Independence. I discuss the metaphorical search 

for metaphysical purity in Melville’s book, Pierre; or The Ambiguities, a form of unitary 

purity that eclipses the need to recognize plurality as the guarantor o f freedom and public 

space. This eclipse of public space feeds into the construction of a Civil Religion as 

expressive of the status quo based on the ideology of white Americanism and the work 

ethic. The form of Civil Religion that would develop from the Constitution’s religious 

egalitarianism could not but be consensual, and, an informal approximation of 

Rousseau’s Social Contract, which posited natural purity as the meaning of equality 

before the law.

De Tocqueville correctly feared, as did Melville and Du Bois, that a majority 

tyrarmy based on civil-religion and a moralized public opinion would result, and 

potentially lead to a loss of human dignity. De Tocqueville, unlike Arendt, fell back on 

the notion of great men, '* as a result of his aristocratic background, to recover this dignity 

of the human in American democracy. In all this, the newly “freed” would never be 

recognized as dignified public actors with novel ways of being in the world. I am not 

only speaking of civil rights, although even that basic human regard would not be granted 

until much later. I use Arendt because she recovered a revolutionary orientation 

contingent upon public space, in which the dignity and virtues for which De Tocqueville 

longed could be very ordinary, since it was based on the irrevocable fact of natality 

expressed in the utter specificity of birth. The recognition of that space in-between, the 

hiatus, approximates Edwards’s sense that piety for aesthetic and religious novelty and
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the “dignity” of the creature must come to terms with the dignity of Almighty God -  a

tangible limit -  which enables the enjoyment of glorification of re-birth and beginning

through communal “conversation.”

The chapter on Melville thus reflects upon the results of a Revolution that has

made a break with a past but has attempted to create the new from the abstract

enlightenment principles of space and time in an attempt to overcome the “ambiguities,”

rather than participate in revolutionary exchanges as a result of their continual presence.

Melville’s Pierre: or the Ambiguities demonstrates both the temptation and the fall into

forgetting the Revolutionary moment and undertaking a false, imperialist founding

through the ideology of a manifest destiny promised in “building the promised land” and

Westward expansion. By situating Pierre’s “flight” fi-om the public space in the terms of

his flight from authentic relationships with the opposite sex, I suggest that Pierre flees the

essential fact of separation in simply being bom. It perhaps sounds too anticlimactic to

say that women represent this for him. But, consider Arendt’s observations on the

significance of acknowledging the fact of natality in birth, in the following quote on

Augustine at the end of her commentary on the revolutionary failure:

In his great work on the City o f  God, he mentions, but does not explicate, 
what could have become the ontological underpinning for a truly Roman 
or Virgilian philosophy of politics. According to him, as we know, God 
created man as a temporal creature, homo temporalis', time and man were 
created together, and this temporality was affirmed by the fact that each 
man owed his life not just to the multiplication of the species, but to birth, 
the entry of a novel creature who as something entirely new appears in the 
midst o f the time continuum of the world. The purpose o f the creation of
man was to make possible a beginningf ] The very capacity for
beginning is rooted in natality, and by no means in creativity, not in a gift 
but in the fact that human beings, new men, again and again appear in the 
world by virtue of birth.

This fact, Arendt notes, seems “opaque” since it offers little other certainty than “tliat we

are doomed to be free by virtue of being bom, no matter whether we like freedom or
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abhor its arbitrariness, are ‘pleased’ with it or prefer to escape its awesome responsibility 

by electing some form of fatalism” (217). The faculty of beginning presents an 

“impasse,” but that heterogeneity guaranteed by birth opposes the dominant desire for 

natural kinship or blood-similarity that came to dominate American race politics which 

inform Melville’s critique of purity and singularity in Pierre.

The taking up of the responsibility of freedom, however, for Melville, requires 

that one is capable of acknowledging this limit — the hiatus and ambiguities -  in the 

diverse make-up of the revolution’s lost lived space. It is essentially that ordinary, 

aesthetic and participatory “taste” for freedom that will inform Melville’s ideas about 

Original Sin -  limit -  as a guarantee for political freedom. I argue that Isabel, Pierre’s 

half-sister, could be a descendant of slaves and, at the very least, represents the racially 

“ambiguous” and mixed nature of Melville’s revolutionary inheritance. It is important to 

read her as such, for her more ordinary “gift,” her specificity, cannot be recognized by 

Pierre, who is preoccupied with “producing” a work of art, a thing of solitary heroic 

genius, rather than participating in an act of freedom with his “illegitimate” sister. 

Melville therefore evokes the “power of blackness” as an ordinary aesthetic sensibility 

coeval with “Original Sin.” The intertwining of sin and blackness clarify the importance 

of the civil-religious Revolutionary hiatus in regard to slavery.

The final chapter is on W.E.B. Du Bois and his return to the revolutionary 

moment to retrieve the “souls” of black folk, and, in essence the revolution’s lost public 

space. Du Bois’s “souls” enables one to see the sheer tenacity of the Revolutionary 

moment. After the failure of Southern Reconstruction, Du Bois spoke of the increasingly 

“white” civil religion that girded itself in the ideals of the work ethic and manifest 

destiny. The moment, however, may have had some survival in the abolitionist tradition, 

but the tradition was somewhat marred by its union with a compromising liberalism and, 

as Davis articulates it, a “language of declension.” As Davis notes, “both abolitionists and
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later historians often obscured the complexities of actual bondage, whose worst horrors 

and tragedies did not arise from physical coercion, and whose moments of dignity and 

humanity can seldom be recognized without ideological risk” (564). This is, however, a 

risk that Du Bois took, although he has often been accused of racial essentialism as a 

result. But, the fundamental locus of the Revolution’s survival was in the black bodies of 

Africans who were first enslaved and then mistreated and despised in the land. Du Bois 

commented on the extreme case of limitations that, while bordering on the horrific, 

evokes the possibility of a retrieval and renewal of revolutionary time. Drawing on his 

Calvinist sensibility and his experience of being black, an other in the most signal sense, 

within an ideologically white and purifying civil faith, Du Bois sensed the importance of 

limiting American progressivism by returning to its lost dream of novelty. Revolutionary 

“American” re-birth for him was manifested in awakenings, conversions, in slave religion 

and the ordinary, interactive aesthetic space of the Spirituals.

My research for this project consisted of many of the typical readings of 

American cultural history and the rhetorical constitution of selfhood. However, through 

reading Arendt and Du Bois alongside the negative tales of a transcendent religious 

nationalism, I developed a conviction that the revolutionary undertaking of the American 

experience meant something more emancipatory than the jingoistic and self-righteous 

nationalism that is often ascribed to the concept of a “redeemer nation.” In one sense, I 

was suspicious of wholesale dismissals, or of uncritical celebrations of the “American 

self,” and the conceptualization of that self has been, at least since Bercovitch’s revision 

of Miller, located in Edwards’s revivalism. In the light of what I understood about 

Calvinism and religious experience, I became troubled by the critical discussions that 

accepted the singular narrative of the development of a private and individualist 

“American self.” The recovery of Edwards’s public process of conversion was informed 

by both Du Bois and Arendt’s suggestive readings of America as a revolutionary
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democracy. They had seen the possibility for diversity and for revolutionary democratic 

public space to facilitate the birth and awakening of a soul, a public self, in Arendt’s 

terms. The dominant critical tradition, however, has framed its canonization of American 

cultural history with its inquiry into the American character with a search for an authentic 

self in mind. In so doing, it runs the risk of overlooking other possibilities for public 

selfhood, a form of selfhood that must always be contingent and formed from the surplus 

of communal exchange and conversation. Not religious experience per se, but the form of 

Civil Religion that could not recognize a “Limit” to the self seems to be the source of an 

exclusionary and consensual process o f American exceptionalism. There is rarely serious 

discussion about the American “soul,” and the non-human “hiatus” that could limit and 

challenge the limitless ideal of the laissez-faire “authentic” self. Thus, I began to read the 

“tradition” with a different directive in mind, and a different hope in the possibility for 

local, public spaces as imagined by the American cultural-literary tradition.

In the Edwards chapter, I carry back with me a sense of Du Bois’s writings. This 

reading of the revolution arises out of a recognition of a limit, a limit that makes it no 

longer simply possible to speak o f a singular self. Melville’s work, if  we follow Arendt 

and Du Bois, is o f a transitional character. He is disturbed by the formulation of a self 

that is premised upon the revolutionaiy Constitution, a Constitution that lacks supporting 

public spaces and which both Arendt and Du Bois are at lengths to criticize. There are 

some omissions in my reading, and ones that must be the purpose of a later study to 

address: the way in which native Americans thought of an American “soul” is only 

suggested and lacks sufficient commentary. This omission is in part because I had been 

directed by the study of the dynamic of slavery in the constitution of an American self.

But the problematics o f the American revolution, the failure to abolish slavery, to 

deal with the issues of the land and the aboriginal populations, the meaning of gender — 

all o f these issues continue from the immediate past and present of the Revolution. They
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continue as the residuum of Revolution because they were never placed within the 

structure of that hiatus of time/space created by the Revolution. Arendt often points out 

that the “founders” were not prepared to think, interact or make authentic decisions 

within this space, but I believe that the hiatus experienced in Revolutionary time, though 

“extraordinary,” was less “perplexing” to other “revolutionaries” who would never turn 

to their willful selves as the guarantors of freedom. I offer the following study as a 

hopeful testimony to some who were more than willing to celebrate, acknowledge, think, 

and make collective decisions in that enigmatic space.
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Notes

1 1 am indebted to Charles Long’s work for the contextualization of this material on Civil 
Religion. See his discussion, “Civil Rights -  Civil Religion: Visible People and Invisible 
Religion,” in part C of chapter nine, “Interpretations of Black Religion in America” 
{Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation o f  Religions).

2 As David Chidester points out, the principles of Rousseau’s concept o f a “civil faith” 
were to be “few, simple, and clearly stated. First, a civil faith should affirm the existence 
of a powerful, intelligent, and good Divinity. That divine being should be regarded as 
exercising foresight and providence in the destiny o f a community. Second, a civil faith 
should hold belief in the survival of the soul after death, a belief in the ultimate happiness 
of the just, and punishment for the wicked, would provide supernatural sanctions for a 
just social order. Third, a civil faith should be committed to the sanctity of the social 
contract and the laws of the land. In this civil religion, the social contract becomes a 
sacred contract infused with religious power” (83). Chidester argues in his chapter “Civil 
Religion” that America’s civil religion approximates this contract, though it has never 
been as formally stated.

3 This same kind of omission is found in Jack P. Greene's book. The Intellectual 
Construction o f  America. I make use of this book throughout the first chapter to clarify 
the problems with “American exceptionalism” that were developing during Edwards’s 
time and the resulting challenges he made to the understanding of the novelty of the 
“American experience.”

4 As Tocqueville notes, “It would seem as if  the rulers of our time sought only to use 
men in order to make things great; I wish that they would try a little more to make great 
men; that they would set less value on the work and more upon the workman; that they 
would never forget that a nation cannot remain strong when every man belonging to it is 
individually weak; and that no form or combination of social polity has yet been devised 
to make an energetic people out of a community of pusillanimous and enfeebled citizens” 
(Vol. II, 329). The longing for a more aristocratic “genius” to ward of the middle of the 
road despotism is one reaction to egalitarianism and white American uniformity. I discuss 
this in some detail in the Melville chapter and attempt to contextualize Melville’s revised. 
Calvinist sense o f local, public genius.
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Chapter One; The Beginning of the American Revolution in the Conversion of

Northampton

i. Jonathan Edwards and His Role in American Revivalism

Often when people hear the word “revivalism,” they have visions of modem day 

evangelists, sometimes corrupt and bigoted, saving souls, taking money, and preaching 

the gospel of Jesus Christ in what some call “fundamentalist” ways. To argue that 

revivalism itself might carry a revolutionary possibility sounds perverse to the modem 

secular reader’s ears. Add to this a notion of “conversion” and most likely the average 

reader has images of self-righteous Christians, with absolutist ideas about their moral 

goodness promised through Jesus Christ’s sacrifice, and everyone else’s danmation if 

they don’t “genuinely” follow the same moral commands. To make the case even worse, 

if I ask my reader to let go of tliese familiar scenes and think back to the 1730s and 40s, 

new images will most likely come to mind, no less problematic than the first: Christians 

out arm-twisting the “heathen,” missionaries and bigots, holy wars and crusades in the 

name of religion and sanctification of a particular ideology. And yet, in spite of this, 

when we study the cultural history of the United States, the world’s greatest “secular” 

nation, we are likely to confront revivalism, the waves of “great awakenings,” and their 

mysterious connections to the nation’s civil ideals and its sense of nationalist identity.

This is particularly the case since the United States was founded upon a 

Revolution, and that Revolutionary energy had drawn on the religious passions of the 

people. The argument that the revivalist, evangelical spirit encouraged a revolutionary 

enterprise has been made by numerous theorists. ' Though we may not agree with all of 

the claims made, or the precise connections, we can agree with De Tocqueville that 

“’politics is only a symptom -  the determinants of national life lie deeper; in the beliefs, 

aspirations, and folkways of the people’” (qt. in Birdsall 362). To take this observation
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back a bit, to a time that preceded De Tocqueville’s analysis of the public formation of 

American culture and democracy, we return to the early townships and religious revivals 

that contributed to the development of American democracy. Before the revivals there 

was a paradigmatic notion put forth by the Massachusetts Bay settlers of ordered space as 

a city, a notion that drew on the dream of a Puritan “city on a hill.” After three 

generations, when they began to move and disperse throughout the land, that ordering 

was in crisis and other religious possibilities for re-ordering space were contemplated. 

Nonetheless, as Alan Heimert pointed out in his study of the interconnections between 

the Great Awakening and the American Revolution, Religion and the American Mind: 

From the Great Awakening to the Revolution, the Calvinist underpinnings of the 

formative environment have often been overlooked in favor of addressing the liberal 

Church and rationalist. Enlightenment philosophies that Revolutionaries expounded. 

While there are indeed differences between what the Revolutionaries believed and how 

they eventually conceived of democracy, many critics have noted that they would not 

have accomplished their Revolution without the passion for religious fi’eedom, the energy 

and the rhetoric of their religious, revivalist, surroundings. In Heimert’s words, “’a pure 

rationalism’ might have declared the independence of the American people, ‘but it could 

never have inspired them to fight for it’” (18). If we follow both Heimert and Miller, we 

are led to believe that “what was awakened in 1740 was the spirit of American 

democracy” (Ixi). The First Great Awakening began in the 1730s and 40s but continued 

from New England to Georgia for some time, and opened the way for a new form of 

revivalist democracy. However people may question the precise details of this narrative, 

most commentators agree that American Calvinism, with its stress on fi-ee grace and 

liberty, spoke most vividly to the “common” folk and to the empirical conditions of the 

majority living through the major shifts, disjunctions, and reconstructions of communal
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authority and church-state connections in religious and political life in Eighteenth 

Century America.

How does the story of the relation between early revivalism and the Revolution 

proceed? In almost every story it begins with reference to the paradoxically new, old- 

style Calvinist, Congregationalist, and pietist, Jonathan Edwards. Edwards was not the 

most well-known revivalist in his day. The British George Whitefield is usually hailed as 

the lead revivalist; he stormed into the colonies in 1739 to promote true evangelical piety. 

Whitefield traveled up and down the country-side from New England to Georgia in order 

to awaken a vivid sense of sin and the need for salvation into the hearts of the common- 

folk. The tendency to attribute the first Great Awakening to Whitefield was also, as 

Heimert complains, “nothing so much as the need of the American people to find 

salvation from somewhere outside the experiences and circumstances by which they felt 

confined” (35). Heimert’s complaint is not simply an expression of parochialism; nor is it 

a dismissal of the fact that Revolutionary movements were occurring “on both sides of 

the Atlantic,” as Arendt points out. Heimert’s position has to do with specificity, or 

public local spaces, and the actual exchanges, discontinuities, re-births, and the sense of 

“novelty,” of being a “new people,” that informed the Revolution. One of the premises of 

my thesis is that what Arendt calls the American “failure to remember” (On Revolution 

218) is in part a result of an inability or refiisal to bear with the uncertainties and more 

localized structures of religious authority and public spaces that were coming into being 

in the pre-Revolutionary revivals. The importance of Edwards lies in his historical 

situation as a transitional figure who stood precariously between the waning theocratic 

dream of the early Puritans to be a “city on a hill” and the rising Yankee sensibility that 

seems to be the outcome of Revolution. In the midst of this transition, he attempted to 

interact with, express and acknowledge the everyday processes that were occurring in his
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immediate township-revivalist environment in the effort to legitimate the need for a 

dignified and local, religious public space.

ii. The Travail of the Puritan Covenant

What was unique about Edwards was not precisely that he was a democrat, but 

rather that he knew the early “Puritan” mission had changed, and that the ideas about the 

Covenant could no longer provide the social glue for Calvinism in the Eighteenth 

Century. The New England “mission,” or “errand into the wilderness,” as Miller phrases 

it, remains in the American rhetoric of founding. John Winthrop and the Massachusetts 

Bay Community, the early Puritan forebears, established a Federal Covenant that 

reflected their corporate identity and their conviction that “promises of temporal rewards 

and punishments to nations as well as individuals” (Hatch and Stout 11) would be 

fulfilled according to the keeping of God’s Covenant with the “new” Israelites: the early 

Bay community and its Congregationalist structure. Edwards inherited his sense of being 

a Covenanted people with the need for individual grace from his New England forebears 

and the Reformation. From the Reformation, he inherited the promise that salvation was 

now a possibility for everyone; from his own forebears, he inherited the mechanism of a 

weighty Covenant theology that was capable of defining a space for communal 

responsibility and authenticity, but usually served to keep rigid social hierarchies in 

place. As Perry Miller notes, the Reformers, Calvin in particular, “made hardly any 

mention of the covenant,” and the focus on it by New England divines “differentiates 

them considerably from followers of unadulterated Calvinism” (Errand 60). The 

“covenant of grace,” was highlighted by William Perkins of Cambridge during the 

Arminian controversy in Holland in the seventeenth century. The Arminian party had 

argued for a reasoned relation to God, which Perkins opposed.
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A division between the “covenant of grace” and the “covenant of works” arose 

with the early American Puritans. The “covenant of grace...  proceeds upon a theory of 

history” and maintains that man has more than simply a “relation to God as creature to 

creator, subject to lord, but,” in Miller’s estimation, “more definitely through a 

succession of explicit agreements or contracts, as between two partners in a business 

enterprise” (61). This was the “original” “covenant of works” that God made with Adam, 

on the condition that he pledged himself to God. The original covenant is often referred 

to as the “law of nature, that which uncorrupted man would naturally know and by which 

he would naturally regulate his life.” As we know, Adam failed to keep this covenant and 

was punished. However, according to Puritan typological readings, God apparently 

entered into a new and softer covenant with Abraham, in which God seemed to contract 

relationships with man, as one would with a “fiiend.” Miller quotes John Cotton as 

stating that God “’takes Abraham as a fiiend, for ever, and Abraham takes God as his 

friend for ever; and this league of friendship implyes not only preservation of affection, 

but it requires a kinde of secret communication one to another, and a doing one for 

another” (61). The Abrahamic covenant of grace -  the old testament was read as 

typologically indicating promises and contracts fulfilled by the new — focused on “a 

simple faith in Christ the mediator” {Errand 62). This Abrahamic covenant, the new 

“covenant of grace,” became a mainstay of early American Puritanism in their dream of a 

theocracy. The way to justify oneself in public, however, and “prove” that one was 

gracious quickly led to the enforcement of a legalistic bond, a covenant of works. For, as 

we will see with Edwards, to follow a “covenant of grace” does not make one subject to 

achieving moral perfection, or simply obeying scriptural law, an obedience which 

legalistic Calvinists tended to stress (Haroutunian 95), but rather returns one to the state 

of Adam after the fall, to a vivid sense of uncertainty, mystery, and innate depravity. 

Furthermore, whether or not John Cotton considered God’s covenant with Abraham as a
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simple contract drawn up between friends, it is essential to consider that the “covenant” 

had two different meanings: one is “conditional” and depends upon a “fulfilling [of] the 

conditions set forth in the covenant which [the creature] owns.” This is like a contract. 

The other is “unconditional,” a covenant of grace, “whereby God bestows freely, 

according to His own sovereign pleasure, the regenerating gift of the Holy Spirit” 

(Haroutunian 103). The latter will become more important for my purposes. The loss of 

emphasis on it, as Edwards knew, made the question of conversion a dead issue.

In the attempt to provide a contract, or sense of communal obligation, the early 

American forefathers proposed a model of “visible sainthood,” and the “elect” consented 

to the Covenant as part of their test of election.  ̂ Their “office” or duty was generally 

prescribed and the covenant “strengthen[ed] what might be called the legalistic character 

o f government” (Miller, Errand 21). Of course, church membership meant that any moral 

works or decisions, voting in church affairs, should be performed by those who were 

elect, and ideally through discussion about them and scriptural interpretation, which we 

know tends to be fairly ambiguous at times. Since the “covenants” and “concosiations” 

bound the colonies together, primarily to the laws of Governor Winthrop, and any of his 

fellow Congregationalist “elect,” or governors, the early founders had dreams of their 

“city on a hill” as a theocracy. This theocracy was still bound to England and the 

Anglican Church, but “self-governing,” though they expressed and initiated a sense of 

being a separate nation and a “chosen” people. Generally, they still thought of themselves 

as holding true to the promises of a universal church-state.

The Covenant was the primary mechanism that the early American Puritans had 

to fall back on to shape their identity after leaving England and the derivative city 

traditions in Europe that had given an order to their Christian imperialism. As D. W. 

Meinig points out, the Puritan Covenant became, along with the structure of the 

township, an “indigenous creation” (104). In the course of leaving England and the
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organization of tradition and space, journeying across the Atlantic and the settling of the

frontier, the early Puritans turned to the Abrahamic Covenant as a basis for organizing

community in the structure of a township. It is imperative that we consider the Covenant

and township structure together because the structure of the township was imaged as a

theocratic organization at first, though townships rarely followed a precise geographical

organization. According to Meinig, in Volume One of his study. The Shaping o f America:

A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years o f History, “Because the community was a

covenanted group and shared in rights and responsibilities, casual migrations were

discouraged.” During the early years of settlement, a basic structure was applied:

the Puritan Concept of community presupposed a clustering of people, a 
physical grouping that would enhance interaction and social cohesion. The 
basic areal unit for colonization was the town, a tract of a few square miles 
granted to a particular group. Near the center of the town a site was chosen 
for a village. Each family was given a house lot in the village and one or 
more parcels of farmland in the adjacent arable fields, and each was 
granted rights to share in the use of pastures, haylands and woodlots. A 
building serving as church and assembly hall on the village commons was 
the symbolic center and periodic focus of the community life. Land and 
rights were not allocated equally: community leaders and families of the 
greater means could obtain larger portions. (104)

There was no “standard geometry” and “expansion” assumed similar “nonsymmetrical

adaptations to local conditions.” Meinig points out that the township, while “indigenous,”

“was an American version of the English parish,” bearing similarities with medieval

structures. But, it was “less stratified” and a “less complex society” since it lacked the

“sharp class or wealth distinctions.” To attest to the “distinctive Puritan creation” Meinig

comments on how the structure of Rhode Island differed from the “orderliness of the

Massachusetts system.” Of course, Puritan settlements varied in practice and some were

not at all preoccupied with theocracy. As emigration and economic development

increased, the covenanted structure suffered from “chronic dissension,” and the Puritan

was, presumably, transformed into Yankee (105). Two of the most famous cases of
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dissension were Roger Williams’s demand for the separation between church and state in 

1630 and his subsequent movement to Rhode Island and Anne Hutchinson’s challenge to 

ecclesiastical polity in 1634. The latter drew attention to the legalism of the Boston 

church and her vocal opposition was labeled “antinomian.” She returned to the covenant 

of grace and claimed a higher authority for her conversion than the covenant of works 

(Chidester 38). Antinomianism, however, tends to be an accusation in American cultural 

theory and one that has become associated with individualism and libertarianism.

A number of issues and theories exist to explain the demise o f the Covenant, but 

rather than focussing solely on the Bay Colony and its tendency toward legalism and 

rigidity, we should understand that townships differed in their conception of the 

Covenant and their structurations of it. I have mentioned that the early Covenant system 

and relation to England was considered as a model of “self government.” In one sense, as 

David Allen points out, the “autonomy” and independence” of the early township 

depended on a “lack of effective government at the colony level.” His claim is striking, 

since many commentators have focussed on the “system of centralization and unified 

power exercised by the government at Boston over both secular and ecclesiastical affairs 

of the town” (206). In one instance in Newbury around 1650, the town meeting shifted 

and the phrase “now required explanation,” whereas previously all were entitled to 

proprietorship and “a meeting of freemen.” Land proprietorship seemed to gain 

importance and participating in the “town meeting” slowly turned into a meeting of 

proprietors; “it would be several decades before the issue was faced directly and 

resolved” (216). To be sure, one of the most significant issues that concerns the transition 

from “Puritan to Yankee,” was the new charter in 1691 in which “Massachusetts Bay 

was reorganized as a royal colony, binding it more closely to the British Empire,” and 

“Great Britain began to rule her colonies with significant new authority” (Labaree 195). 

Up until this point, Massachusetts was precariously “self governing.” This new charter.
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negotiated by Increase Mather, in effect led to the introduction of civil polity from 

England and religious “tolerance,” secularization, was enforced by the king, who in 

addition now appointed governors.

While many have criticized the theocratic dream of the Bay Colony as 

exclusionary and hierarchical, even for the early Puritans the profession of the Covenant 

was to be an act of faith and not o f works. The terms of the contract for the elect were 

always supposed to be less blatantly compromised or blandly legalistic. And, the 

challenges and dissensions against the Puritan stronghold did not always entail a 

wholesale dismissal of a covenanted identity or conversion. Although this chapter is on 

Edwards and his own response to the notion of a covenant, we will not understand the 

significance of his call to profess the Covenant without briefly considering the events 

leading up to the phenomena of revivalism, particularly the rebellions and “revolutions” 

in the colonies up until the 1690s. As Jack Greene comments, the late 1600s and early 

1700s were troubling and ambiguous times for authority throughout the early colonies; 

the colonies were attempting to negotiate their identity in relation to England, in the 

midst of increasing immigration, and in the era of rising mercantilism and increasing 

prosperity. Between 1675 and 1725 there was “King Philip’s War in New England, 

Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia, and Culpeper’s Rebellion in North Carolina during the 

mid-1670s; the overthrow of the Dominion of New England in Massachusetts, the seizure 

of authority by the Protestant Association in Maryland, and Leisler’s Rebellion in New 

York following the Glorious Revolution of 1688-1689” (65). These are at least some of 

the persistent intra- and inter-colonial tensions that developed during the time preceding 

the revivals. All of the events, in their different ways, resulted in increasing British 

imperial power and the loss o f attempts at indigenous exchanges and local forms of 

government. In Stephen Saunders Webb’s study of Bacon’s Rebellion, 1676: The End o f  

American Independence^ he notes that the king’s councilors’ were disturbed by New
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England’s autonomy. After all, “if English law had little place in the puritan republic, 

royal prerogative had none at all” (235). Following King Philip’s War in particular, in 

1676, the dominion of New England appeared troublesome to the colonies, and this was 

not only as a result o f its authoritarianism. As Webb points out, the colonists felt that 

“[a]n imperial dominion of New England would do more than serve the English subjects 

there, it would materially assist the defense and expansion of the English empire in 

America. Certainly direct government would strengthen the royal navy as an instrument 

of that empire” (226). As for the township, conversion, and participation in it — New 

England’s imperial dominion -  even more troublesome, the British captains and colonists 

complained, was the fact that there had long been “praying Indians” who, according to 

the Cromwellian, Captain Mosely, made it difficult to “’know a Heathen from a 

Christian’” (228). The blame for intercolonial tensions was cast not only upon New 

England and its theocracy, but also on the promising treaties, religious exchanges that 

had challenged the legalistic covenant throughout Massachusetts. While later 

revolutionaries would focus on overthrowing the infidel authority of Great Britain, we 

should understand that once the “men of the revolution” also sacrificed the township and 

public space, they sacrificed the numerous revolutionary exchanges that were beginning 

to occur and prompted the Colonial Charter in the late 1600s.

To be sure, the fears of Native American participation in conversion and 

profession of the Covenant were noted by Edwards in his edition of his son-in-law’s, 

David Brainerd’s, diary. According to Edwards’s Brainerd, the English “surmized” that 

those Native Americans who professed their conversion, only “appeared so very loving 

and orderly, [but] they had a design of imposing upon people by that means, and so 

getting a better advantage to cut their throats.” Brainerd was accused of conspiring and 

“training up the Indians in order to serve a Popish interest” (462), following the French 

and Indian wars. One can at least sense some of the tensions that preceded the wave of
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revivals. Before them, there was an imsuccessftil attempt to modify the New England 

theocracy’s authority with a “Half-way Covenant,” which I will consider shortly, and the 

demise of New England authority with the charter in 1691.

The revivals have often been understood as nostalgic, and what Erik Erikson 

called “’a reactionary return to the content and to the form of historically earlier 

principles of behavior,’ specifically to the standards of the early founders.” Greene agrees 

that although the revivalist “millenarian thinking [ . . . ]  looked forward to the eventual 

achievement of the kingdom of God in America,” and the revivals have been tied to the 

eventual Revolution in 1776 and the War of Independence, they also represented a 

“yearning” for a return to the “virtuous standards of earlier generations.” Nonetheless, 

rather than dismissing them as nostalgia, Greene acknowledges the ambiguity that “much 

of the spiritual energy and moral fervor spawned by these awakenings quickly dissipated 

in the face of the continuing acceleration of the economy in the decades after 1745”

(106). In other words, there were economic, social, and political factors that made the 

loss of the township organization and the model of New England’s attempts at 

negotiating complex religious and social covenants a mixed blessing. As Haroutunian 

points out, “after the Great Awakening, there followed the various steps leading up to the 

separation of church and state, begun with the establishment of the Provincial 

Government in 1692” (104). Interestingly, the churches lost much of their autonomy, 

people were taxed for their support of them, and the “very existence of the churches 

depended upon their popularity” and promotion of “social peace and order” (105).

Jonathan Edwards indeed initiated a “mass” revival, and yet he was dismissed 

from Northampton for limiting church membership. His popularity seemed short lived 

and what he was attesting to in Northampton’s revival cannot be equated with a mass 

phenomenon of assent. For Jonathan Edwards, in the “surprising” conversion of “many 

hundred souls in Northampton and the Neighbouring Towns and Villages of the County
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of Hampshire, in the Province of the Massachusetts-Bay in New England,” the subtitle of 

A Faithfiil Narrative, a familiar, though seemingly antiquarian and solitary conversion 

process seemed to have shifted, from a legalistic form of assent, to an actual experience 

of conversion in the midst of public participation. It was “remarkable” and “strange”; of 

course, we might want to question whether it was what Edwards claimed: Divine 

intervention and God’s presence manifesting itself in Northampton. Without allowing 

that question to divert us, we should recognize that to have conversions in the public, in 

the predetermined and miraculous sense that Edwards intended conversion, was a 

relatively shocking claim, a claim that contributed to his dismissal from the pulpit and 

dispatch to Stockbridge mission. That this spontaneous conversion process occurred, I 

argue, depended on the fact that the public spaces in the township structure often 

encouraged the desire to excel, to pursue “true virtue,” and to be recognized in the 

community.

Edwards came from the Connecticut Valley, and the Valley was less connected to 

Boston than it was to other smaller, separatist communities throughout Massachusetts. As 

the grandson of Stoddard, he was bom into the ministry. But he rebelled a bit and went to 

Yale rather than Harvard, where he was introduced to the works of Enlightenment 

philosophers, John Locke and Isaac Newton. He is, confusingly, understood as “the most 

articulate voice of the Enlightenment in colonial America” and simultaneously, the major 

“spokesman of the Great Awakening in New England” (Labaree 169). But Edwards was 

a peculiar revivalist. In American intellectual history, he is characterized as, in Sydney 

Ahlstrom’s words, “a perpetually misunderstood stranger” (qtd. Hatch and Stout 4). As 

Miller points out, “we must remember that the main current of American revivalism 

flows from Whitefield and the Methodists rather than from him, and that among 

revivalists he is a peculiar figure. Edwards was primarily concerned with the problem of 

communication” {Jonathan Edwards 148). Nonetheless, Edwards has not gone unread or
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without notice in the revivalist tradition, and, of course, he is an icon in American 

cultural, literary, and religious history. C.C. Goen notes in his introduction to Edwards’s 

writings on the awakening, the thirty page pamphlet, A Faithful Narrative, has been 

Edwards’s most popular work, has enjoyed sixty printings, and was published in “five 

countries and three languages during his lifetime” (90). The interest has continued and 

the pamphlet became known as offering a model for evangelical piety in the United 

States and worldwide, despite the fact that, as Goen points out, it has often been read as a 

model for a form o f moral sincerity and civility that Edwards would have abhorred. 

However, Edwards has held the reputation of the first home-grown revivalist and the 

main inspiration o f the first Great Awakening.

Revivalism did have the benefit o f bringing the word of God to the largest 

population, and usually, the less educated. Edwards moved away fi-om scholasticism and, 

though Miller famously argued that he read most of the philosophers and scientists of the 

Enlightenment, Newton and Locke in particular, the uniqueness o f Edwards for my 

purposes comes fi'om Miller’s observation that Edwards was concerned with the 

empirical and ordinary, everyday, composition of his township and to giving those 

dynamics a role and voice in public affairs. His requirements for conversion no longer 

seemed to rest on precisely the same “steps” of assenting to the Covenant and to the 

hierarchical vision of community that his earliest American forebears attempted to 

enforce.

Even the early American Puritans, however, like Edwards after them, believed in 

Calvin’s concept o f salvation as represented “by faith alone” and this orientation did not 

promote worldly or moral works as the means to grace. They retained Calvin’s sense of 

predestination and divine sovereignty, but they attempted to find a middle-way to 

salvation by submitting to a legalistic covenant. Profession of the Covenant and 

testimony of individual conversion permitted church membership. To be sure, the pattern



43

of conversion was, ironically, ambiguously certain: the convert experiences a profound 

sense of sin and his or her powerlessness to do anything about it; the convert is awakened 

to a rigorous uncertainty about his or her possibility for forgiveness; the convert 

continues to battle with this powerlessness and attempts to control it by an act of will. He 

or she usually, in Edwards’s own words, “retum[s] like a dog to his vomit, and [wanders] 

in ways of sin” (“Personal Narrative” 300) for some time. The convert finally consents to 

following Christian laws when he or she accepts God’s mercy through his son’s sacrifice. 

That is a basic description and I will consider the implications of Edwards’s public 

manifestation of grace throughout these pages. Therefore, the convert never gains a sense 

of moral certainty about assurance or salvation and in fact, if  that were to happen, it 

would be a sign of hypocrisy, spiritual pride and perhaps, manifest evil.

Edwards followed this pattern fairly closely, but the main difference lay in his 

stress on the form and structure of public profession of conversion. Rather than 

prescribing a normative pattern o f assent and submission, barren obedience, to a 

prescribed, legalistic “office,” Edwards opened up the public space to a wide variety of 

interpretations, expressions, and what I call, aesthetic performances of grace. Though the 

experience of uncertainty and what he calls “gracious sincerity” was essential, he 

continued to warn against judging the precise way, the degree of sincerity, or the manner 

in which the convert professes grace. As he writes, “God is sovereign in his operations; 

and we know that he uses a great variety; and we can’t tell how great a variety he may 

use, within the compass of the rules he himself has fixed. We ought not to limit God 

where he has not limited himself’ {The Distinguishing Marks 229). Edwards confounded 

and disturbed rationalists and moral evangelists with these types of “occasionalist” and 

seemingly contingent statements (Goen 67).  ̂Certainly, there was a necessary cause of 

grace — God’s sovereignty - ,  but how that is defined and how the absolute, an 

“unfathomable” mystery, manifests its presence, leads Edwards to “promote” a radical re
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ordering and reorientation toward the public through his requirement of “gracious piety,” 

an aesthetic sensibility expressed in a participatory space. Rather than sacrificing the 

need for genuine acknowledgement of God’s glory as the turning point in grace, Edwards 

historicised the terms of it. This historicization of scripture has often led him to be 

thought of as parochial and “post-millennialist,” ushering in theories about America as 

the “redeemer nation” (Goen 72) and manifest, natural kingdom of God. But, contrary to 

the received image of Edwards as an “arch puritan,” obsessed with moral hypocrisy, his 

critics at the time were not disturbed because of Edwards’ moral rigor; the issue was that 

he refused to provide an absolute moral tape-measure against which to judge God’s 

manifestation of the Word.

For Edwards’s forebears, the moral uncertainty implicit in the religious 

orientation that recommended ‘being in the world but not of it,’ to use the common 

expression, was always precarious. Rather than bear with the uncertainties that “faith 

alone” entailed. Calvinists rarely took seriously the social implications of grace and 

usually turned to legalistic tests of “office” to constitute membership in the elect.

Imposed moral laws, however, could perhaps only speak to the earlier colonial 

communities who experienced a harsher existence in their movement away from 

England, and feared the failure of their new experiment, their “errand,” if  they did not 

submit themselves to legalistic contracts to guarantee their mission. The early forefathers’ 

decisions about judging “election” or genuine conversion and “free grace,” as noted, led 

to antinomianism and radical individualist rebellions against the empty legalism and 

hierarchy that seemed to be developing. However, the early Bay Colony was fully aware 

that genuine conversion could not be judged by works, and this awareness is a perennial 

tension in later social variants of Calvinism, even after Edwards. Calvinists believed in 

predestination, God’s sovereignty and unfathomability. Of course, little o f this 

acknowledgment of uncertainty in regard to moral works tended to occur, and as Miller
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puts it, “New England’s errand into the wilderness -  having set out from the federal 

theology -  [eventually] developed into an assurance that God himself would respect the 

laws we agreed upon” (Errand 152).

Yet, the old model or “morphology of conversion” was fairly stringent and the 

tests for “visible sainthood” eventually “put beyond the grasp of many what had once 

been within the reach of most men of good will” (Pope 5). Decent “Christian” folk of 

“good will,” who did not experience grace and whose problems with the Covenant were 

much different than the Roger Williams’s and Anne Hutchinson’s, began to rebel against 

their exclusion from the sacraments. And, most disturbingly for the original community, 

they had their children to think of, who in their minds of course had to be elect. But these 

children were not expressing the same “office” or assent to the Covenant, and yet, desired 

the privileges of church membership without formal profession of the Covenant, not only 

for themselves, but also for the next generation of children. Baptism was initially given to 

children of the elect, but baptism in itself did not guarantee an inheritance or role in 

public affairs; one still had to account for one’s conversion and own the Covenant. To 

answer these troubling needs, leaders from “thirty-four churches in Massachusetts” met 

in 1662 for the Half-Way Synod (43). The formal decision that altered an entire “New 

England way” was that “the membership of the children of the church did not cease in 

maturity even if  they failed to experience saving grace, and these children of the church 

could have their offspring baptized provided they personally owned the covenant” (Pope 

8). indeed, in his account of the theological debates surrounding Edwards, Haroutunian 

argues that the Halfway Covenant paved the way for the demise of the ambiguities 

around the issue of conversion and therefore the constitution of authority in the 

communities: “the church could no longer afford to be a community of Calvinistic saints. 

‘Divine grace’ was neither known, nor necessary, nor wanted” (121).
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The community Edwards inherited from his grandfather Solomon Stoddard had 

undergone its adaptation to the Half-Way Covenant. Stoddard initially devised his own 

Half-Way Covenant to meet the needs of the new generation in Northampton who would 

no longer undergo the “harsh” and rigorous testing that their forefathers required for 

Church-membership. He initiated “harvests of the spirit,” which in some ways 

foreshadow revivalism. But Stoddard was known as the “pope” of Connecticut Valley, 

evidently because after battling with inconsistencies in the Half-Way Covenant, he is said 

to have introduced the sacrament “not as seals o f prevenient grace, but as the means of 

conversion” (Pope 253). Stoddard receives quite critical treatment from Miller, who 

comments that Stoddard’s brand of the Half-Way Covenant merely repeated “the frontier 

Governor John Winthrop’s theory that the people should be seen and not heard” (11). 

What he means by comparing two absolutely different Calvinists, is that 

“Stoddardeanism” ended up silencing disputes by making them meaningless; parishioners 

were no longer voting members in the church. The Halfway Covenant itself is often said 

to have contributed to egalitarianism and democracy because it departed from the earlier 

Congregationalist, “Puritan” tradition, of limiting church membership to “those who 

offered evidence of conversion” (10). Stoddard horrified the earlier Calvinists, the 

Mathers in particular, by, in Miller’s words, “open[ing] the church doors to everybody in 

town (except the ‘openly scandalous’)” (Miller, Jonathan Edwards 11), a point that 

makes him unlike Winthrop. The Halfway Covenant was a pragmatic, compromise 

measure: while it seemed like an easier, softer way, none of the new members had the 

right to participate in voting or in decisions about church government and they became 

assenting, silent members. Its development seemed to coincide with the rising 

mercantilism, the stress on moralism, and the intercolonial tensions and challenges posed 

to New England’s Covenanted identity. In his supreme moral uncertainty, Stoddard 

erected an authoritarian model and demolished the aspect of participation that hinged on
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conversion and “visible sainthood.” Of course, Stoddard was merely responding to the 

loss of interest in public profession in a pragmatic way. For Edwards, however, the 

attempt to compromise on the ambiguities surrounding profession of the Covenant and 

conversion was unsatisfactory.

“Owning” the Covenant was a much different process than conversion or 

profession of the Covenant, and though the church seemed to open up, members were 

only half-way participants and as such, gave half-way declarations of allegiance. Though 

Stoddard is often celebrated as having introduced “harvests of the spirit” and admitting 

new members, in fact, the membership hardly exceeded that under the Mathers’ previous 

leadership (Pope 252). Stoddard, exasperated with the compromise, finally renounced the 

entire idea of church Covenant. Critics generally agree that Edwards demolished 

Stoddard’s church policy, and, indeed, Edwards was eventually “publicly rejected” 

primarily for this reason, and for his stubborn persistence with the idea that a profession 

of faith must be made and publicly manifested. Edwards, as many have noted, thought of 

the new Covenant as too lax. But, he also thought of it as another compromise and 

another escape from acknowledging moral uncertainty, predestination, and acting 

dignified by forming authentic communities in the light of that knowledge. In A Faithful 

Narrative, Edwards indirectly acknowledges his relation to Stoddard’s township and the 

reader notes the potential tension and problem that Edwards has with the Halfway 

Covenant. In a brief passage he comments on the “remarkable instance of an aged 

woman, that had spent most of her days under Mr. Stoddard’s powerful ministry,” who 

was suddenly it seems introduced to salvation in Edwards’s awakening. She had heard 

the jargon before and read the words, “but never till now saw it as a thing real” (181). Of 

course, she would not have seen the possibility for her own conversion or the meaning of 

the words as expressive for her own life because conversion and the full privileges of 

participating in public no longer existed; grace had been lost, except as a process of
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consenting to dogma and legalism. In the awakenings, Edwards attempted to theorize 

another form of public religious experience that could not be met by simply returning to 

the waning theocratic Covenant, or succumbing to the compromises in the Halfway 

Covenant.

Although he opposed the compromises of the Halfway Covenant, it is misleading 

to think that Edwards entirely disagreed with his grandfather on both the need to open up 

the church and the inability to judge conversion with absolute assurance. (For him it was, 

however, better to have a small community than a graceless one.) Edwards is at pains to 

clarify in Misrepresentations Corrected, and Truth Vindicated, his response to Solomon 

Williams’s scandalous book on Edwards’s battle with Stoddard, that his point was not to 

set up a strawman with his grandfather. On the issue o f  the taking of the sacrament by 

unconverted people as a means to grace, Edwards disagreed, and returned to the meaning 

of grace and professing the Covenant. Stoddard had evidently given up on trying to judge 

grace and in effect intimated that faking it may be enough. The battle over the 

impossibility of attaining absolute certainty bothered Edward because he saw it was a 

“question-begging” and false battle; small human beings that we are had no ability to 

proclaim absolute certainty, but nevertheless had the responsibility of acknowledging 

“gracious piety” (Edwards phrase throughout Humble Inquiry and Misrepresentations 

Corrected, and Truth Vindicated). Gracious piety requires an aesthetic sensibility, as I 

will discuss, based on the attempt to converse with each other and form dignified 

relationships in public spaces, acknowledging each other’s novel and “beautiful” 

enactments of free grace. For Edwards the elimination of conversion over the issue of 

absolute, self-interested, moral assurance about one’s future salvation was presumptive. It 

also destroyed the dignity of being acknowledged as part o f a community and having the 

right to be counted and celebrated in the limited and contingent world of the here and 

now. The here and now was an “American” experience that had to reckon with the
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existence and exchanges of a wide variety of peoples and the attempts to work out their 

religious identities through public interaction and exchanges.

Edwards was not simply a doctrinaire of Calvin, but as he notes in his preface to 

Freedom o f the Will in response to the accusation that he was too rigorously Calvinist, “I 

should not take it amiss, to be called a Calvinist, for distinction’s sake: though I utterly 

disclaim a dependence on Calvin, or believing the doctrines which I hold, because he 

believed and taught them; and cannot justly be charged with believing in everything just 

as he taught” (131). Edwards battled with liberal, rationalist theologians like Charles 

Chauncy, “Arminians,” who were disturbed with the passions of the people and sought to 

maintain rationalist order, restraint and hierarchy in an increasingly diverse and dispersed 

land. To the degree that they believed in self-determination of the will, Edwards argued, 

as Miller points out in his introduction to Freedom o f the Will, this was an “escape 

clause,” used to “avoid or diminish the severity of, what piety requires.” The rationalists 

were moving away from gracious piety, or, an aesthetic sensibility, and toward moralism. 

“ As a result, they were “cutting sin down to the size of self-determination” (71). 

Evangelical revivalism initially at least, before the widespread attempt to humanize and 

soften Calvinism, attempted to bring Calvin’s observations about predetermination and 

sin, the human’s absolute powerlessness to save him or herself on his or her own, back 

into the picture in the most vivid manner possible.

Though oftentimes critics overlook the public aspects o f Edwards’s theology, the 

historical conditions were ripe for Edwards’s attempt to re-order conversion in the 

context of these spaces. People were no longer as willing to undergo the solitary rite of 

passage, either in the “Puritan closet,” or, in Miller’s depiction, in the howling 

wilderness, struggling with innate depravity and finally making one’s way to the pulpit to 

profess conversion. According to Miller, even though Edwards was “not Thomas 

Jefferson; he did not preach democracy, and he had no interest whatsoever in any social
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revolution,” he touched on the egalitarian spirit, by "hammer[ing] it home to people that 

they had to speak up, or else they were lost.” Indeed, whether Edwards intended it or not, 

he facilitated the possibility for a reconstruction of the nature of religious authority and of 

the actual public space in the church congregation and the town in general. To quote 

Miller again, now, “[i]nstead of the minister standing in his pulpit, saying: T speak; you 

keep quiet,’ he found himself, bit by bit, assuming the posture of pleading with the 

people: ‘Come, and speak up’” (162). The legalism and distanced preaching by the 

forefathers “would not work in the American wilderness. By 1740 the leader had to get 

down amongst them, and bring them by actual participation into an experience that was 

no longer private and privileged, but social and communal” (Miller Errand\67>).

Following Miller, 1 read Edwards’s concept of conversion as his attempt to meet 

the new circumstances of the frontier and the demise of New England Covenant theology. 

However, in contrast to Miller, 1 argue that Edwards never entirely broke with the 

Covenant.  ̂Edwards opposed the rising belief in free will, self-determination, and apathy 

that seemed to give birth to a self-righteous sense of popular sovereignty and 

homogeneity, rather than encourage communal interaction and public responsibility. 

Miller’s idea of a “modem” Edwards who used Locke to promote a private “sense” of the 

heart that paved the way for individualism, albeit indirectly, depends on Miller’s belief 

that Edwards demolished the Covenant, and also, overrides Miller’s main insight about 

Edwards’s emphasis on public “communication.” Miller’s claim also led to a sense of 

inwardness that would be associated with Edwards’s conversion process, and presumes 

that an external Covenant could only exist as a legalistic contract, when the issue for 

Edwards was outward, public manifestation of grace, rather than antinomianism or moral 

sincerity.

The problem with critics interpreting Edwards’s public, performative covenant 

and manifestation of grace as a forerunner to the individual and private way that Miller
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insinuates was also one that Edwards faced in his own period. It is similar to the issue of

“question-begging” that Edwards accuses Solomon Williams of, and I quote:

The point of difference [between the town’s council and Edwards] was 
entirely the matter of profession, and the thing to be made visible: not the 
degree of evidence or visibility. No hint was given as though we both 
agreed, that true piety or gospel-holiness was the thing to be made visible, 
and that such only should be received as are truly godly persons in the eye 
of the church’s judgment, (as Mr. W. holds,) and that we only differed 
about the proper grounds of such of a judgment. (182)

The issue over which Edwards was exiled from Northampton was the “thing to be made”

— outward profession -  and his point to Williams was that he had been falsely accused of

demanding moral sincerity. As Edwards writes, “there was no suggestion that the dispute

was only about the degree o f evidence', but what was the thing to be made evident;

whether real godliness, or moral sincerityT' (181). Obviously, Edwards believed in the

former and argued for modest, ordinary ways to judge public profession. Of course, after

Williams’s attack he inherited the reputation of being the “arch-Puritan,” who required

impossible evidence of moral sincerity, when in fact he says he was not asking for an

impossible “moral authenticity” as the testing ground for grace, but rather “gracious

piety,” “public” and communal responsibility, “or gospel holiness.” Moreover, the form

of community in Northampton that began to define genuine relationships, celebrate and

praise each other’s manifestations of grace, was particularly disturbing for those who

wanted to establish a model of legalistic consent, silent majority, and a moral hierarchy

within the community.

Many critics have challenged Miller’s idea that Edwards broke with the Covenant, 

but unfortunately, they usually represent him as harking back to an antiquarian 

Puritanism and restoring a more rigid moral hierarchy. ® On this issue o f a “gracious” 

external Covenant, Edwards also writes, in a less but still defensive tone, at the end of 

Some Thoughts Concerning the Revival, that the goal of revivalism is “to promote a
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reformation with respect to all sorts of duties among a professing people one proper 

means, and that which is recommended by frequent Scripture examples, is their solemn, 

public renewing their covenant with God” (528). How to get people to do it was of course 

another matter and perhaps one that could only be done if  the “people” were in “a good 

mood” (529), and therefore open enough to receive grace. Edwards’s ideas about 

“profession” of the Covenant challenged the sense of waning religious spirit in New 

England by, not simply restoring a harsher Calvinism, but returning to the issue of 

community, personal accountability, and authentic conversion. The question of what 

constituted conversion in the light of a loss of the legalistic authority and moral hierarchy 

in New England’s ideal of visible sainthood was something that Stoddard had decided 

was impossible to answer, and that later evangelists answered by placing too strong an 

emphasis on moral sincerity, purity and personal righteousness.

iii. Original Sin: The Limits of the Human and the Openness of Community

Edwards’s point about the community having to be in a “good mood” is 

significant because historical possibilities had occurred that would encourage the birth of 

a public space. To a certain extent, Northampton’s guard was down because the people 

were not in crisis. Of course, for Edwards, they would still have to reckon with the fear of 

God, but this reckoning, as I will show, was a humble, ordinary, lovely, and gracious 

occasion. As historian Harry Stout notes, “throughout the 1730s and 1740s most of the 

grievances facing New England were internal. Apart from the occasional attack from the 

Indians, New England’s borders were safe, and the chief concerns in those years were 

natural calamities” (“The Puritans and Edwards” 147). In contrast to familiar accounts of 

conversion as an experience of God’s wrath and a solitary trial in the wilderness,

Edwards begins his account, A Faithful Narrative, by noting the relative calmness of the 

situation. He discusses the settling of a long standing property feud in Northampton;
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“There had also long prevailed in the town a spirit of contention between two parties, into 

which they had for many years been divided, by which was maintained a jealousy one of 

another, and they were prepared to oppose one another in all public affairs” (146). The 

settling of this feud, and the momentary reprieve from “backbitings,” “envy,” and 

“covetousness” (Heimert 33) may have been some evidence to Edwards that God was 

working with sinners and was graciously making his presence felt.

Edwards’s attention to the social harmony has sometimes been taken as evidence 

that Edwards insinuated class-warfare into grace, or that grace followed from preparatory 

good works.  ̂Others, who dispute Edwards’s social radicalism, tend to think he 

promoted a spirit of resignation and “consensus” in which the revivals would work to 

maintain the status quo and legitimate the laissez-faire work ethic. According to Sacvan 

Bercovitch, Edwards espoused a “’secular homiletics (‘persons ought not to neglect the 

business of their personal calling’)” {American Jeremiad 156). However, this discussion 

has been taken out of context. Edwards was defending the revival against the rationalists, 

and his arch-opponent, Charles Chauncy in particular, who were concerned that 

“experimental religion” was disrupting the social order, and promoting enthusiastic, 

violent energies that would endanger the work ethic, not to say, encourage delusional 

fanatics in their misguided ways. To answer this accusation and make it seem as if 

religion was not severely disrupting the status quo, Edwards was always aware of the 

need to temper his “fanatical” descriptions with the assurance that “secular” order would 

be maintained. I agree that Edwards promoted a radical redistribution of the wealth; 

however, as I will argue throughout, this social leveling for him became a consequence of 

grace and not the other way around. The distinction is important because, if  we follow 

my reading of Edwards’s conversion process as based on participatory action, we can see 

that the social results of the awakening were effects o f the actual discussions and
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conversions occurring in the community and not of rigid, morally enforced or dogmatic 

rules applied by Edwards.

The idea that Edwards supported a work ethic is misplaced. For instance, in A 

Faithjiil Narrative, after the acknowledgment of the maintenance of order and a “work 

ethic,” Edwards slips in the comment that “although people did not ordinarily neglect 

their worldly business; yet there then was the reverse of what commonly is: religion was 

with all sorts the great concern, and the world was a thing only by the bye” (150). More 

problematically, the specific line paraphrased by Bercovitch, “persons ought not to 

neglect their personal calling,” seems taken from the following passage: “Though worldly 

business must be done, and persons’ ought not to neglect the business of their personal 

callings, yet ‘tis to the honor o f God that a people should be so much in outward acts of 

religion, as to carry in it a visible, public appearance of a great engagedness o f mind in it, 

as the main business of life” ( 395). Certainly, as Henry May notes, Edwards “offered no 

comfort to the wealthy and well-placed in their complacency” (27), or to those who 

pursued “selfish,” “worldly” interests, and he could not see how religion wouldn’t have 

some effect on “secular affairs”: “’Though secular business, as I said before, ought not to 

be neglected, yet I can’t see how it can be maintained that religion ought not to be 

attended so as in the least to injure our temporal affairs, on any other principles than 

those of infidelity” {Some Thoughts 396). The challenge to the status quo is precisely 

why Edwards is often called “pre-Revolutionary” or proto-democratic. It would be 

dismissive to read the early revivals as safety-valves or mass ideological movements 

working hand-in-hand to legitimate a rising work ethic, or to assuage the communal 

revolutionary possibilities that occurred in the early Eighteenth Century Colonies.

The work ethic is also not peculiar to “American” religion, though one might 

argue that because colonization coincided with religious insights that challenged 

traditional Catholic hierarchies during the Reformation, there was a stronger tendency
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toward modernization, secularization and individualism in the “American” experience.

One social result of the uncertainty about personal salvation and the traditional ordering

of authority, brought to light during the Reformation, was the development of a protestant

work ethic, and the notion of a personal “calling,” in contrast to the “monastic vocation.”

Conversion for Edwards was never judged as the ability to follow a this worldly, ascetic

work ethic, which we are familiar with now, since Max Weber’s study. The Protestant

Work Ethic and the Spirit o f Capitalism, as the contribution of the Calvinist legacy to

secular modernity. Weber managed to put Benjamin Franklin and the Calvinists together,

arguing that they both had acknowledged the uncertainties of salvation and ushered in an

age wherein “everyone was put under the same obligation to labor his life long in his

allotted calling. To desert the world in response to Christ’s counsel of perfection and to

espouse the ascetic life under a formal rule no longer conferred prestige or certitude of

salvation.” This graceless and lifeless world would seem too conducive to the legalistic

aspects of American Calvinism. One of the modernizing aspects of Calvinism, for Weber,

was the idea that “the world itself became a kind of cloister, wherein all men, whatever

their status, were declared subject to the same norms and eligible for the same rewards”

(Nelson vii). But the proponents of the work ethic were certainly some of the people

Edwards was speaking to when he painted such vivid images of hellfire and damnation.®

Edwards’s focus on a public space, rather than a personal vocation, leads us to

consider other understandings of the relationship between Calvinism, modernity and

capitalism than Weber’s. One of the most articulate challenges to Weber comes from

Benjamin Nelson in his book The Idea o f  Usury: From Tribal Brotherhood to Universal

Otherhood, published in 1949. Nelson examines the debates over Deuteronomy,

particularly in the German Reformation, and the advent of capitalism. As he writes;

The Deuteronomic commandment on usury, xxiii:20-21 (19-20) has had a 
fateful career. Its checkered fortunes over a twenty-five-hundred-year span 
in Orient and Occident disclose an unexplored episode in the tangled
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history o f ‘transvaluation of values’ which culminated in the spirit of 
capitalism. To follow its meanderings from the Jerusalem of the Prophets 
and Priests to mid-nineteenth century is to survey the major phases of the 
ethical evolution of the West: first, the kinship morality of the tribal 
society; then the universal brotherhood of medieval Christianity; and 
finally the utilitarian liberalism of modem times.

Deuteronomy set forth the “blood brotherhood morality of the Hebrew tribesmen,” the

notion of a “fraternity” or “clan” as the justification for community, and the “exclusion of

the nokri (the foreigner, as contrasted with the ger, the protected sojourner, or the toshab,

the resident stranger” (xv). ''Neshel^’ or usury, interest, could not be taken from the

Hebrew’s brother” (xvi), but only from the foreigner. Capitalism, both Nelson and Weber

argue, needed a universal standard of value, and, “the German Reformation marks the

turning point in the fortunes of the Deuteronomic commandment” (xix). According to

Nelson, Capitalism could not flourish with the notion of a world constantly at war.

Nonetheless, it could not advance by “proclaiming a universal prohibition of usury,” as

“medieval predecessors” had. In order to solve this problem, and encourage modem

exchange between nations, “modem exegetes friendly to expanding capitalism” paved the

way for a spirit of “equity,” so that the Other should not be treated differently from the

Christian Brother. However, “innovating jurists” “triumphantly cit[ed] the Deuteronomic

exception” (xx).

If we follow Nelson’s reading, “Western morality after Calvin reaffirmed the 

vocabulary of universalism, refused to concede that God could authorize or equity allow 

us to treat the Other differently from the Brother, assimilated the Brother to the Other, 

and eventuated in the Universal Otherhood” (xxi). He argues that “Calvin on 

Deuteronomy became a Gospel of the modem era” (74), and Calvin’s teachings have 

been intemalized: not to take interest from the destitute and not to charge excessive 

interest (78). Calvin was critical of the Jews, but primarily for their sense of tribal bond. 

He also argued that it would be impossible to conform to the higher spiritual laws of



57

Christ. The important point for my purposes comes from Nelson’s attention to Calvin’s 

variation of the notion of “Christian brotherhood” and Calvin’s intimation that there is a 

different type of “political union” between “’Jew and Gentile’” today (79). Calvin, 

without wanting to sacrifice traditional Christian brotherly love and “c a n to ” (80) altered 

the structure of fraternity to permit usury between brothers as well as others (81).

Even as Nelson is critical of the development of what he calls “universal 

otherhood,” he argues that it also began with the “best intentions,” and to be sure, in his 

eloquent words, “there has been too much of the ‘club law’ to permit us the thought of 

ever again consigning men to a disunited world of antagonistic ‘fraternities’” (136). 

Edwards’s interrogation of the exclusionary bond of the early forefathers, and refusal to 

succumb to “all against all,” alienating vision and double-standards that characterize the 

development of capitalism can be located in his retention of Calvin’s doctrine o f Original 

Sin and universal Otherhood. The movement away from a sacramental “tribal” 

community is characteristic of Calvin. And, although it may seem repugnant to argue for 

alterity or otherness as the basis for human relationships, the meaning of the public in 

Northampton hinged on a recognition of the communal bond through an awakening to 

Original Sin. All people were equally fallen and thus there is very little ontological 

superiority presupposed, in terms of race, gender, status, or merit, a point that I will 

consider at more length in the next section.

Edwards did not believe man’s “dependence,” “powerlessness” and uncertain, 

sinful nature, was something that could be ascetically overcome through self- 

determination, and willfulness was a sign of sin. While it is true that for Edwards 

converts were awakened to God’s infinite justice to save or damn them, and “majesty,” 

“divine majesty was for [Edwards] a lovely rather than awful or awesome majesty” 

(Delattre 146). Recognizing sin and acknowledging limitation and dependence on God’s 

sovereign grace for Edwards promised “happiness” precisely because one could, from
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that first admission of individual powerlessness, acknowledge the need for a mediator 

and a public. According to Haroutunian, for Edwards, “a clear view of the acts of God 

reveals, not that all things are designed for human happiness, but, that human happiness 

is conditional upon the discovery that they are not so designed” (37), Edwards’s form of 

happiness as insight into God’s infinity, “the fullness of divine glory,” experience in 

mystic “relish,” and, coextensively, for one who indubitably held to the Covenant -  

public action — is far different from the rising Eighteenth Century focus on man’s 

personal well-being or vocational success. As we will see, Christ as the Mediator and 

guarantor of communal happiness, by virtue of his sacrifice, does not promise individual, 

moral righteousness, but rather, as Haroutunian points out, the possibility for communal, 

interactive and authentic, “holy living” (159). I will return to the point of what “Christ” 

meant when I discuss the ordinary nature of conversion, but the public issue is that 

Edwards reads the communion with God or Christ as an introduction to a limit. 

Conversion was thus apparent when one expressed the “insufficiency” (166) of the will. 

This insufficiency of the will, a sign of grace, was of course repugnant to rising liberals, 

Arminians, and yankees alike. In the pre-Revolutionary era, it no longer seemed adequate 

to speak of arbitrary sovereignty, but without a limit, heterogeneity would be lost.

Edwards’s concept of God’s absolute sovereignty and power to treat sinners as he 

pleased seemed “antiquarian” to many of his compatriots, since it matured in a “cultural 

period when sovereign lords treated their subjects as it pleased them, and prisoners were 

ransomed through the payment of a price” (160). Atonement, which the Son’s sacrifice 

promised, entailed that the sinner continue in perfect “obedience” and humility. Christ 

promised “a title to us for happiness,”’ Edwards comments in Justification By Faith 

Alone, but the obtainment of salvation and happiness, indebtedness to God and the 

obligation or “debt” that was repaid by “worship[ping] and obey[ing] [God” (158) did not 

depend upon individual agency. As Haroutunian notes, “The ideas of God’s great hatred
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of sin, the indebtedness of the sinner to God, the greatness of Christ’s self-sacrifice, 

which underlay the other aspects of his theory... did not obscure the common sense truth 

that salvation after all, consists in the exercise of true virtue” (159), and the “holy life” 

that was particularly manifest in public interaction and profession of the Covenant. In 

Edwards’s theology, there are specific covenants with God, which are dependent upon 

various, occasional, historical circumstances. However, he never relies upon an absolute, 

legalistic “enforcement of the law of the land” or an ideology of discipline and 

punishment according to civil laws (Haroutunian 160). To be sure, as Haroutunian’s 

study shows, reformed Calvinists of Edwards’s era, who criticized the theology of 

inherited. Original Sin and innate depravity also eliminated the notion of conversion and 

infused grace. On the one hand, we have the rise of interest in man’s social well-being 

and goodness, but on the other, we have a loss of an unknown power and a limit to the 

individual that would bind people and community together.

Reformed theologians and those, like rationalist Charles Chauncy, as Haroutunian 

points out, finally “forced” Calvinists “to defend their belief in the endless punishment of 

the unregenerate in hell-fire” (135). Chauncy’s attacks were difficult for Calvinists to 

debate in the age of Enlightenment and notions of God’s “infinite benevolence,” 

particularly when it came to the damnation of “innocents,” such as children. The loss of a 

theology of Original Sin and a lived sense of moral uncertainty problematically fed into 

the belief in a form of salvation and freedom that meant unlimited liberty for mankind. 

Coincidentally, the elimination of an inherited sin and a limit seemed to lead to either the 

creation of a solitary self, with rational self-determining powers, or a revision of the past 

as pre-lapsarian. Reformed Calvinists ushered in a new focus on moral, instrumental and 

utilitarian conduct in an effort to promote man’s happiness, rather than considering the 

humility and communal dependence that a limited “holy living” implied. The crucial 

moment of grace, however, as an acceptance of the limiting power is the basic tenet
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Edwards shared with most early Puritans. In Stephen Yarbrough’s words, “when one 

falls, one begins time — for oneself. Before falling, there is no time; falling is a falling in 

time” (150). As such, when Original Sin and the glory of God waned, a connection to the 

past, to tradition, to others, and a limit to the individual’s will also disappeared. The 

recognition of one’s tendency to sin -  the notion that one is self-sufficient and not in 

need of a mediator — for Edwards leads to an acceptance of one’s situatedness in history 

and in the heterogeneous community.

Thus, although Bercovitch, following Perry Miller’s explication of a proto

modem Edwards, claims that in his “long labor to wed Calvin and Locke issued in the 

union of eschatology and self-interest under the canopy of American progress” {Rites o f  

Assent 156), we should be sensitive to the fact that nowhere in Bercovitch’s account is 

the structure of conversation or consent, nor the anti-individualist or utilitarian flavor that 

characterized Edwards’s public, “city on the hill,” considered. Since Edwards validated, 

historicised and affirmed the individual’s -  a public individual’s -  experience of grace, 

he has sometimes been wrongly accused of believing in the merit of a private and 

particularly chauvinistic, “tribal” self. Because Edwards read Locke, he has been thought 

as sharing the same model of self, divided into “faculties” within the private individual. 

As Delattre shows, however, Edwards sometimes used this discourse but thought it led to 

“confusions” (41). In the conversion experiences in Northampton, as in Edwards’s 

theological writings, the model of a free self and convert was not based “upon an analysis 

of these ‘properties’ -  the ‘powers and faculties’ agents posses -  but rather upon an 

analysis of the engagement of the agent himself in his encounter with reality” (Delattre 

42). In Edwards’s own time he was criticized for being too deterministic and to have 

taken away all individual, moral agency fi-om the creature. As I note throughout this 

chapter, along with Haroutunian, most of Edwards’s contemporaries were seeking to 

make God’s will consistent with man’s moral benefit. Edwards’s neo-Calvinism and
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theology of innate depravity and predestination focussed rather upon the “Glory of God,” 

which would cause men to fear and “discourage^ men from striving” (49). Opponents of 

Calvinism were convinced that in its fatalism this focus on Original Sin could lead to 

moral corruption or anarchy. But Edwards was appalled by the Arminian system that 

would intimate God’s control and direction of the creature was a curse rather than a 

blessing. He compared proponents of free will to the Stoics who “den[ied] an original, 

innate, total corruption and depravity of heart” {Freedom o f the Will 354).

Most commonly, critics turn to Edwards’s infamous “Enfield sermon,” “Sinners 

in the Hands of an Angry God,” to locate the stereotypical idea of overcoming 

substantive Sin and acknowledging one’s guilt in the Original Sin of Adam. Rather than 

considering an elemental fallenness, the discussion turns to moralism, or “works,” which 

was uncharacteristic of Edwards. I follow Bruce Kuklick’s point that this sermon, taken 

out of context, and used as the ultimate expression of Edwards’s thought, is in fact, very 

Un-Edwardsean. “Sinners” invokes the “self-serving fear of punishment,” a fear that one 

could do something to improve one’s moral circumstances, and this was “an idea that 

Edwards considered a sign of the worst sort of self-love” (104). As Miller pointed out, 

although it may be difficult for “modem” readers to comprehend, Edwards lived in a 

world that took uncertainty, arbitrary grace, evil and damnation for granted, without 

requiring a moral ideal o f goodness or a “cure” as proof of election. Before Edwards, for 

instance, as Chidester argues, the anxiety over “public authentication of personal 

conversion” was intense enough that some Puritans “prefer[red] the certainty of 

damnation to the uncertainty o f election.” Winthrop, for instance, remarked that one 

woman in Boston “‘took her little infant and threw it into a well, and then came into the 

house and said, now she was sure she would be damned’” (29). The demand for certainty, 

or proof of salvation continued, and by Edwards’ time, the equation of sin with personal 

guilt and the creature’s moral or legal wrongdoings, increased. According to Goen,
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When some of the more extreme New Lights, much to the dismay of 
Edwards and other sober evangelists, began to declare that assurance is the 
essence of saving faith, various unstable persons began to think within 
themselves: ‘I shall know certainty whether I am saved or not only when I 
die and face God at judgment; according to some of the exhorters I’ve 
heard, if  I’m saved I’m ready to meet God now; if I’m not I probably 
never will be, and the longer I live the more I sin and increase my guilt: 
therefore 1 must settle the matter now by committing suicide.’ (47)

This tension over certainty continued for Edwards, and even present day critics

sometimes blame him for his uncle Joseph Hawley’s suicide.  ̂In his own day, his name

was eventually cleared of such accusations, but Chauncy finally warned Edwards that he

was instigating another witchtrial by encouraging “enthusiasm,” or, in this case, grace

rather than legalism and moral sincerity {M\Wqx Jonathan Edwards 147).

Notwithstanding the tragedy unleashed for those who could not live with the 

uncertainty of Original Sin as the basis for a communal bond, it was a relatively small 

step from the elimination of Original Sin and predestination to an unfortunate sacrifice of 

the fall and mystery, first associated with the trinity and God’s being as non-human and 

plural. Thus, for Edwards humans are fated to fall, and, as he repeatedly claims in 

sermons, humans are “natural enemies of God.” T h o u ^  falling is fated, the conditions of 

grace are far firom natural -  the converts do not elicit grace or “true virtue” as if they were 

a natural aristocracy. While there is very little in Edwards to indicate that man could 

change this fate -  God’s mysterious, but for Edwards, infinitely just decision to save or 

damn the creature according to his pleasure — by an act of will, nevertheless, as 1 will 

show, Edwards, perhaps unknowingly, worked to make conversion a more common 

occasion than it had been in the past. He both introduced individual powerlessness into 

the community, and encouraged the continual discussion,/jMi/zc/fy and diverse religious 

experiences through the creation of multiple public spaces. The spaces would encourage 

the people in Northampton to come to terms with God’s mysterious ways as manifest in
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their intimate, ordinary relations. Grace could only be expressed through joint action, the 

recognition of interrelatedness, and conversation.

In the first account of the awakening, Edwards noted that the common "concern"

throughout the town, was "religion,” and "get[ting] the kingdom of heaven”:

though people did not ordinarily neglect their worldly business; yet there 
then was the reverse of what commonly is: religion was with all sorts the 
great concern, and the world was a thing only by the bye. The only thing 
in their view was to get the kingdom of heaven, and everyone appeared 
pressing into it. The engagedness of their hearts in this great concern could 
not be hid; it appeared in their very countenances.

(A Faithful Narrative 150) 
The converts’ "earnest concern” (149) seems to follow an awakening to their "legal

troubles” (168), they are humiliated by their past sinfulness, or arrogance, "convincfed]..

. of their own vile emptiness and universal depravity” (164), brought to an acceptance of

the "justice” (170) of God’s decision to save or damn them, and finally, experience a

"change of heart” (172) as they see all things in a "new light” and become as newborns —

"mere babes who [know] nothing” (174). Though the awakening to "legal troubles” is

vital, as I have noted, following Delattre, the "terror” Edwards is sometimes said to have

unleashed into the hearts of his congregation is overstated. Conversion in Northampton

was not a solitary, frightening and "sublime” experience, but rather emerged through

"religious conversation: while they are talking of divine things” (187), and was

particularly evinced in their "disposition” and the way they converse.

Edwards’s conversion process is public because of its focus on the spoken realm 

and what he calls "mutual religious conversation” {Some Thoughts 486). Hannah Arendt 

makes the point that speech is a public forum for human beings to disclose their authentic 

selves to others, to be seen, heard, and talked about in public: "With word and deed we 

insert ourselves into the human world, and this insertion is like a second birth, in which 

we confirm and take upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical appearance.
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This insertion is not forced upon us by necessity, like labor, and it is not prompted by 

utility, like work” {The Human Condition 177). There was in Calvinism, as many have 

pointed out, an increasing valuation of the spoken realm because of the opposition to 

natural grace, (elite, aristocratic right), “idolatry,” good works and sacramentalism. For 

Edwards, public speech-action through discussion and conversation with others was the 

only solution to the creature’s innate tendency to sin, which was equivalent to self- 

interest or good works. Nonetheless, the structure of public language seems to be 

different for Arendt and Edwards.

While I use Arendt’s insights on the spoken realm, I would note a significant 

departure in Edwards’s concept of a public space for an enactment of conversion.

Edwards and Arendt both praise a form of “re-birth” and “distinction,” the specific 

manifestation of what could, hesitatingly be called “authenticity” in a public realm. 

However, Edwards is not as “pure” as Arendt in some respects. Arendt wanted to exclude 

“need” fi'om the public, rather rational, spoken realm: “But only man can express this 

distinction and distinguish himself, and only he can communicate himself and not merely 

something -  thirst or hunger, affection or hostility or fear” {The Human Condition 176). 

Edwards, however, is famous for celebrating the “affections” and emotion and though he 

acknowledged the individual convert’s “distinction” — “fi’ee” and “determinate” 

profession of re-birth, “true virtue,” which was manifested in “various” ways, according 

to “difference in constitution” and “peculiar circumstances” {A Faithful Narrative 189) - ,  

his is also a sensual and creaturely community, rather than a non-human one. The 

converts did not transcend bodily need or emotion as soon as they entered the rational 

speech realm. In contrast to Arendt, Edwards believed in absolute sovereignty and a non

human realm. He was certain that the human, spoken realm, would be fettered by 

“affections,” or the lived and vital things felt. But when the convert is awakened to a limit
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to self and thereby plurality, that awakening necessitates the need for an acceptance of a 

universal and fallen medium: language.

The lively discussion that Edwards allowed for thus contrasted with the legalistic

form of consent or social, communal contract. As Edwards writes in Some Thoughts

Concerning the Revival,

Those that are offended at such things, as though they were unreasonable, 
are not just: upon examination it will probably be found that they have one 
rule of reasoning about temporal things, and another about spiritual things. 
They won’t at all wonder, if  a person on some very great and affecting 
occasion of extraordinary danger or great joy, that eminently and 
immediately concerns him and others, is disposed to speak much, and with 
great earnestness, especially to those to whom he is united in the bonds of 
dear affection and great concern for their good. (402)

“Affections,” or emotions, for Edwards, were a mystical and rapturous occasion that

attested to the “impure” and “mixed” form of God’s presence. It is normal, he says, that

“when [people] get together, talking loud and earnestly, in their pretended great joys,

several in a room talking at the same time, [might] make a noise just like a company of

drunken persons.” The community is filled with the Holy Spirit, and the “roof of the

church’s mouth is the officers in the church that preach the gospel; their word is to

Christ’s beloved like the best wine, that goes down sweetly; extraordinarily refreshing

and enlivening the saints, causing them to speak, though before they were mute and

asleep” (403). Edwards praises the various expressions of conversion and the clamor of

multiple voices, “provided [the converts] don’t speak so many as to drown each other’s

voices, that none can hear what any say And I had rather see it than to see one

speaking alone, and all attending to what he says; it has more the appearance of a

conversation” (Some Thoughts 405). His attention to speaking and listening clarifies the

heterogeneity and the limit to “one speaking alone” that structures the public. As we will

see in the next section, this difference allowed for an actual recognition of the different

stations in life, and social positions of members of the community, who never seemed to
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lose the “peculiar circumstances” that contributed to their formation when they entered 

the realm of public action.

It is precisely because creatures are historically situated, limited and naturally 

impure that they are in need of a medium that pre-exists them and introduces them into 

the constructed and contingent nature of human truth-claims. In effect, the acceptance of 

language as a form of spiritual mediation and limit required that one not attempt to 

“rationalize” the experience of conversion by listing rules, reasons, commands, or the 

“whys” of one’s beliefs or actions. Language functions like Original Sin because it 

contains a pre-existing history; the acknowledgment of one’s creatureliness requires that 

one graciously converse with others. What Wilson Kimnach calls “verbal humility” in 

Edwards’s sermons, acknowledges the inability to reconcile the material “thing” — the 

needs and “what’s” of experience -  with the divine absolutely. Conversion hinges on a 

sense of wonder, while making a decision to live and act in the awakening to uncertainty. 

As he writes,

‘We may go so far in abstraction, that, although we may thereby, in part, 
see Truth and Reality, and farther than ever was seen before, yet we may 
not be able more than just to touch it, and to have a few obscure glances. 
We may not have strength of mind to conceive clearly of the maimer of it. 
We see farther indeed, but it is very obscurely and indistinctly. We had 
better stop a degree or two short of this, and abstract no farther than we 
can conceive of the thing distinctly, and explain it clearly, otherwise we 
shall be apt to run into error, and confound our minds.’

(qtd. Kimnach 110)
The divine may be present in the everyday world, but it is described as that experience of 

“strangeness” and acknowledgment of limitation, the inability to directly “touch” or grasp 

“Truth and Reality.” One’s sense of the true and real occurs in relations with others, a 

point which I will consider throughout this chapter. Further, by virtue of Edwards’s 

dependence on the Trinity and Original Sin, there is always a sense of mystery, fragility, 

limit and plurality for Edwards, whether manifested in “private” or internal forms of
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worship, e.g., family worship and private prayer, or in “external” professions of belief, in 

the public. The demand for conceiving of the thing “distinctly” however, also parallels 

Edwards’s focus on “determinate,” specific and contextual, authentic expressions of 

grace. While no “absolute” experiential content appears in conversion, more modest and 

public forms of lived experience are part of the process.

Without Edwards’s sense of “affected” conversion, the holy life, and the public, 

other American Calvinists who clung to and continued to defend the theological principle 

o f universal depravity after the demise of the theocratic dream generally strayed to one 

solution, which was, according to Haroutunian, “legalistic in the usual sense of the 

word.” Edwards’s focus on conversion celebrated a “rich and colorful ‘holy love,”’ rather 

than “the barren and colorless ‘obedience to the law of God’” (88), and his concept of 

individual action — conversion — was always situated within the interdependence and 

relatedness of a “mixed multitude,” or a creaturely and worldly community. All actions, 

primarily speech-actions, are limited and predetermined and arise from a series of 

interdependent “relations” (the premise of which will be discussed in the next section) in 

a specific community, and in the context of a larger universal community. Conversion is 

always expressed through one’s profession of public accountability, “gospel holiness,” 

“gracious sincerity,” and “a very distinguishing kind of affection, that every true 

Christian experiences towards those whom he looks upon as gracious [rather than moral] 

persons” {An Humble Inquiry 85).

Since Edwards believed in predestination there is very little the sinner can “do” to 

gain personal assurance. He was satisfied that “his people” were saved when he judged 

public appearances and expressions o f otherly, “brotherly love,” beauty and 

“gratefulness” throughout the community. He did not think that it was enough to profess 

that one was probably saved, because conversion itself did not entail rational or moral 

certainty, but was an act of faith, resting on a crucial insight into one’s powerlessness.
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vulnerability, and humility, and an immediate or manifested “sense of the heart,” or 

passion enacted in the public. As for immediate moral effects of the awakening, we 

should recall that because of the widespread tendency to equate evangelical piety with a 

sentimental expression of moral sincerity, *' Edwards was hesitant about publishing this 

account. Some, he correctly feared, would think that he is “aggrandizing the matters; and 

that, for want of judgement, [believe he] take[s] every religious pang and enthusiastic 

conceit for saving conversion.” Because of this, he restrained fi-om “publish[ing] an 

account of this great work of God.” Nonetheless, “upon mature consideration [he] 

thought it might not be beside [his] duty to declare this amazing work, as it appeared to 

[him], to be indeed divine, and to conceal no part of the glory of it, leaving it with God to 

take care of the credit” (160). Furthermore, he felt that he had to clarify some of the 

aggrandisements and the “millennial” rumor about the revival, which, “was altogether a 

false report” (190). If Edwards’s testimony could be conflated with a millennialist thesis 

or a grand narrative of manifest destiny, Hawley’s tragic suicide would converge with 

such thoughtless sacrifice and martyrdom. In Mather’s Salem in 1692, the cases of 

demonic possession, witchcraft and the suicidal urges were interpreted as signs of an 

impending apocalyptic national salvation. As John Owen King puts it, Mather “use[d] 

this sight of Satan to envision a coming national salvation,” in a process that resembles a 

Manichean battle between good and evil, the flesh and spirit, and stereotypically leads the 

“puritan” to an obsessive “compulsive quest for certainty” (21), constantly purging 

demons, “others” (usually raced and sexed), and moral corruption from the community.

By Edwards’s time this urgent message is a bit too common and the time to 

overcome a substantial, evil presence, is always “now.” "  Because Edwards never 

promised moral certainty, he was able to sense the ‘spirit of God’ withdrawing when 

ordinary performativity and conversation turned into metaphysical urgency. For many 

American protestants, many problems were caused by turning moral uncertainty into
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“evil,” and an absolute other, or the “infidel.” In Cotton Mather’s community during the 

witchtrial accusations, for instance, the wily beast provoked the good people of Salem, 

manifesting its presence in ‘“ the ill Humors or Vapours in the Bodies of such Good Men, 

do so harbour the Devil that they have this woeful motion every day thence made unto 

them; You must kill your self! you must!”’ (qtd. in King 21). The “Now” that Hawley 

succumbs to is a flight from a doctrine of Original Sin on his quest for absolute purity. 

For Edwards, this flight is actual evil and not an acceptance of Original Sin. All converts 

will experience Original Sin, contrition and powerlessness, but the suicidal melancholics 

react to this experience as if  it were a solitary trial, or a battle between good and evil, in 

contrast to a recognition of heterogeneity and individual limitation. Yarbrough 

differentiates between the pre- and the post-lapsarian “now-time.” In “the prelapsarian 

‘now’” we are speaking of an “absolute and singular” time, while in “the postlapsarian a 

‘now’ . . .  is one now among an equal to an infinite number of nows” (150). Although the 

postlapsarian now-time may be infinite, it is only infinite inasmuch as Edwards believes 

in a public space of heterogeneity and infinite beginnings.

Rather than tribalism, milleniarism, or an absolute event that would put an end to 

all variety, Edwards’s decision to publish A Faithful Narrative depends on a gracious and 

Calvinist disposition of acknowledging God’s glory and “variety.” His account is an act 

of faith in God’s expression of grace in Northampton and he clearly departs from other 

evangelists and “enthusiastic” portrayals of “moral sincerity” and personal righteousness. 

He had to make a specific account for the “time, manner, and occasion” (191) of the 

event. And, above all, he considered it his duty to acknowledge and celebrate, “promote” 

rather than offer a moral guideline, the people of the town and their genuine relations to 

each other, which he considered authentic and therefore deserving of praise. He would 

“account it a great calamity to be deprived of the comfort o f rejoicing with those of my
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flock” (176). Certainly, as noted, Edwards could not stand back as a passive spectator, 

but also had to profess his confidence in the community.

As a corollary to his own humility, Edwards did not consider a profession of the 

Covenant to require “moral sincerity” in any legalistic, normative manner. That is, the 

convert, as I pointed out at the beginning, would never have a high opinion of him or 

herself, and, as Edwards notes, “I should think a minister or church had no right to debar 

such a professor, though he should say, he did not think himself converted. For I call that 

a profession of godliness, which is a profession of the great things wherein godliness 

consists, and not a profession of his own opinion of his good estate’” {Truth Vindicated 

185). The purpose of the public professing and covenanting is to glorify God and worship 

his creation: to create a Godly public church. The purpose of public profession therefore 

has little to do with a “private” sense of salvation, which may nevertheless be authentic, 

but have no part in the public church. However, he was not interested in what went on in 

the “inner” heart or private conscience. Though he would never dismiss the idea that 

some forms of religion were “private,” as in prayer, conversion in Northampton was 

communal and pre-Revolutionary precisely because it seemed to arise out of the surplus 

of speaking with others about religious matters.

Edwards did not strive to equate conversion with will-power, restraint, or a self- 

determined, solitary “I will” but rather attempted to acknowledge a communal space of 

joint action and power; the “we can,” and the authentic “I can,” were actualized primarily 

through way the convert interacted in words and deeds in his or her community. In An 

Humble Inquiry, Edwards defended his conversion requirement because he believed it 

was

reasonable to expect some appearance more than what is negative, of a 
proper qualification, in order to being admitted to a privilege beyond what 
they have hitherto actually received. A negative charity may be sufficient 
for a negative privilege, such as freedom from censure and punishment;
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but something more than a negative charity, is needful to actual admission 
to a new positive privilege. (300)

Edwards therefore focussed on positive qualifications that were performed by professing

and enacting the Covenant in contrast to consenting submissively to a legalistic contract.

That is, it is not enough to simply consent to following rules, but one literally has to add

one’s life, experience and authentic interpretation of salvation to the public,

performatively and in positive acts of “gracious piety.”

Thus, for Edwards, it is not a case of someone saying I believe in Christ, reciting

certain words, or declaring that one has been saved, but in expressing and manifesting,

immediately performing, the “fhiits” of conversion and thus enacting an esteem for God

and the public he has created. As he notes in the common example of marriage.

For a woman to promise, that she will hereafter renounce all other men for 
the sake of him who makes suit to her, and will in some future time accept 
of him for her husband, is not for her now to enter into that marriage 
covenant with him. She that does this with a man, professes now to accept 
of him, renouncing all others; though promises of hereafter behaving 
towards him as a wife are also included in the transaction.

(An Humble Enquiry 44)
If “promises” to persevere in faith, acting with a disposition of “gracious piety,” are to

mean anything, they must appear to the public and arise from the spontaneity of religious

conversation. The township’s disturbance with Edwards had to do with this immediate,

performative act of grace, not simply because of its “rigor,” but because his conversion

process entailed public “authenticity” rather than the “dead” consent to the moral,

external contract. The township space become a public space, and by Edwards’s time, as

noted, the sense of community had shifted. Before the private individual became a

normative concept, Edwards argued for the necessity of a public and interactive,

authentic self in conversion.

Conversion was not “visible” simply by virtue of the convert “accout[ing] his

experiences to the minister, or anybody else, as the term of admission to the church”
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(185). In other words, Edwards did not care what the convert said had happened, e.g., if 

she or he claimed to have spoken to God, but rather, he celebrated how the converts were 

manifesting authenticity at the present moment in conversation with others. We will see 

this problem of accounting for the “content” of the conversion experience when it comes 

to Edwards’s “pictures” of his converts, who can only be ambiguous because Edwards is 

attempting to describe a public space of action, and not offering an account of “what” 

happened or the historical facts o f Northampton. Because Edwards is describing a space 

of action and mutuality, we should read Edwards as offering a “story” and 

memorialization, or, more appropriately, a “testimony” and “epistle,” about the revival, 

and not a factual, explanatory, informative, or “objective” history of the tangible results. 

Of course, the awakening actually occurred and there were results, but if we draw on 

Arendt’s notion of a public space in which “action” rather than “making” or producing is 

essential, we can understand the public space of Northampton and the freedom that arose 

from the event as the object of Edwards’s testimony. Action can only be described after 

the appearance of it and since action is unpredictable and inconsistent by its very nature, 

to attempt to list the heroic “deeds” or results would be to miss the point about the 

“surprising” and “occasional” nature of public space and conversion for Edwards.

In contrast to being public participators and acknowledging that they could very 

well be damned, the melancholics suffer from such “guilty” consciences and seem to be 

deluded by the promise of escaping the world o f uncertainty. They are tricked into a 

promise of absolute salvation by a voice telling them to “Cut [their] throat[s],” since 

“now is a good opportunity: now. Now!” A contagion of evil begins to spread throughout 

the community, during what seemed to be a remarkable experience of ordinary 

community and holiness. Edwards uses the terms of “doing” and performing certain 

outward acts or dramatic deeds to describe this manifestation of evil:
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After this, multitudes in this and other towns seemed to have it strongly 
suggested to 'em, and pressed upon 'em, to do as this person had done. 
And many that seemed to be under no melancholy, some pious persons 
that had no special darkness, or doubts about the goodness of their state, 
nor were under any special trouble or concern of mind about anything 
spiritual or temporal, yet had it urged upon 'em, as if somebody had spoke 
to 'em, 'Cut your own throat, now is a good opportunity: now NowP So 
that they were obliged to fight with all their might to resist, and yet no 
reason suggested to 'em why they should do it. (206)

That Edwards attributes this message to the devil does not indicate an underlying belief in

an absolute moral and agonized dramatization and struggle to overcome a substantial

evil. God, according to Edwards, does not give commands or orders, but rather,

"invitations” and "sweet doxologies” (A Faithful Narrative 134). Actual evil and spiritual

pride for Edwards explicitly signals a desire to escape communal responsibility and

personal accountability in favor o f personal "opportunity.” We might compare this idea

of not being able to offer a reason for one’s actions, and one might ask whether or not

Edwards plays the moral judge in this case, since we recall that with the elect, they could

offer no "reason to satisfy the inquirer.” Yet the issue of public testimony for Edwards

does not require that one provide rational "proof’ of belief: an absolute "reason” or

rational explanation for faith was impossible for Edwards. He is attempting to show that

the melancholics’ compulsive quest for absolute certainty will be unsatisfactory.

In a related context and commentary on the role of Original Sin in Wittgenstein’s 

philosophy of language, Philip R. Shields refers to Edwards "descriptions” of the Glory 

of God. In his words, "we should no more expect an explanation or justification of logical 

grammar than Jonathan Edwards would expect an explanation of God’s guidance of 

earthly affairs” (47). And yet, Edwards did require public speech action, in a similar way 

to Wittgenstein’s sense that the absolute rules or justifications for "grammar” cannot be 

"explained,” but rather, must be "described.” We begin with a sense of the "arbitrary” 

will of God, and "the conditions of sense transcend the wills o f individuals. They are
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thrust upon us mysteriously, allowing neither reason, protest, nor negotiation, and they 

require absolute acceptance if  language is to make sense” (46). Edwards was far from 

chauvinistic precisely because he criticized the tendency, what he called “enthusiastic 

delusions,” to want to equate conversion with the revelation of absolute certainty. For 

instance, the melancholics in his community claimed that they had been told to “do” 

certain things to grant them absolute assurance and certainty in their salvation and 

corresponding sense of truth. This was the case of an enthusiastic melancholic from 

South Hadley, who, Edwards explains, “thought himself divinely instructed to direct a 

poor man in melancholy and despairing circumstances, to say certain words in prayer to 

God, as recorded in Psalm 116:4, for his own relief’ (207). The notion is that one can 

provide a rule of conduct or a cure and escape for others and decide for them what to say 

or do, or what their “duty” is. Rational explanations, divine revelations, or absolute 

justifications, are impossible propositions for Edwards, and speech is thus always 

described as a “mutual conversation”: meaning itself is contingent upon the circumstance. 

In certain cases, Edwards claims that God may entice one to or seem to “suggest certain 

words,” but nowhere will God tell or force a person to do or say certain things. For 

Edwards there is little “relief’ and the best hope is that the convert acts “authentically,” 

without instrumental motivation. The end is not in the distant future or in another world 

when things will be ripe for ultimate perfection but rather in the fragile present where a 

possibility exists for limited accomplishments in the public.

As with the melancholics, the converts thus cannot give an objective or rational 

“reason” to the bystander to justify their conviction of salvation -  nor do they need one. 

But by listening to the way people converse with each other, however, the gratitude and 

humility they express toward their community, and interacting with them, the “inquirer” 

“might soon be satisfied, by a particular conversation with 'em” (179). The “disposition,” 

as many commentators have pointed out, rather than the content o f what is said, is what
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Edwards spent his life defending: he required a positive and genuine enactment of public 

conversion rather than a correct recitation of the right words from scripture. This form of 

conversion did not seem probable or meaningful to Edwards without the existence of a 

lively public that would encourage such authentic expressions of commitment and grace. 

There was a formal public space for profession, and Edwards’s “judgments” about 

conversion are not grounded in a detached, spectatorial position or an abstract, theoretical 

discussion, but from the actual and concrete manifestation of communal relations in the 

Great Awakening. Certainly, conversion would continue in many less public forms, but 

the community always had the glad duty of worshipping, celebrating and acknowledging 

God’s spirit working in them. In the events of Northampton, ""anno 1735” (A Faithjul 

Narrative 151), Edwards, the “inquirer,” was evidently “satisfied” with their public 

expressions or performances of piety.

Moreover, the shift in the ordering of the town, from one in which the 

congregation routinely comes to listen to the minister, maintains the social hierarchy in 

which the elite make church and social decisions behind closed doors and sit in the pews 

at the front of the church, was severely shaken by Edwards’s encouragement of a variety 

o f diverse “mutual societies” outside of the formal, hierarchical space. As he writes in An 

Humble Enquiry, “to profess the covenant of grace, is to profess it, not as a spectator, but 

as one immediately concerned in the affair, as a party in the covenant professed” (41). 

The profession is also performed in public in an interactive context, and not simply by 

submitting to moral commands or legalistic rules.

The attention to being an immediate actor rather than a distanced spectator helps 

us understand what Edwards meant by public profession, and how the reconstruction of 

the public space that it implied threatened the rational ordering of the town. Nonetheless, 

even as we establish these seeming opposites — actor and spectator — we need to wrench 

them from modem, subjectivist connotations, because Edwards does not share the same
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framework as either “Old Light” rationalists or “New Light” revivalists. He is not 

simply replacing rationalism with passion or revelation, but resituating the self in the 

context o f public interaction. In order for the modem reader to comprehend why the 

revival could been read as “pre-Revolutionary,” he or she has to attend to the changes in 

the structure of the public space, from hierarchy to participatory, rather than the moral 

changes or the end product. Although the “pictures” of the converts, Phoebe Bartlett and 

Abigail Hutchinson, seem like private experiences, Edwards assumes that religious 

organizations and “societies” exist throughout the town. In ^  Faithfiil Narrative he writes 

“Many of the [young people] have, of their own accord, formed themselves into religious 

societies, in different parts of the town” (157). Edwards seems to have encouraged this 

development, and, as he notes at the beginning of the narrative, “I proposed to the young 

people, that they should agree among themselves to spend the evenings after lectures in 

social religion, and to that end divide themselves into several companies to meet in 

various parts of the town; which was accordingly done, and those meetings have been 

since continued, and the example imitated by elder people” (148). The religious meetings 

presented some problems for Edwards following the awakening and he continues to 

defend the proliferation of them and the ability of diverse groups in the town to form their 

own societies and engage in “religious concern” and mutual “conversation.”

The need for communal celebration of “holy love,” which I would compare to 

Arendt’s sense of a communal bond based on amor mundi, or a love of the world as 

public space, and the gracious recognition of the limited appearance of a plural and 

merciful principle, God’s holy spirit, led Edwards to celebrate in Some Thoughts 

Concerning the Revival the “particular praying societies” that began to worship together. 

In Northampton “most of the people, young and old, have voluntarily associated 

themselves in distinct companies, for mutual assistance in social worship.” These 

societies seem to have been segregated to some extent according to “private” social
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classification; “all the people of the congregation have gathered in their particular 

religious societies; companies of men by themselves, and companies of women by 

themselves; young men by themselves, and young women by themselves; and companies 

of children in all parts of the town by themselves, as many were capable of social 

religious exercises.” Nonetheless, these societies would come together in a more “public” 

meeting. From this localization and dispersion of “religious concern” he proposed that 

some order should appear, in which people of the town, at “about the middle of the day, 

at an appointed hour, all have met together in the house of God, to offer up public 

prayers” (519). These “public prayers” served as mutual meetings for public profession 

and renewal of the covenant and the main place where religious matters would be 

acknowledged and considered by the community.

In this more public meeting in which the particular societies gathered, a

profession of the Covenant was required for participation in the sacraments. This

acknowledgment of conversion was not only made by Edwards, but usually by the

person’s peers. We should therefore note that Edwards was exiled fi'om his township not

because he required a recitation of moral conviction or probable belief, but because he

was arguing that evidence of conversion must be presented in terms of what was

presently occurring and what had happened, which could only fall under the eyes of

“public judgment”: Edwards assumed that this conversion and public judgment already

occurred in the “religious societies.” According to Edwards in a letter.

The preceding season had been very remarkable on this account beyond 
what had been before; but this [was (editor’s brackets)] more remarkable 
that. And in this season these apparent or visible conversions (if I may so 
call them) were frequently in the presence of others, at religious meetings, 
where the appearances of what was wrought on the heart fell under public 
observation. {Some Thoughts 549)

Edwards thus describes a common world of sorts, multiple spaces in which there are

lively conversations and a common desire for novelty. This is a space of power, where
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the members have mutually bound themselves together in concern for this world. In the 

midst of this-worldly, objective and relational concern, re-birth itself is encouraged and 

appears.

Appearance is the crucial word throughout because Edwards is describing a space 

where, in Arendt’s words “being and appearance” will meet and where “words and deeds 

have not parted company, where words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where words 

are not used to veil intentions but to disclose realities, and deeds are not used to violate 

and destroy but to establish relations and create new realities” (200). Though Arendt uses 

a rationalist paradigm of speech, one that seems to foreclose the outbursts of piety and the 

“affections” that we witness, and without the absolute necessarily guiding Edwards’s 

space of appearance (we should note, however, that Arendt’s examples of ideal public 

space are often grounded in Greek religion, and, in the case of America, American 

Calvinism), the formal and structural concern with the need to formalize a constructed, 

“objective,” public space is similar. For Arendt in The Human Condition, “power 

preserves the public realm and the space of appearances, and as such it is also the 

lifeblood of the human artifice.” Wherever one thinks with King Solomon, that “there is 

nothing new under the sun,” “the world as a place fit for human appearance, for action 

and speech, is gone. Without action to bring into the play of the world the new beginning 

of which each man is capable by virtue of being bom, ‘there is no new thing’” and “’no 

remembrance’” (204).

For Edwards, likewise, in his defense of the demand for public conversion, re

birth, and covenanting, speech and deeds must not part company:

the reason of mankind teaches them the need of joining words and actions 
together in public manifestations of the mind, in cases of importance: 
Speech being the great and peculiar talent, which God has given to 
mankind as the special means and instrument of the manifestation of their 
minds one to another. {Truth Vindicated 297)
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Edwards examined “present” and spontaneous manifestations of conversion, which 

usually “appeared” by virtue of a shift in disposition in conversation. The township 

appeared converted in its “unusual flexibleness, and yielding to advice” (A Faithful 

Narrative 147), particularly in the young people, their openness toward one another, and, 

primarily, as noted, the shift in the way they conversed with each other. Because their 

“great concern could not be hid” we know that Edwards is not speaking of a private rite 

of passage, but an “appearance” in public in speech, and in acknowledging the limit of 

rational meaning to encompass the desire for public commitment and excellence that 

appeared on “their very countenances.”

Furthermore, Edwards’s “pictures” are also too imprecise and distanced to think 

of his judgment of conversion as an estimation of a private conscience’s goodness or 

merits. For instance, we read him refer to “the child” convert in a distanced tone, 

highlighting the in-betweenness, and supporting his belief that he cannot judge the 

“inner” sense of a person. Thus he writes “she appears with an attention that is very 

extraordinary for such a child. She also appears very desirous at all opportunities to go to 

private religious meetings; and is very still and attentive at home in prayer tim e.. .  and 

has appeared affected in time of family prayer” ([italics mine] 202). He stresses the 

exceptional “appearance” of “the child” and therefore the “space between” public actors 

or converts. This sense of distance highlights the point that there is a common world 

between Edwards and the converts, although their specific circumstances and 

manifestations of themselves — acts — within that public are entirely unique. Arendt 

compares this separation to having a “table” between those who sit around it.” For her, 

the “world like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time” {Human 

Condition 52). A lack of this distance and constructed public space led other revivalists 

to focus on moral sincerity and hypocrisy. For Edwards, however, a “singular,” natural, 

homogenous moral bond, as if  Christ and God’s promise of happiness entailed that the
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creature would now be able to rely on his own self-sufficiency to achieve the good, could 

not encompass or speak for conversion and the public-worldly “concern” in conversion 

and “godliness.”

The requirements for conversion were literally “distinguishing marks,” or “a

visibility to the eye of public charity, and not a private judgment, that gives a person a

right to be received as a visible saint in public” (190). Conversion concerns whether one

sincerely loves the Lord, is grateful for the Lord’s mercy, “has an honest character,” “an

agreeable conversation,” and has been humbled by the Lord. Doctrinal knowledge is of

course referred to by Edwards, but on this premise he is ambiguous: “the profession

being made (as should appear by inquiry into the person’s doctrinal knowledge,)

understandingly; if  there were an external conversation agreeable thereto” {An Humble

Inquiry 184). All o f Edwards’s discussions of conversion depend upon the particular

context and one assumes, if there was no conversation about scripture, the meaning of

gracious piety still translates into conversation in the secular and everyday realm, though

we would understand that the everyday topic is religion in Northampton. Certainly, since

Edwards was a “latter day” thinker, he believed that though scripture was a guide and

history itself did not limit the forms or possible expressions o f redemption and

conversion in the “new dispensation”:

Herein they err two ways: first, if  there be anything new and extraordinary 
in the circumstances o f this work that was not observed in former times, 
that is a rule with them to reject this work as not the work of God. Herein 
they make that their rule that God has not given them for their rule, and 
limit God where he has not limited himself.

It was, according to him, part of “God’s manner to open new scenes, and to bring forth to

view things new and wonderful, such as an ‘eye had not seen, nor ear heard, nor entered

into the heart o f man’ or angels ([I Cor 2:9] Some Thoughts 306). “God’s manner” is at

issue and the image of “opening new scenes” likens conversion to a performance on a

stage, or an unfolding drama, the moral meaning of which is uncertain to humans. Yet
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they enact the new dispensation by glorifying God through public acts of mutual binding 

and humble conversation with each other.

Gracious piety, through conversation, concern, listening, attentiveness and 

affection, is much different from an inner worldly asceticism that would be particularly 

silent, or like one speaking alone with a preconceived moral end in mind. Edwards’s 

theology concerned being at home with the Almighty’s infinite plurality and uncertain 

“ends” for immediate social utility. Moral uncertainty about salvation, salvation that 

required faith alone, as in Edwards’s famous awakening sermon, “Justification By Faith 

Alone,” and a theology of Original Sin, was intolerable to most of the rationalist 

theologians, and, as Haroutunian points out, Charles Chauncy bore more in common with 

the enlightened revolutionary orientation than did Edwards. In early surveys of American 

culture, Edwards is often compared to the men of the revolution, Benjamin Franklin in 

particular, but none of the revolutionaries maintained a theology of Original Sin, a 

limiting concept, or conversion for the Glory of God. As Edwin Gaustad points out, “like 

John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and a host of earlier critics of Calvinist orthodoxy, 

Franklin saw this notion of original sin as no spur to moral conduct but a convenient 

evasion of all moral responsibility” (47). The founders were, of course, “Deists” and 

rationalists, and though most criticized “enthusiasm,” as Sidney Mead notes, they “were 

appreciative of the practical moral application of the revivalists’ gospel, especially since 

it was based upon an appeal to the teaching and simple religion of Jesus” (42). They 

favored the sectarian bent of the new revivalists, whom Edwards criticized, and the 

notion that religion was a private matter that did not require public profession. In other 

words, they praised pietism for its promotion of civil and moral conformity. The 

“secular” focus on the moral and utilitarian good completely sacrificed the public 

ambiguities that Edwards’s revival and form of neo-Calvinism brought to light in the 

retention o f public profession of the Covenant.
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Benjamin Franklin in particular, who Weber offers as the surviving exemplum of 

social Calvinism in Yankee America, finds his way into the problem of reading Jonathan 

Edwards’s communal and “proto-revolutionary” neo-Calvinism. The revolutionary 

concept of social good and the potential utilitarianism of religion contrasts with 

Edwards’s notion or harmony and consent that had little to do with private happiness or 

social welfare. The revolutionaries may have used the mass energy of revivalism to their 

purposes, while leaving behind the more ambiguous, “impracticable” and “limiting” 

observations that could have led to the construction o f  a more plural and participatory, 

revolutionary public space. Max Weber, upon whom Bercovitch draws, may have been 

correct about some social adaptations and abuses of Calvinism, and the idea of repaying a 

debt through endless labor and economization, or the equation of utilitarian moral 

conduct with uncertain personal salvation. But he missed the communal aspects and 

everyday exchanges that resulted from the uncertainties, the ambiguities, and the 

elimination of sacramentalism and individual good works in a Calvinist theology of 

Original Sin. As John McNeil noted in 1954, “Max Weber has convinced many that 

Calvin’s doctrine o f election led to a sense of ‘unprecedented inner loneliness’ and that, 

not in Calvin but in later Calvinists, this induced the quest of vocational success in order 

to allay anxiety regarding divine favor.” Calvin certainly never equated election, “divine 

favor” (222), with economic prosperity, though much later, only remote spiritual kin, 

who had sacrificed Original Sin and God’s Glory, could be said to have drawn these 

conclusions from Calvinism. The desire for an infinite God’s glory expressed in a public 

space led Edwards to acknowledge the everyday and ordinary exchanges that occurred in 

religious conversation, and would have challenged the individualist, moral utilitarianism 

and progressivism of the “new secular order.”
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iv. God is No Respecter of Persons: The Ordinary, Lowly, Infantile Nature of

the Revival

Rather than self-interest and man’s happiness, then, Edwards speaks of religious 

“concern” and “God’s glory” manifested in a new way of being together and “engaging” 

“their hearts.” He begins his account by reminiscing that “our public assemblies were 

then beautiful” (151). While God’s glory is not equivalent to “man’s happiness” or 

private well-being — as Haroutunian notes, “what is happiness to a saint may be misery 

for a worldly” (96) — some social changes would occur as a result o f conversion. In the 

public manifestation and performance of God’s glory, recognizing and “worshipping” the 

sacred, people turned away from private interest and toward an attempt to come to terms 

with an utterly mystical, morally uncertain, and infinitely plural Almighty, the trace and 

“shadow” of which was manifesting itself in heterogeneous conversions. “Shadow” is an 

important word here because Edwards always spoke of the relation between God and 

man as one of “Images and Shadows of Divine Things,” to use the title of one of his 

works. In Northampton, the “shadow” and “mixed multitude” {Some Thoughts 400) is the 

best case scenario for the Holy Spirit’s manifestation. And, as I will argue, this mixture 

and non-absolute manifestation does not suggest that Edwards thought that other 

historical “occasions” of grace were less holy, or, that he thought it possible to foresee or 

progress to an absolutely pure, moral plan of redemption.

The communal conversion experience is obviously predestined to Edwards, “a 

very extraordinary dispensation of Providence: God had in many respects gone out of, 

and much beyond his usual and ordinary way” (A Faithful Narrative 157). The reason 

that Edwards writes that God “had gone out of his ordinary way” is not because anything 

“extraordinary,” or a heroic battle, has taken place. Despite the “greatness” of the 

awakening, for Edwards the claims regarding what happened in the town, or how God
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precisely went out of his “usual and ordinary way,” are fairly ordinary. As Jon Butler 

remarks, the depiction was rather “unexceptional,” “never capitalized,” and attended to 

the “minutiae.” Furthermore, to follow Butler, “if ‘the Great Awakening’ is not an 

American Donation of Constantine, its appeal to historians seeking to explain the shaping 

character of pre-Revolutionary American society gives it a political and intellectual 

power whose very subtlety requires a close inspection of its claims to truth” (110). But to 

both draw upon and argue with Butler, the minutiae and everydayness of the event is 

what makes it “exceptional” for Edwards; the extraordinary event can be found in that 

very attention to and new sense of the ordinary. We need to note, then, that the 

implications of its “fruits” may not be immediately apparent to critics searching for moral 

results and consequences that might be visible enough to call it “democratic.”

We should also keep in mind that his publication, A Faithful Narrative is also a 

letter, an “epistle” written to Rev. Dr. Benjamin Colman, who forwarded the letter to 

London correspondent, Dr John Guyse, who in turn gave it to Isaac Watts (Goen 33). 

Edwards was persuaded to expand on the letter. Though Edwards was far from promoting 

a separatist spirit, he was disturbed by the numerous changes in editions of the work and 

the London editors’ attempts to make it “’more universally acceptable’” (40). Watts and 

Guyse seemed to be concerned with universal expressions of moral piety and in doing so, 

they showed their distance from the people of Edwards’s town by misprinting the 

location. For the subtitle, they wrote, “’the surprising work of God’ in Northampton ‘and 

neighboring towns and villages of New Hampshire,’ rather than in Hampshire County, 

Massachusetts.” They also wrote “’country’ where Edwards had written ‘county’” (Goen 

41). The Londoners continually had to apologize for not being able to locate 

Northampton on their map. The specificity and the occasion of the event is what Edwards 

accounts for and to claim sincerity about anything more would show a lack of gratitude 

and humility.



85

The occasional, creaturely, and ordinary manifestations help us understand how 

Edwards’s concept of conversion demystifies the presumed personal and subjective 

experience of conversion, without sacrificing the absolute unfathomability, individuality, 

and uniqueness of God’s creation. The people in the town “rejoic[ed]” over each other 

“as newborn” (151). The novelty of the space is apparent on another social level as well. 

When Edwards writes that “God has gone out of his usual way” he means that in contrast 

to an exclusive and sometimes exclusionary rite of passage, this awakening “has been 

extraordinary on account o f the universality of it, affecting all sorts, sober and vicious, 

high and low, rich and poor, wise and unwise; it reached the most considerable families 

and persons, to all appearances, as much as others” (A Faithful Narrative 157). In this 

one sense, Edwards followed his grandfather Stoddard and opened up the church doors. 

Indeed, he even went as far as celebrating expressions of grace in the open air: “I suppose 

none will condemn singing God’s praises merely because ‘tis performed in the open air 

and not in a closed place.” Of course, this publicity of conversion is essential: “’Tis one 

part of the beauty of public worship, that it be very public; the more public it is, the more 

open honor it puts upon God; and especially is it beautiful in that part of public worship, 

viz., public praise” {Some Thoughts 492). But the space was also opened up to “several 

Negroes,” “the same number of males as females,” “both to elderly persons and also 

those that are very young” (158). Edwards’s public space is remarkably heterogeneous, a 

point that has been largely ignored by critics, or dismissed as integrationist. That 

Edwards believed in communal “consent” and the willingness to work through disputes 

peacefully — to act harmoniously and “beautifully” - is  not in question, but any moral 

changes, such as those that might result from the converts forcing their beliefs on others, 

are strongly criticized by Edwards. Change is not the focus and if  it occurs, it comes from 

a much longer, “prudent,” and more patient process of considering the fi-eedom of the 

motive, and the pleasure it might add to the whole of creation. Though the “glory of God”
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is an essential orientation and eternal, all specific manifestations of moral "&uits" are 

unique and the same customs or human laws may not apply or be “praiseworthy,” in each 

context and occasion.

Edwards furthermore argued that other forms of expression, from different 

traditions, might enact faith in alien and novel ways. Because of the potential absolutism 

of one “way” of experiencing “truth,” and the historical fact that certain dogmas “make 

their own experience the rule, and reject such and such things as are now professed and 

experienced because they never felt 'em themselves” (Some Thoughts 313), Edwards 

warned against relying on absolute morality. For instance, he writes, “there is mercy 

enough in God for the whole world, and the like, when they give no account o f any 

particular or distinct thought of Christ” (A Faithful Narrative 172). Most reformed 

Calvinists in Edwards’s time, as Haroutunian makes clear, would have required the 

convert to name the redeemer and god who saved him, but Edwards’s humility allows 

him to entertain the possibility of multiple manifestations of the Holy Spirit. ** Certainly, 

as Gerald McDermott argues, Edwards never relied on moral sincerity, and this 

difference led him to criticize Deists and Rationalists in his argument against the will. 

McDermott argues that Edwards “prepared the theological way for a more expansive 

view of salvation” (143) in his time with Native peoples at Stockbridge mission, 

following his expulsion from Northampton. Edwards’s suggestion that his converts did 

not have to name Christ as the cuase of their awakening does not mean that he did not 

believe Christ’s sacrifice promised conversion. It does suggest that he was attempting to 

speak to a diverse population that may not have been comfortable with the focus on 

Christ. In any case, the structure of conversion and public action was more important for 

Edwards than the limiting of the first God of creation to the redeemer son. While Ava 

Chamberlain criticizes McDermott’s claims for Edwards’s openness toward different 

cultures and writes that “Edwards clearly articulates the position that conversion requires



87

both the infusion of a new disposition and the sincere confession of Christ” (716), 

Edwards rarely used the expression “sincere confession of Christ,” and even in the 

revivals, he celebrated the “disposition” rather than “an explicit profession of Christ” 

(715). In Northampton, Edwards did not always require outward profession of an 

introduction to “Christ”; “It must needs be confessed that Christ is not always distinctly 

and explicitly thought of in the first sensible act of grace (though he most commonly is); 

but sometimes he is the object o f the mind only implicitly” (A Faithful Narrative 172). 

The sacred as an everyday, authentic experience that was enacted in the light of the 

convert’s past experience, necessitated that each convert define the moment of grace for 

him or herself. The converts experience redemption in all its contextual and plural 

ambiguity, in a positive and additional enactment of freedom by “appearing” with others 

as public actors. Conversion does not occur by “way of immediate revelation, without 

any manner of use of memory; but yet there seems plainly to be an immediate and 

extraordinary influence, in leading their thought to such and such passages of Scripture, 

and exciting them in the memory” (178), vis-à-vis one’s activeness in conversation. The 

memory was, of course, specific and depended on context. Although conversion depends 

upon rupture and novelty, as I have already indicated, Edwards does not eliminate the 

converts’ past experience and the content, the “peculiar circumstances” (A Faithful 

Narrative 189), from influencing the matters of public conversion.

Clearly, Edwards leaves behind the notion of Puritan election, which would not 

permit such diverse or non-hierarchical participation. As I have already noted about 

baptism, although a compromise was made on the issue, children would not have been 

allowed to undergo “conversion,” or visible “testimony” and profession of the Covenant, 

but merely would have been accepted as inherited members of the church. All children, 

“ignorant” or “barbarians” would usually be excluded from a more legalistic and 

scholastic model of election. Profession, however, is another matter, and though we could
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criticize Edwards for not encouraging the exchanges enough, his public space was at least 

an attempt to provide public recognition for those who previously had very little chance 

to be seen and heard in public and have the specific ways God was working in them 

glorified. The case of Phebe Bartlett, Edwards’s four-year old convert and centerpiece of 

A Faithfiil Narrative, brings up numerous issues about education, protection of children 

from “hell-flre and damnation” or the knowledge of evil. Her conversion was an obvious 

challenge to rising notions of progress and advancement, usually contingent upon a 

scheme of linear development often associated with the progression from childhood to 

maturity. Likewise, the elderly would seem to be past the normal, approximately thirty, 

age mark, that would be the time of “sensible” maturity to “own” the Covenant.

Most disturbingly for Edwards’s foremost critic and “Old Light” rationalist- 

Calvinist, Charles Chauncy, in particular, “Lads, or rather Boys: Nay, Women, and Girls: 

yea Negroes,” he exclaimed, “’could only portend to Evil to these Churches.” ’ As Amy 

Shrager Lang points out, Edwards spoke directly to Chauncy in Some Thoughts 

Concerning the Revival and he “rejected both the notion that only ‘silly women’ and 

children experience divine joy in the manner o f the revivalists, and the idea that the 

revival is discredited by either its youthfulness or its femininity” (169). Moreover, 

Chauncy had accused Edwards o f “enthusiasm” and in Seasonable Thoughts had 

intimated that Edwards approximated the French prophets and other irrational forms of 

“popery.” His “rigorous” demands seemed to go too far, and the elite in the community 

claimed that Edwards was a “bigot,” an elitist and guilty of expounding a “doctrine 

deeply tinged with that of the Romish church’” (qtd. MiWex Jonathan Edwards 249). 

Edwards, on the contrary, according to Thain Parker, attempted to “distinguish[] between 

a truly Christian walk and a hypothetical gait.” Thain Parker writes that “Chauncy’s God 

brought about conversion by rational methods,” and for him, Edwards’s converts and his 

entire way of acknowledging bodily manifestations as signs of conversion, was insane:
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“both zeal and terror were nothing more than ‘sudden and strong Impressions on the 

animal Oeconomy’” (Thain Parker 204). Edwards allowed for vital freedom and novel 

relations to emerge for women, the youth, the elderly, racial “others,” and the 

disempowered in general. These participants are not merely celebrated for their ability to 

consent passively and blindly obey the laws of scripture. Edwards’ conversion process 

does imply that a certain degree of passivity or “willingness” is required and perhaps the 

oppressed best capture the pious and “willing” disposition he wanted to see as the basis 

for God’s government in Northampton.

To read the ability to leave self-interest behind and engage in conversation with

others, and indeed, find one’s authentic and individual personality within this context, as

an example of submissive consent, as some critics do, misses the simple point about what

being a public person rather than a private individual entails; one is limited because one

is situated in human relations and directed by an ultimate principle of infinite plurality.

Clearly, Charles Chauncy had rejected the notion of man’s dependence and the principle

of absolute sovereignty associated with God’s decision to save or damn sinners. As

Haroutunian points out, Chauncy and other universalists

identified the last end of God in creating the world with the happiness of 
all men, and allowed Him only attributes which were necessary to this 
end; namely, goodness, and wisdom and power; goodness, so that He
might make it His last end to make all men happy It was only
essential that He be kind, loving, merciful ‘amiable and interesting.’ And 
Chauncy accepted these as constitutive of the substance of the character of 
God. God became just by being good. (142-143)

I quote this passage at length because the transition to a humanist God, though it may

seem more egalitarian than Edwards’s mysterious and sovereign, arbitrary power, also

coincides with the sacrifice of a principle of plurality that was needed to guarantee a

plural, revolutionary space within Christendom. Thus, even if Chauncy and other more

“liberal” theologians saved the infant from eternal damnation, they also had no way of
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acknowledging distinct expressions of grace in the community, and tended to agree upon 

what the social “good” was. In other words, they literally threw out the baby with the 

bathwater. To return to Haroutunian’s point that what might be happiness for a saint, 

might be misery for a worldly, I would also point out that what might be the good for one 

group of enlightened Cliristians might not be the good for others.

Such considerations are rarely taken into account when critics accuse Edwards of 

celebrating the disempowered, women in particular, only for the degree to which they 

exemplify passivity and obedience. Obedience and mutual consent, after all, is an 

authentic, extremely public, and difficult proposition when we are speaking of an 

infinitely plural and unknowable God. Standing firmly against this public, religious space 

in which anyone could participate, Chauncy, perhaps foreshadowing later critics and 

skeptics, voiced the doubts about Phoebe and the conversion of children, women, and 

descendants of other cultures, the “ignorant,” even as he looked like their proponent by 

criticizing the “absurd” and “unjust” doctrine of Original Sin.

Chauncy’s doubts pinpoint the confluence of rationalism, skepticism, secular 

humanism, and the desire for the private selfs authenticity and sovereignty, in the light 

of the increasingly uncertain, plural and dynamic space of the awakening. This demise of 

public profession and the prioritizing of legal, rational truth, in the case of “infantilized” 

subjects, are used to invalidate their claims for conversion. Children and “others,” 

according to Chauncy, cannot experience authenticity or “moral” truth and are more 

likely imitating or memorizing the sacred words, mimicking the actions and speeches of 

the faithful, who no longer seem to exist. The whole game of conversion is ridiculous: all 

are potentially good and enlightened and simply need to be educated. If conversion were 

occurring, Edwards would have to give “incontestable” rational proof. As Chauncy 

remarks about the child convert, all of four-years old and potentially delusional, Edwards 

“can give no incontestable evidence of the presence of God; many factors have been at
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work ‘which had a Tendency in a natural Way to work upon the Passion of the People.’” 

And yet, Chauncy would bracket the aspect of mimesis in its entirety from the 

substantiation of truth claims, since he writes, “Phebe Bartlet is no miracle: ‘Imitation is 

natural to Children’” (qtd. in Miller 174). The struggle over the legitimization of true 

experience, or, o f true, moral accounts inevitably leads the Protestant rationalist to react 

to all forms of excess, particularly imitation, even though his own structure of 

developmental truth is ironically contingent upon the very same foundation of natural 

similitude and original authenticity.

Edwards, on the contrary, did not need to exclude “imitative” actions because his 

sense of novelty was not contingent on the isolated individual but rather the community, 

which was composed of utterly unique and plural beings, and, Phebe, according to 

Edwards, was old enough to be recognized as part of the community. In effect, though 

Edwards also praised “education,” primarily for its capacity to teach prudence and 

experience in dealing with mystery, as far as the moral content and advanced 

“knowledge” was concerned, Phebe was as capable of experiencing godliness as anyone 

else. And yet, rather than arguing for a rational or communicative medium, Edwards 

focuses on the way the convert interacts and the motive of anti-utilitarian pleasure that 

directs the convert’s desire for speech and coming to voice. In A Faithful Narrative 

Edwards accentuates a child-like capacity, with the four-year old as the center of the 

narrative, in order to flesh out conversion as a predetermined and affected process, 

Edwards attends to the limits of language, however, and clearly wanted to promote a 

humble public space, one that moved away from scholasticism. Though he notes the 

scholarly achievements, and the necessity for training in religious matters, he criticized 

the legalistic “dead” form of expression that abounded in some contemporary forms of 

Calvinism. As he asks.
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Was there ever an age wherein strength and penetration of reason, extent 
of learning, exactness of distinction, correctness o f style, and clearness of 
expression, did so abound? And yet was there ever an age wherein there 
has been so little sense of the evil of sin, so little love to God, heavenly
mindedness, and holiness of life, among the professors of true religion?

{Some Thoughts 387-388) 
There is a limit apparent for Edwards when it comes to the convert’s explication of

motives or the “why” of conversion. He is, rather, interested in the manner of expression,

and that manner is best illustrated by the “ignorant” and “barbarous,” whom Edwards

defends, much to rationalist criticism. Conversion is thus not a quantitative learning

process, whereby one arrives at the truth, but rather, a qualitative awakening to one’s

absolute lack of intelligence outside of the public, and public speech.

Phebe also manifested what Edwards saw as the child-like disposition necessary 

that expressed conversion: “And thus it is that a truly Christian walk, and the acts of an 

evangelical, child-like, believing obedience, are concerned in the affairs of our 

justification, and seem to be sometimes so spoken of in scripture, viz. as an expression of 

a persevering faith in the Son of God, the only Saviour” (“Justification by Faith Alone” 

278). Yet, the prior quote has to be put next to a more common Edwardean expression: 

“As innocent as children seem to be to us, yet if  they are out of Christ, they are not so in 

God’s sight, but are young vipers” {Some Thoughts 394). Two seemingly contradictory 

assertions are made about this “child-like” capacity inherent in conversion. On the one 

hand, the Christian metaphor of becoming as a child seems to connote innocence; on the 

other, Edwards clarifies that this child-like walk has little to do with children who are out 

of Christ — the public.

Edwards praises Phebe because she manifests what it means to be a “newcomer” 

to the community. By “newcomer” I am borrowing an observation made by Arendt, but, 

of course, revising her sense of the “Christian” tradition. While Arendt turns to a more 

“secular” Rome to locate the “principle of beginning” for the American Revolutionaries,
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and seems to criticize the “strangeness” of religions and their child-saviours (On 

Revolution 211), her problem with a child-saviour depends upon the function of that 

saviour, whether the “promises” are contingent and “worldly,” which for Edwards they 

were, or whether they promised absolute certainty, as it is commonly thought that 

religion does. The “principle of beginning,” of being a newcomer, and founding, 

however, rather than regenerating or restoring “man” to some innate sense of goodness or 

regeneration of tradition, also leads Edwards to use a child as his centerpiece for public 

religion, and worldly-religious beginnings. Again, since Edwards tends to require less 

rationality than Arendt does, having a child represent a principle of beginning did not 

indicate his belief in a purity or innocence in nature or outside of the public space.

The re-writing of Phoebe by Victorians and progressives, however, tended to 

support images of Edwards’s revival as a “forerunner” to the development of a moral 

teleology; Romantics would recover a state of natural innocence in childhood, and 

Victorians would morally educate or ascetically restore that nostalgic identity. For 

Edwards the figure of the child presupposes a public space. He was not interested in 

“natural” birth and without a public realm, the creature naturally tends toward evil — 

singularity and private interest. Since extraordinary and supernatural “re-birth” is his 

focus and the sense of pathos of novelty that nothing similar has occurred in human 

history, the child figure becomes a locus of communal, novel and fragile, identity.

Edwards, of course, had no notion of childhood innocence or individual goodness 

and thus his reference to the child-type has little to do with a theological movement 

toward romanticism, humanism or a legalistic, progressive developmental theory, which 

would imply that children begin as blank slates outside of language and community. In 

this sense, his notion of ordinary and qualitative, positive profession of the Covenant both 

relativizes the more legalistic sense of consent, and departs fi'om other evangelical 

portraits of moral purity. The critical reaction to Edwards’s image of the child seems
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modem, carrying with it a progressive view of childhood — childhood for critics seems to 

mean moral purity -  and only presupposes that Edwards ideologically makes this child 

seem naturally innocent. For instance, in a book on the repression of “mourning” -  and 

therefore, the fact of “difference,” “otherness,” separation and loss -  in early Puritanism, 

Breitweiser briefly refers to another, Victorian Phebe when he writes that Edwards 

represses the “raw fact of death”: “the raw fact of death would be proportionately more 

resistant to the typological reduction. This gap demands the sentimentalization of infant 

perfection to complete the system of sublimation, a project already commenced in 

Puritanism’s ‘instances of early piety’ literature, for instance Jonathan Edwards’s portrait 

o f Phebe Bartlett” (66). Even if  it is uncertain how one would actually discuss “the raw 

fact of death” -  absolute otherness rather than heterogeneity -  it cannot be said that 

Edwards eliminates discontinuity or a space in-between. Furthermore, Edwards’s concern 

is primarily with novelty and communal dignity, albeit with that sense of loss, 

uncertainty, and ‘pathos.’ Breitweiser also does not attend to the highly artificial 

characterization of Phebe’s own conversion, with the excessive, or “ostentatious show of 

religious duty [and] childish vanity” (De Prospo 171). He curiously suggests a 

Renaissance Edwards, who offers a sublime “portrait” when Edwards continually refers 

to his images as “pictures” or faulty descriptions, offering a less mimetic, less humanized, 

more artificial and therefore public sense of what can be acknowledged as sacred. The 

equation of childhood with moral purity in fact is part of Chauncy’s and rationalists’ 

theology that arose during Edwards’s era in reaction to the doctrine of Original Sin. The 

radically chaotic and plural nature of childhood “society” signified that although we 

begin always already in “natural” society, the space for religious society must manifest an 

enlarged relation to others.

Edwards always claims that the convert is already a part of “society,” interacting 

with the inherited world in order to experience conversion. He remarks that “children, as
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they have the nature of men, are inclined to society; and those of them that are capable of 

society one with another, are capable of the influences of the Spirit of God in its active 

fruits “ (Some Thoughts 407). Because they are fallen, they are in society, and because 

they now see themselves as plural, they can exercise public, worldly freedom. Edwards, 

as I have indicated, divides forms of worship into public and private, although he rarely 

seems to have a concept of a sovereign or private self. “Private” religion is “proper to 

particular persons, or families, or private societies, and has respect to their particular 

concerns” (491). In “public religion” people were somewhat free, if not entirely removed, 

from the dangers of particular group interests. In any case, society is always present and 

the more “progressive” Romantic and Victorian accounts o f childhood as a realm of 

natural purity or innocence are not even entertained as a possibility; Edwards commonly 

refers to that state of unregenerate natural society as “very senseless and stupid, being 

‘bom as the wild ass’s colt’ [Job 11:12], and need much to awaken them” (394). Nature 

is not a state of pastoral simplicity or an Edenic childhood paradise, also commonly and 

incorrectly attributed to early theories of the “American” character of innocence in 

nature.

Nowhere do we witness Phebe retreat to a sentimental nature (unless the frequent 

visits to her closet, where she is “crying, and wreathing her body to and fro” (200) 

resemble infant, natural purity or perfection). Her proclamation that she believes she is 

ready to die, certainly not because she hopes for a better life in heaven, is even less 

sentimental. Phebe is not presented in order to sentimentalize conversion and piety into a 

process o f purification and moral cleansing. His image of the child is too strange to 

associate the championing of the four-year old with later nineteenth century nostalgic 

portraits o f lost irmocence. Phebe is not “written up as a stereotype,” as Miller famously 

noted, since “Edwards belonged to a society which assumed that children, far from being 

insulated, are in the midst of life from the beginning” (Edwards 138). If this is true.
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Edwards seems to have been one of the last who took seriously this belief, and the effect 

that such a hollowing out of normativity would have on the public. In contrast, most 

Victorian critics, like Oliver Wendell Holmes, and even critics of Edwards’s time, as 

Haroutunian points out, considered Phebe’s presence somewhat perverse, since they too 

had a different concept of childhood domesticated in moral education. They certainly 

recognized that Edwards was not “sentimental,” and thought he displayed a “perverse” 

relation to the child inasmuch as he treated her with the same respect he would an adult. 

Although Harriet Beecher Stowe worked toward subliming and perfecting the image of 

the child type in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, most modem protestants were also aware of the 

doctrine of Original Sin in Edwards’s theology and definitely did not read Phebe’s 

presence as suggesting a natural innocence.

What “shocked” Victorians, on the contrary, was rather the utter relativization of 

norms and thus the lack of progressivism that came to light in Phebe’s conversion. 

Edwards regarded all people as equally tended toward evil. But this “evil” could not be 

conflated with sinful moral acts, as it was for Stowe and others, who rewrote Edwards’s 

child-type. Evil approximated what we would now call “banal” evil inasmuch as the lack 

o f ability to question moral normativity produced a callousness in relation to the world 

and the infinite mystery and novelty that God signified. Hope, or “progress,” if  we can 

locate such a notion, was to be found by acknowledging a sense of love and duty for a 

broken relation to each other and moral absolutes. Crucially, Miller also clarifies the 

underlying “progressivist” prejudice brought to bear upon childhood when he writes that 

“if  a progressive era finds [the conversion of Phebe] brutal, it should acknowledge that 

there was some compensation, that the emotions of four were treated with as much 

respect as those of twenty-four” (138). With the relativization of morals, Edwards 

hollows out the idea of sequential time, or a series of stages in development, and stresses 

rupture and spontaneous moments. Phebe’s presence signifies the challenge to history
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with an everyday concept of grace, making her activeness in obedience a corollary to the 

inauguration of a public space.

Moreover, in Edwards’s own time, he was addressing the Half-Way Covenant and

its encouragement of apathy and contribution to the waning concern about grace in the

community. The compromises contributed to the exclusion of not only conversion, but

also of the mixed and occasional insertions of the oppressed voices into the public.

Clearly, when Edwards speaks of children he is also referring to “the Negroes” and the

“barbarians,” and children in effect seem to stand as metonyms for the infantilization of

other cultures in the progressive, hierarchical, moral ordering of the traditional township.

He tends to conflate the two groups in Some Thoughts, but he does not imply that their

positions were less “advanced” than others. In fact, he writes that both “have had their

hearts wonderfully affected and enlarged, and their mouths opened, expressing

themselves in a manner far beyond their years, and to the just astonishment o f those that

have heard them” (330). Then, he refers to scripture, adding that God “has been pleased

in a wonderful manner to perfect praise out of the mouths o f babes and sucklings.. . .  and

many of them have more of that knowledge and wisdom, that pleases him and renders

their religious worship acceptable, than many of the great and learned men o f the word”

(408). In An Humble Inquiry he clarified that “gracious” consent to the covenant and

specific, authentic acts should be performed, even by infants or those seen as “ignorant or

immoral.” As he writes in response to Halfway proponents,

if the infants of visible believers are bom in the church, and are already 
members in complete standing, when they grow up; and do not drop out of 
the church, and fall from a complete standing, when they grow up; and 
therefore if they are not ignorant nor immoral, and desire full communion, 
nothing else can be required of them: And it will hence follow, contrary to 
my principles, that they cannot be required to make a profession in words 
of discriminate meaning. (296)
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This “discriminate meaning,” and elect act, was too meaningful for many of the town’s 

leaders, and though it seemed that the less rigorous requirements were more egalitarian, 

as I have noted, they effectively “begged the question,” in Edwards’s words, and 

excluded the newcomers, the novel manifestation of God’s spirit, from public 

participation.

To emphasize the idea of being a newcomer, and the orientation toward plurality 

and absolute novelty that structures the public, Edwards constantly referred to those who 

would have seen themselves as less “self-determined,” or willful, and more determined, 

bound and dependent on their social relations and willing to participate in the present 

contexts and times. Edwards is well-known for having criticized the notion that 

conversion was a promise to keep certain moral laws and love the Lord in the friture. As 

Haroutuntian comments, Edwards’s “treatises have little bearing on the next world”

(131). We notice, then, that in Edwards’s account of the awakening, and in his choice to 

represent this event through the conversion of women and children in particular, he 

speaks of the present-time of conversion. The present time, unlike the future, is not based 

on individual strength or agency, and highlights the absolutely novel element of 

conversion. Most impressive for the disruption of the American gradualist thesis of linear 

development and the millennialist deferral of finding truth in a far off distant future, or 

heaven, is Phebe’s illustration of the ordinary time of to-day. Her claim to have “found” 

heaven and God in her closet, in her own ordinary world of repetitive and incantatory 

speech, becomes an act o f founding and finding her own place in the public. The 

motivation for conversion is contingent upon this willing, and not willful, state of active 

passivity. Letting go of singularity helps Phebe find the divine self through founding her 

home in the public space. And when she is asked by one of her doubting sisters whether 

and “where “she could find God, Edwards writes, “she answered, ‘In heaven.’ ‘Why,’ 

said she, ‘have you been in heaven?’ ‘No,’ said the child. By this it seems not to have
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been any imagination of anything seen with bodily eyes, that she called God, when she 

said ‘I can find God now’” (201). The converts’ experiences of spontaneous conversion 

and discontinuity are the foundation for the revised concept of progress that Edwards 

conceptualizes, from a constructivist narrative, turning a series of qualitative, 

discontinuous moments into a central space for negotiating what might be conceived of 

as “advancement.”

For most “secular” rationalists and humanists, on the contrary, the desire for an 

original Edenic place o f birth eschewed plurality and sacrifice in favor of restoring a 

monogenetic hidden source of absolute certainty. Moreover, inherent to this elision of 

ambiguity in nature, spontaneity and wonder had to be excluded from the Republic’s 

conception of itself as rationally ordered. As Boorstin explains of Jefferson, for instance, 

“even a single instance of spontaneous generation would have denied the original 

perfection of nature” (70). Edwards’s model of re-birth opposes the idea of moral 

legitimation located in the original / natural perfectibility of the human, and in doing so, 

posits the ordinary work of “to-day” against the more glorified manifest destiny of 

imperialism, and total redemption of the world to the monogenesis of nature, in 

“America.” The discontinuous moment is apparent at the start of Abigail’s conversion, 

when we are told that “there was a sudden alteration, by a great increase of her concern, 

in an extraordinary sense of her own sinfulness” and Edwards furthermore describes the 

experience of change itself in the phrase a “flash of lightening” (192). Repetition and the 

use o f memory to establish the eternal moment of intentionality, or “to-day” intensify the 

phenomenological wonder at this public mode of experiencing togetherness. In her 

ordinary notion of founding herself in language, Phebe Bartlett also proclaims that she 

has found God “Today” (201), rather than “in Heaven.” This new “qualitative” time, the 

time of public action, translates to a new experience of space as limited and yet, 

simultaneously provokes us to inhabit new worlds by acknowledging our dependence on



100

different manifestations of creative meaning. The new time is one of “to-day” and it 

opposes the absolute, homogenous, and sequential moments of Now. The Now is the 

signal time of redemption demanded by the more apocalyptic thinkers, and curiously 

also, by the melancholics, or those who long for moral and exemplary “heroism.”

Obedience to a plural public and principle differs from blind submissiveness, and 

the issue of qualitative time versus quantitative time helps us understand that a public 

discussion was necessary for the sense of beginning and novelty that Edwards attested to. 

Edwards did not require an account of time-spent in quantitative, obedient labor-time, as 

the test of authentic conversion. Most Puritans, particularly those who followed the 

theory of visible signs, prior to the half-way covenant, accounted for time spent. A 

concept o f moral change implicit in some uses of conversion concerns this issue of 

calendrical and quantifiable time, their predominant sense of anxiety over its ruiming out, 

over the waste of it, over the “improper” use of time, and to be sure, the fear of what to 

do with it without the strenuous life of labor. Thus, vocation and quantitative time-spent 

in worldly duties was fundamental for early Puritan conversion narratives, as we sense 

with the uncharacteristic representation of Edwards’s wife Sarah’s character. ’*The 

sacrificial work ethic would accomplish such a modem “Yankee Pietism,” and to be sure, 

some of the rising anxiety over time spent may be attributed to early Puritans. According 

to Mechal Sobel, a shift in the relation to time begins to occur with English Puritans who 

focus on “counting days, hours, minutes,” and thus “redeeming time,” and generally 

justifying one’s place in the world through the proper use of one’s time. Sobel notes an 

abrupt shift with American Puritans in her discussion, who “still emphasize...  ‘strict 

accounting’ in relation to time, but in moving their concern away from asceticism and 

toward productive labor, and in coming to view the work of the husbandsman, artisan, 

and tradesman as godly, they accomplished ‘a genuine transvaluation of values’” (23). 

But, as we have seen, although Edwards values work or human deeds, the crucial
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moment of conversion is in public action. For Edwards this “to-day” is the revolutionary 

“hiatus,” the time expressed in space, in which ordinary goals may be achieved, but grace 

is only apparent in the fact that this space exists.

Since Edwards wants to highlight the spontaneous action in the space, he 

describes the conversions with a “fastidious regard for detail,” though he says little about 

the converts’ character background. He suggests that they have a specificity within this 

space, and, as De Prospo puts it, “after saying virtually nothing about Abigail 

Hutchinson’s background,” Edwards tells us that “her first religious experience occurs on 

a Monday.” A turn to the calendar begins to occur so that the repetitiveness of 

confronting this “modem” time seems explicit and Abigail experiences her sacredness in 

her social setting, with the life world of work and capitalism, or modem, quantitative 

labor-time. Edwards’s acknowledgment of the world of work, however, is not done “in 

order to subordinate the moments of Awakening to calendar time but implicitly to 

distinguish the awakenings as a miraculous intervention” (De Prospo 170). The 

“miraculous intervention” for Edwards is obviously God’s arbitrary grace, but he also 

indicates that something can encourage, or invite and occasionally manifest, God’s plural 

presence: the creation of a public space.

As I have noted, then, conversion was not about moral change or advancement, 

but rather, mpture in  the locus from private to public beginnings. To retum to Arendt, re

birth and conversion for Edwards was about having the capacity to “begin” . . .  to set

something into motion [As with Augustine] this beginning is not the same as the

beginning of the world; it is not the beginning of something but of somebody, who is the 

beginner” {The Human Condition 177). Edwards, however, even more than Augustine, 

emphasized the public nature of conversion, the principle of beginning, and the priority 

of the actual, ordinary, and, as I will discuss, aesthetic relation, over the “good.” The 

“who” only appears in society with others. (As Delattre points out “Augustine and others
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have found that being as being is good and have used the concept of beauty to help spell 

out the meaning of their affirmation of the goodness of being. Edwards finds rather that 

being as being is beautiful or has beauty, and he uses such concepts as goodness to help 

spell out the meaning of his affirmation of its beauty” (29)).

Edwards does more justice to the image of others, especially in the “infantalized” 

or “feminized” accounts, than Sandra Gustafson claims when she wiites that he “both 

elevated holy women to a new prominence in American Protestantism’s revival culture 

and suppressed female voice” (187). After the consistent “Puritan” attempt to degrade 

vital “female” experience by portraying holy women in evil or dissenting roles, as in the 

case of Ann Hutchinson for instance and the witchtrials, Edwards’s account is one of the 

first Puritan attempts to depict female sacred experience in a more positive light, as a 

“strange” mode of freedom and novelty. Becoming as a woman and as a child suggests 

the “feminization” of the awakening, since these infantilized roles and passive forms of 

being are connected to the feminine. The passivity and feminization of other races is also 

indirectly represented through the conversion process and the attempt by Edwards to 

value a form of active passivity, associated with the historical experience of the 

oppressed. Certainly, Edwards never equated grace with domesticity, or the need to be a 

good and dutiful wife as many protestants did. (A humorous anecdote concerning the 

marriage of his own, somewhat un-civil daughter, Sarah, upon Elihu Parsons’ request for 

her hand in marriage articulates his disruptive notion of grace. According to Miller, 

“Edwards ‘plainly disclosed to him the unpleasant temper of his daughter’ (one can 

imagine with what directness he would do it!). ‘But she has grace, I trust?’ asked Parsons, 

and Edwards replied, ‘I hope she has, but grace can live where you cannot’” (202)).

Of course, as far as legitimate citizenship, the experience of conversion did not 

seem to alter formally the political position of women, children, and others. Nonetheless, 

the implications o f Edwards’s belief in public conversion did have an effect inasmuch as
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the disempowered participated in religious matters. As Edwards notes in Some Thoughts 

Concerning the Revival, “even women, children and servants may have a public 

influence.” This “public influence” is not simply because they become resigned in 

knowing that in the next world their tears may be wiped dry, but rather, because when 

they participate in a “public” church, “their prayers are put up in the name of a Mediator, 

that is a public person” (518). This Mediator was not Chauncy’s or other moralists’ 

mediator. Edwards did not follow the dominant trend to explain away original sin or 

innate depravity, a concept that may be both fantastic and disturbing, but also guarantees 

that a limit to private interests and selfish desires will be acknowledged. Certainly 

Edwards warned against using force and falling prey to “enthusiasm” and violent 

revolution in the manner that past reformers sometimes encouraged. As he noted, “The 

reformation from popery was much hindered by this hasty zeal: many were for 

immediately rectifying all disorders by force, which were condemned by Luther, and 

were a great trouble to him” {Some Thoughts 450). It is not simply that Edwards was an 

aristocrat or concerned with maintaining hierarchy, but rather that he hoped to produce 

longer lasting effects, through the encouragement of beginnings and public spaces, in a 

non-violent and more peaceful manner than had been evinced by religious zeal in the 

past.

v. The “Strange Revolution” versus American Parochialism and 

“Exceptionalism”

Though one must acknowledge that public recognition, participation and the end 

of slavery or women’s exclusion, and religious egalitarianism did not exist in Edwards’s 

community, the structure of participation he ‘theorized’ in the awakening offered the 

possibility of conceiving of civil religious freedom. This theory overshadowed “private” 

freedom and consistently demanded the ability to define one’s authentic, public freedom
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in relation to heterogeneous interactions. From there, perhaps social consequences could 

and did occur. Commentaries on the actual results remain ambiguous. In this 

“unexceptional” sense, Edwards could be perhaps be said to be “unrevolutionary” if  we 

are speaking of negative, or private liberty; however, he was radically revolutionary if  we 

speak of human relationships and public freedom. There is a particular danger in the 

overzealous libertarian celebration of Edwards’s conversion process and the idea that he 

recommended a break with the past, which would promote the birth of an absolutely 

novel, “exceptionalist” identity. This danger is dependent upon a larger historical 

problem in the reading of the American Revolution. Because critics want to locate the 

underpinnings to representative democracy in the revivals, they have often shown their 

ideological commitments and implicit reading of the revolution, without considering 

whether there might have been a more interesting “revolutionary” space in Edwards’s 

earlier revivals, and similarly, with the American Revolution. Nevertheless, in his 

celebration or women and others Edwards was perhaps more revolutionary, initiating a 

participatory and mutually bound community, rather than inaugurating the freedom of a 

privatized sensibility.

Both Miller and Heimert thus dangerously tend to extrapolate too much from their 

desire to locate the developmental cause to the birth of American democracy in 

Edwards’s social radicalism and conversion process. Both critics insinuate that ‘the 

bottles had burst’ as a result of Edwards’s break with scholasticism. The problem with 

this experience of novelty, the awakening to the convert’s powerlessness, is that it may 

produce a sense of overpowering guilt, or the idea that one’s past ways and life will now 

be overcome altogether. It was understandable that some converts may feel overwhelmed 

by the new perception of their old ways -  their disingenuousness -  and, turn to 

righteousness. This reaction to “shock” would eventually show a carelessness toward the 

world, and, Edwards remarks, “under this head of carelessness of the future consequences
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of things, it may be proper to say something of introducing things new and strange, and 

that have a tendency by their novelty to shock and surprise people” (Some Thoughts 448). 

Edwards comments that this idea that conversion means leaving off past tradition, or the 

content of it, is contrary to his understanding of public grace and true freedom: “Thus 

strictly did the apostles observe the rule that their blessed Master gave them, of not 

putting new wine into old bottles, lest they should burst the bottles and lose the wine” 

[Matt 9:17 and parallels (editor’s note) 449]. Though the result of the revival may have 

been moral righteousness and the need for a radical and sometimes violent break with 

past, corrupt ways, including the world’s laws, with which the awakened may disagree, 

Edwards continuously warns against this radical break with past custom. Certainly, he 

criticizes “custom” to the degree that it had habituated people to certain laws and, as a 

result, leads them to “make their own experience the rule, and reject such and such things 

as are now professed and experienced because they never felt them themselves” (Some 

Thoughts 313). Conversion is a moment of worship that enables an appreciation for each, 

looking upon each other as novel beings, and “newborn,” but that is only a prelude to the 

awakening of the need to continually come together and mutually bind each other to the 

principles of grace: beauty, pleasure, humility and regard for each other.

Edwards reports in ^  Faithful Narrative that this violent breaking with the past

and the subsequent desire to overcome sin contributes to the failure of the awakening

because converts expect conversion to equal moral purity:

Though they are truly abased under a sense of their vileness by reason of 
former acts of sin, yet they are not then sufficiently sensible what 
corruption still remains in their hearts; and therefore are surprised when 
they find that they begin to be in dull and dead frames, to be troubled and 
to be utterly unable to keep themselves from 'e m .. .  their hearts are almost 
sunk with disappointment; and they are ready presently to think that all 
that they have met with is nothing, and that they are mere hypocrites.

(186)
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The desire to overcome sin, as will be shown throughout this dissertation, tends also to 

lead to the notion of a private goodness and liberty that misunderstands “relations” and 

“rapports” that direct public freedom and harmonious or beautiful action. “Consent” 

indicates blind, submissive patriotism on the one hand, or “slavery” and a limit to 

individual liberty on the other. In Edwards’s case, the search for absolute righteousness, 

chauvinism, or the notion that conversion was based on good, morally sincere deeds that 

were expressions of a pure heart, was anathema. And he warned that “if persons had a 

fijll sight o f their hearts they would think no terms too bad for them; they would look like 

beasts, like serpents and like devils to themselves; they would be at a loss for language to 

express what they see in themselves” {Some Thoughts 420). And speech is of course one 

of the fundamental requirements for conversion. When Edwards speaks of a “sense of the 

heart,” he, unlike some other evangelists, was not referring to moral sincerity, or private 

conscience, but in the outward expression of the heart, or a public manifestation of this 

passion. As he writes in “Justification By Faith Alone,” “it is absurd to suppose that our 

godliness, taken as some goodness in us, is the ground of justification” (213). This 

dismissal of self-determination led him to judge all “goodness” in terms of interrelational 

and public meaning as well as charitability and beauty to the whole of creation, grounded 

in God’s non-instrumental or utilitarian principles.

Given Edwards’ humility and prudence and the fact that conversion for him meant 

considering the occasional nature of each manifestation, the case for a burgeoning 

nationalist or righteous spirit should not be attributed to him. He also criticized 

“enthusiasts,” and self-righteousness, and contrary to Heimert, Edwards continually 

warned against “censuring” others, or against the revivalist tendency to criticize the 

“unconverted,” and particularly the “dangers of the unconverted ministry” {Some 

Thoughts). For Northampton, he feared the type of exceptionalism that seemed to develop 

after the awakening, as a result of “spiritual pride” and relative prosperity. In a Letter to
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Thomas Gillespie in Scotland, Edwards noted his fears that the people of Northampton, 

following the revival,

have had more to feed their pride; they have grown a much greater and 
more wealthy people than formerly, and are become more extensively 
famous in the world, as a people that have excelled in gifts and grace, and 
had God extraordinarily among them: which has insensibly engendered 
and nourished spiritual pride. (563)

Material promises, for performing good works, and material rewards, as signs that the

almighty was pleased with good works, were never taken as signs of grace; conversion

for the increase of God’s glory and pleasure offered its own rewards. This means that

though works are significant, they are a result of the shift in disposition that God has

performed amongst the community. What Edwards seemed to mean by opening his

account of the revival by attending to a “surprising” openness was to express gratitude for

the conditions that may have encouraged a shift in communal disposition. The town’s

focus was no longer of private struggles and private interest, but of the reorientation

toward each other and the creation of a public space.

Above all, the point that is usually overlooked in the image of Edwards’s new 

conversion process is that Edwards was more interested in the processes in the township 

than with warring against the past ways of moral sin, or British influence. The new way 

of being in the township represented a “strange revolution” for Edwards. According to 

him, what happened in Northampton was “a strange revolution, an unexpected, surprising 

overturning of things, suddenly brought to pass; such as never has been seen in New 

England, and scarcely ever has been heard of in any land” (Some Thoughts 344). The 

novelty of the event and the limited cause of it does not mean that it was better than those 

of the past or that novelty requires a sweeping change: all it means, and this is a great 

deal, is that the processes that have given birth to this communal shift are now manifested 

in a change of disposition and in a shift in speech to one another. That is, Northampton 

did experience a certain “pathos of novelty” that might be described in similar terms to
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Arendt’s description of revolution, an entirely different notion of revolution than one that 

would rely on social changes or moral works. Thus, if there is a sense of being an entirely 

new people, accompanied by what Edwards claims is an appropriate “degree of pathos, 

and manifestation of zeal and fervency in preaching the Word of God,” “they may indeed 

be abused. . .  not making due allowance for difference of manners and custom, in 

different ages and nations” (388). Edwards’s ideas about revolutionary novelty concern 

the foundation of a public, and having a new public space in common. For Arendt, the act 

o f binding together in words and deeds was the substance of revolutionary action, rather 

than the professed content; “no taxation without representation” (35). The revolutionary 

rebellion against taxation, nonetheless, could be understood as no passing of significant 

exchange without authentic conversations among and between parties involved. The 

conversation in the revolutionary act of binding thus can be seen as contingent upon a 

public space and authentic appearances and exchanges in the profession of the Covenant. 

This public space does not require moral normativity, but is primarily based on faith in 

each other and the common, shared respect for and interest in God’s infinitely plural 

“emanations.”

The discussion of a public awakening or a public space formed in this revival thus 

needs to be read as entirely without self-willed or determined “merit,” and in the light of 

Edwards’s constant assertions that God is in no way accountable to the human creature. 

Edwards’s statement that ‘we shouldn’t limit God where he has not limited himself 

needs to be put against Edwards’s claims that conversion is always “mixed,” morally 

impure, because God apparently has different contracts with various peoples. Edwards 

was not concerned with differentiating between good and evil works: he was addressing a 

structural problem and a different public “disposition,” rather than commenting on the 

moral content, or the product of the event. For him, the effect would always be “good” or 

correct if  the motive and the disposition was correct, or “pleasing,” within a public
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context. Edwards thought that because God was dealing with human beings, the 

manifestation of his spirit would always be “mixed,” carrying a degree of “natural 

affection and passion; impressions on the imagination; and a degree of self-righteousness 

or spiritual pride” (459). Nevertheless, conversion in Northampton is “greater than all the 

temporal good of the most happy revolution in a land...  or all that a people could gain by 

the conquest of the world” {Some Thoughts 345). The Northampton revival is neither 

aligned nor conflated with the conquest (conversion by force) of the world. The convert 

did not offer an account of subjective, moral change or good works, or indicate that 

conversion entailed some key insight into the congruence between moral law and 

personal righteousness.

I am drawing on Arendt to locate a proto-revolutionary Edwards, but would argue 

with Arendt on this one point about consent and her sense of the secular, “revolutionary,” 

act of binding that exists without active obedience, or religious sanction that would, to 

her, make submission to a lawgiver implicit. For her, the religious act of consent is also 

private insofar as consent to God seems not to need the public. For Edwards, the public 

found its happiness in mutual subjection to, not a lawgiver, but a limit, and a recognition 

of absolute powerlessness to fulfill individualist needs. From this position of passivity 

arises the activeness of community, which I have already discussed and wherein the 

converts authentically begin to create a new and revolutionaiy space.

Consent thus does not have the same connotations for each thinker. Arendt writes 

that “the act of consent, accomplished by each individual person in his isolation, stands 

indeed only ‘in the Presence of God’, [but] the act of mutual promise is by definition 

enacted ‘in the presence of one another’; it is a principle independent of religious 

sanction” {On Revolution 171). However, for Edwards the first type of proclamation as a 

declaration of conversion would be false since the creature is a creature and does not 

contain God’s infinity and plurality. Tlicrefore the creature needs others. A private
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conversation with God would be somewhat meaningless because the creature is but a 

small and lovely part of God’s infinity and as part must engage in mutual binding with 

his fellow creatures. While almighty God does not need community and proclamations of 

relatedness to a specific thing or person — God is good in himself and does not need the 

creature’s promises to him -  for Edwards, to follow Delattre again, “the determination of 

the will of moral creatures is a matter, then, of particular relations among determinate 

beings out o f which there emerges ‘something appearing good’” (97). As such, the 

creature’s need to appear and commit to the public, which is greater than one alone, is 

essential for conversion.

At the same time, as Jacobsen points out in his discussion of Freedom o f the Will, 

Edwards “render[s] assertions of truth provisional,” and knowledge of truth in the 

“propositional act.” Rather than turning to a “substantial ground,” to locate moral truth 

and union with Christ, he turns to “the effective relations — or the effects of relations — 

that can be observed” (Jacobsen 380). Edwards re-interprets the meaning of a Christian 

public in the union with Christ, but the redeemer son does not “promise” substantial 

moral good; through his sacrifice, he only makes possible the capacity for promises and 

forgiveness. The capacity to promise does not equal the stereotypical promise of divine 

favor at the apocalypse; promises are simply necessary for the human community and 

they are “signs of faith”: “And though God does not stand in need of signs to know 

whether we have true faith or not, yet our own consciences do; so that it is much for our 

comfort that promises are made to signs of faith. Finding in ourselves a forgiving temper 

and disposition, may be a most proper and natural evidence.” According to Edwards the 

moral nature of promises is contingent: “What is a promise, but only a declaration of 

future truth, for the comfort and encouragement of the person to whom it is declared? 

Promises are conditional propositions” (280). Absolute goodness, for the creature, is 

something that Edwards always dismisses. And this dismissal o f moral goodness offers a
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precarious ethic about the nature of “Christ’s” sacrifice; the redeemer only makes 

forgiveness possible, rather than offering them a promise of individual and absolute 

moral righteousness.

Edwards proceeds from the assumption of an eternal plurality and unfathomability 

not only between God and humans, but also between human beings, as a result of God’s 

uncertainty and infinite creation. His God is only apparent through a principle of 

“plurality”: “For all beings a relation to being-in-general means a relation to other beings, 

although it should be noted that for Edwards this may be an internal relation of 

participation rather than a strictly external relation. Still, even in the Divine Being 

plurality is required, or there can be no consent in Him” (Delattre 18). Thus, Edwards’s 

ultimate orientation toward plurality acknowledges the informing historical context and 

the everyday interactions, the occasional nature, but always focuses on how the convert 

actualizes him or herself in the context of his or her present circumstances and objective 

relations. This focus on objective, material relations, led Edwards away from relying on a 

grand scriptural narrative of the course of redemption, without sacrificing objective and 

larger universal principles of “beauty” and “perfection.” He nevertheless interpreted 

conversion by attending to how the convert achieved a precise and “determinate” 

actuality in the community. As Delattre writes, “Beauty and excellence, goodness and 

value, are not abstract eternal essences but are constituted by and consist in actual 

relations and tendencies among determinate beings” (69). The manifestation of “consent” 

between members o f the community in particular and actual contexts and relations is not 

taken as evidence of passive submission, but is itself a conversational act of creative 

“excellency.” This is so because consensual, determinate, and “positive” performances of 

grace focus on harmony and positive ways of being together in the community, rather 

than chaos and dissent, which is simply “natural” man’s condition for Edwards.
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Since Edwards focuses on communal relations, he thinks in terms of consent or

harmonious conversation between “being to [actual] being” (Delattre 23). Because

Edwards assumes that a “plurality” exists in the community, consent attests to plurality,

while dissent and discord is simply evidence of singular group or self-interest. As

Edwards puts it in Notes on the Mind:

One alone without any reference to any more cannot be excellent; for, in 
such case, there can be no manner of relation no way, and therefore no 
such thing as consent. Indeed, what we call ‘one’ may be excellent 
because of a consent of parts, or some consent o f those in that being that 
are distinguished into a plurality some way or other. But in a being that is 
absolutely without any plurality there cannot be excellency, for there can 
be no such thing as consent or agreement, (qtd. Delattre 56)

Although Edwards’s focus on consent has sometimes been taken as authoritative or

legalistic, the structure of his conununity or the meaning of his God is not interrogated. It

is wrong to think that placing an absolute into the structure o f consent would be to turn

away from community and toward an act of submission that can only be performed by an

individual, separately, and in consent to a moral authority. Along with Delattre, I have

noted, that God is not functioning to scare the creature into submission, but rather as a

limit on the creature’s knowledge, and a beautiful occasion to take an interest in other,

human, manifestations of God’s infinite spirit. Therefore, Edwards speaks of “’a mutual

consent and agreement of different things, in form, manner, quantity, and visible end or

design; called by the various names of regularity, order, uniformity, symmetry,

proportion, harmony,” and “uniformity in the midst of variety” (\True Virtue] qtd

Delattre 17). While Edwards did not go as far as to place “power” within the “will o f the

people,” as a representative group whose will corresponded to God’s, the mutual act of

submission is placed within the particular context of a plurality of relations, of being in

relation to actual being.
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The creature thus needs an interactive context and public space for his or her 

good and beautiful acts to be acknowledged. As Edwards writes in God’s Chief End, “But 

the same that it becomes us to value and desire for a friend, and the same does it become 

God to value and seek for himself; that is, on supposition, that it becomes God to love 

himself as it does men to love a fnend or the public” (475). With the correct. Godly 

“communicative disposition” having affected one’s heart, Edwards supposes that 

“creatures, even the most excellent are not independent and self-moved in their goodness; 

but in all its exercises, they are excited by some object they find: something appearing 

good, or in some respect worthy of regard, presents itself, and moves their kindness” 

(480). Good is usually “’as of the same import with ‘agreeable.’ To appear good to the 

mind, is the same as to appear agreeable, or seem pleasing to the mind’” {[Freedom o f the 

Will] qtd. Delattre 87). This is also another way of saying that God appreciates a public 

space for his own plural majesty and infinite glory to shine, since God as an unknown 

and metaphysical limit necessitates the mutual subjection and relational consent of plural 

beings to other beings.

This rhetoric of consent and covenanting obviously predated Edwards, and Arendt 

draws on the structure of “civil body politic,” e.g. the Mayflower Compact, that informed 

the revolution. However, the concept of mutual binding and power that she states would 

have remained unrecognized “without revolution” (167) seems to be a fairly fragile 

“revolutionary” proposition, and seems to have disappeared almost as quickly as it 

became a “secular” act. Arendt nonetheless notes, quoting Harrington, that “’mutual 

subjection makes rulership an absurdity’” (171), but the act of binding itself provides 

legitimacy. So with Edwards, we need to understand that without this act of binding in a 

public space, the absolute itself does not exist. As 1 have indicated, and Delattre also 

comments, “the good must appear in order to be good, for ‘things are neither good nor 

bad but only with relation to perception’ (Misc. 749).” Edwards, not surprisingly, since
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he actually defended public conversion, “even goes so far as to say in one of his earliest 

‘Notes’ that without intelligent perceiving beings in the world, ‘all the world would be 

without any good at all’ (Delattre 95). If God is not precisely under the power of the 

people, he nevertheless only appears “good” or more accurately, “beautiful,” as a result 

of their public interaction and binding together, and in the light of the public eye. In this 

sense, Edwards would have agreed with Arendt that “What saves the affairs of mortal 

men from their inherent futility is nothing but this incessant talk about them, which in 

turn remains futile unless certain concepts, certain guideposts for future remembrance, 

and even for sheer reference, arise out of it” (220). The specificity, appearance, and 

contextual limitations — the arbitrariness — in conversion become increasingly important 

for the converts, and even Edwards declares the specific, “occasional,” nature of his own 

account of the conversions at Northampton.

In effect, the plural, public and revolutionary space that Arendt theorizes can and 

indeed, may have needed an absolute -  limit -  to exist. But this limit was not the 

Arminian’s natural and benevolent God. This at least was Edwards’s argument in 

Freedom o f  the Will with the “Arminians,” who seemed to appreciate the notion that the 

creature’s freedom was in doing what he pleased, but had sacrificed an unfathomable, 

Trinitarian and plural God, who also provides a principle of plurality and limit for the 

structure of human relations. Edwards spoke of a “willingness” (292) rather than a 

willfulness; pleasure and happiness come from this “sincere willingness” to sacrifice 

one’s self-interest and accept God’s will, which is always mysterious and is measured by 

the degree of “equilibrium” (189) achieved in the context of a public. For, since Edwards 

has no faith in man’s self-determining power, nor in legalistic consent, it follows that his 

concept o f freedom or grace hinges on a public meaning of choice and preference. To the 

notion of a self-determining pleasure or “understanding,” Edwards exclaims.
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And what a liberty is this! Consisting in an ability, fireedom and easiness 
of judging, either according to evidence, or against it; having sovereign 
command over itself at all times, to judge, either agreeably or disagreeably 
to what is plainly exhibited to its own view. Certainly it is no liberty that 
renders persons the proper subjects of persuasive reasoning, arguments, 
expostulations, and such moral means of inducements. (203)

Furthermore, free grace or authenticity needed a human cause, public discussions, or

determining objects.

Following Edwards, we can perhaps sense how without the recognition that the 

creature needs a relation to an object and an occasion to notice goodness and 

“excellency” (goodness being a term that must be worked out in the light of Edwards’s 

universal concept of beauty), men may come to think that they are the Alpha and Omega 

and would no longer need mutual consent in the effort to understand God’s infinite 

majesty; legalistic contracts could only guarantee that men follow rules rather than 

discuss them, and in the process, derive creative and authentic ways of being together. 

What Arendt found promising in the Revolution was also this act of mutual binding, 

otherwise known as publicly professing and consenting to the Covenant, which she 

clarifies in On Revolution as a secular act informed by the art of covenanting and the 

structure of “cosociations” that the Revolutionaries inherited. What Arendt finds 

promising about the American Revolution, in contrast to the French Revolution, was that 

because of the informing, communal and Congregationalist structure of the American 

colonial experience, the American Revolutionaries were not thrown “into a ‘state of 

nature’” (180);

the men of the American Revolution, on the contrary, understood by 
power the very opposite of the pre-political natural violence. To them, 
power came into being when and where people would get together and 
bind themselves through promises, covenants, and mutual pledges; only 
such power, which rested on reciprocity and mutuality, was real power 
and legitimate, whereas the so-called power of kings and princes or
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aristocrats, because it did not spring from mutuality, but, at best, rested on 
consent, was spurious and usurped. (181)

It is useful to observe that Arendt draws the model of revolutionary act from the

Mayflower Compact and her pivotal decision that the revolutionary act could not have

found its precedent in the “Puritan” experience hinges on her reading of the “Biblical

covenant” as “a compact between God and Israel by virtue of which God gave the law

and Israel consented to keep it, and while this covenant implied government by consent,

it implied by no means a political body in which rulers and ruled would be equal, that is,

where actually the whole principle of rulership no longer applied” (172). Let us then note,

with Delattre, that Edwards’s God is not a Hobbesian power “that over-awes,” or a “brute

force.” Rather God “governs,” by the attractive power, that is, “the beauty of the apparent

good,” (2) the apparent good meaning always the “good” worked out in pleasing

relations. In Edwards’s own comments on Hobbes, whom he claims to have never read

{Freedom o f the Will 355), he found the entire debate between necessity and contingency

presumptuous. For Hobbes, man’s corrupt nature seemed to necessitate an authoritarian

and brutal ruler. Edwards noted, “As, in what he is said to hold concerning original sin, in

denying infused grace, in denying the doctrine of justification by faith alone” (355) he

disagreed and thought Hobbes “Arminian.”

There is also no talk in Edwards’s work of making man’s “singular” morality

consistent with God’s mysterious grace; conversion can only gradually and indirectly

affect social change. In fact, Edwards criticizes the tendency to act out of love of God,

forgetting their own “mixed” and impure nature:

For a high degree of love to God will strongly move a person to do that 
which he believes to be agreeable to God’s will; and therefore, if  he be 
mistaken, and be persuaded that that is agreeable to the will o f God, which 
indeed is very contrary to it, then his love will accidentally, but strongly, 
incline him to that which is indeed very contrary to the will of God.

{Some Thoughts 316)
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Moral certainty is not the meaning of conversion, but rather, the act of authenticating 

one’s public self and the experience of a new found joy in being together and conversing 

with one another.

“Public freedom,” a term I borrow from Arendt, could only come into being from 

a disposition of gracious piety, for the affection for God and the attraction to each other 

that God’s majesty inhered in the public. Edwards was concerned that the participants in 

the awakening, in the local township and in other towns, might become overly self- 

righteous and exclusionary, concerned merely with their specific private interests rather 

than a “gracious” method of participating with others in the town and in the larger world 

of God’s creation. In The Distinguishing Marks, Edwards argues that this group interest 

can turn into a form of “self-love,” largely “occasioned by their agreeing with one 

another in those things wherein they greatly differ fi’om all others.” We should be careful 

to note that Edwards did not think of public affection and “brotherly love” as principles 

that eliminate a variety of experiences of grace. He criticizes certain communities in the 

Reformation for this form of enthusiasm and chauvinism who, he felt, in their love for 

one another and their private needs, risked becoming “a company of pirates that are at 

war with the rest of the world” (257). This note should serve as a reminder that Edwards 

did not break with a larger, “universal,” communal and Congregationalist Covenant, 

manifested through mediation between diverse groups who, rather than submitting or 

merely “consenting” to an extemal set of laws that were already agreed upon, had to 

manifest their conversion in a larger public space.

The primary thing that could be done to affect the worldly secular order was what 

Edwards referred to as “acknowledgment” and “promotion” of the work of grace. In the 

name of recognizing and acknowledging the work of God, Edwards went as far as to 

criticize the “civil rulers,” since he could not understand how their indifference to the 

work of God in their people would not “provoke[] God” (372). And he asked, “how can
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such rulers expect to have any share in this glorious promise, that don’t so much as 

openly acknowledge God in the work of the Spirit by which the glory of that day is 

accomplished?” (373). Because of these statements that asked the civil rulers to recognize 

the God’s manifestation in the people, Heimert argued that ""Some Thoughts Concerning 

the Present Revival o f  Religion, written and published . . .  in 1742, was in a profound 

sense the first national party platform in American history” (13). In another context, 

Heimert notes that Edwards’s policy on profession of the Covenant and “sacramental 

privileges,” gave the “saints.. .  the power of governing the church.” This policy, 

according to Heimert, “included disciplining the unregenerate members o f the 

congregation, and distributing out of a ‘joint stock’ collected fi-om the more prosperous 

citizens, ‘charity’ to the less fortunate members of society” (“Introduction” xlix). If these 

works took place, we must at least draw attention to the point that acknowledgment of 

God’s glory through authentic relations bears little resemblance to acknowledging the 

moral righteousness of the converts, or to the achievement of economic utility.

To be sure, if we consider Edwards’s criticism of the converts, especially one 

female convert’s tendency to proselytize, in the light of his criticism of “singularity” and 

moral-righteousness and his acknowledgment of a “strange revolution,” we cannot so 

easily criticize his examples of humble, lowly, and female piety as simple attempts to 

control or silence women. It was, after all, the issue of “private” self-willed liberty that 

came to replace the form of mutual binding, a public freedom that the revolutionary 

promise hinged upon. Contrary to some feminist claims that Edwards “muffled”(187), 

infantalized, silenced and controlled his holy women (Gustafson), he seemed to have 

meant exactly what he said here, for instance when he explained that Abigail’s brother 

“restrained her, by telling her of the unsuitableness of such a method” (194). The public 

nature of freedom will require that both converts, Abigail and Phoebe, undergo some 

painful interrogations of their own motives. At times, Phoebe must return to her Puritan
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“closet” and struggle with this issue of powerlessness over others, and at times, Abigail 

must be gently reminded to search her motive as well. At one point, for instance, she 

decides that she will “go forth to warn sinners [i.e. save them]; and propose[s] it the next 

day to her brother to assist her from house to house” (A Faithful Narrative 194), and it 

seems implicit that Edwards agrees with Abigail’s brother’s decision to restrain her, 

though he does not offer his own opinion on this matter. But, Edwards repeatedly 

distinguishes true “excellency” or grace and his concept of public voice from the notion 

of conversion by proselytization or moral self-righteousness. The latter would not require 

Edwards’s aesthetic and performative motive of disinterested benevolence and attraction 

to the public world, but would rely on utilitarian promotion, as if one could hubristically 

enforce the Almighty’s infinite and ambiguous will.

Edwards never demanded martyrdom or defended the self-righteous, self- 

aggrandizing ideas of some evangelists of their “missions”; he was not a sacrificial 

martyr for America on his mission to help those poor “others,” who, as the story goes, 

had very little knowledge of the correct moral narrative of Christianity. This self- 

aggrandizement would have been the height of hubris for him and indeed, it is well 

known that he constantly interrogated the possibility that even he may have been “proud 

of his humility,” and suffering from a self-righteous, idealistic inversion of hubris. 

Edwards warns against the tendency to “censure others” and notes that no form of 

“Christian martyrdom” should corrupt the public world. The true convert does not 

“command” or flatter herself with the illusion that others need his or her help: “the 

eminently humble Christian thinks he wants help from everybody, whereas he that is 

spiritually proud thinks that everybody wants his help. Christian humility, under a sense 

of other’ misery, entreats and beseeches; spiritual pride affects to command, and warn 

authority” (428). The converts should not be guilty of “bloody, hell-peopling charity” 

{Some Thoughts 477). Abigail and Phoebe excel in the name of the public world and not
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for the sake of a moral cause. One declares oneself a public performer and member of the 

community for the sheer delight and “satisfaction” in being recognized with others and 

participating in public. Therefore, one’s gift of commitment and service to the public is 

also an irreducible and distinct act, one that does not require a reward or exchange of the 

same actions by others. If conversion were merely to enforce the moral law and Christian 

values one would demand contiguity and conformism in exchange for the “help” offered 

to others. Edwards’s converts act with neighborly love, and further, acknowledge the fact 

that they do not know God’s will for others. If the motive was incorrect Edwards also 

claimed that a “person indirectly, through that real love that he has to his neighbor, may 

kill him with kindness; he may do that out of sincere good will to him that may tend to 

ruin him” (443). Since conversion is about forgoing the compulsive quest for moral 

certainty and awakening to a vivid sense of moral uncertainty, “good will” and 

“kindness” may be problematic: what one person thinks is good may not fit the other 

person’s circumstances. The need to offer a moral rule or reason to convert would also 

make it seem as if  religion were about controlling others, precisely the Christian 

“censoring” problem that Edwards opposes. Abigail is a convert because she cannot offer 

a moral code of conduct, which is not the same as saying that she cannot speak or is 

silenced.

It will remain for Edwards to attempt to wrench this experience of public 

conversion, mutual submissiveness and beauty of the public out of what he feels are self- 

serving motives underlying Christian redemption and individual salvation. The 

experience of communal conversion in the town thus had very little to do with the will of 

the people, as if  popular sovereignty arose in Northampton, or, with something the people 

did to deserve God’s grace. This distinction is important because in the widespread 

critical interest in reading Edwards’s awakening as legitimating a “democratization of the 

deity” (Heimert 19), the heterogeneity of the event in Northampton, and Edwards’s
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“experiment” with public religion and conversion, is often read as part of a developing 

populism, rather than as a new type o f public space that required the spontaneous and 

diverse expression of conversion to inform collective judgments of beautiful and good 

acts. Although it is clear that Edwards placed grace and God’s will within the context of a 

public “concern” and care, he did not claim that God’s will was equivalent to a popular 

will, a thesis that Heimert puts forth. The only intimation in Some Thoughts that God will 

intervene for “his people” is if they do not respect “the awful majesty of God, and the 

awful distance between God and them” (426). That “distance” is vital because although a 

public performance of religion is required, the “majesty” and incomprehensibility of 

God’s infinite variety needs to supplement the discussion of popular will or personal 

righteousness.

Edwards stands between the social, religious shift, from the pursuit of “God’s 

glory,” to the pursuit of “man’s happiness.” By placing conversion and vital interaction in 

the midst of this cultural transition, he was demanding something similar to public 

happiness: dignity, pleasure, attraction, excellency, or grace. I have noted that the actual 

space of the town had changed, that conversion now appeared in local societies, and that 

Edwards acknowledged these conversions in a more central town-church meeting. I have 

also argued that public recognition of conversion did not concern moral sincerity. The 

issue of moral sincerity would have led Edwards into a private conversion process, where 

the convert no longer had to recognize the distance between almighty God and him or 

herself. That limit was essential when it came to constructing a public space because each 

participant is recognized as novel, re-bom and utterly unique, as part o f God’s infinity in 

creation. On the one hand, the accusations he faced about requiring individual or “moral 

sincerity” were entirely wrong-headed, since that new self was only produced through 

public conversation. As Kuklick points out, “[f]or Edwards the self is not an entity, 

something that stands behind appearances as their cause. Rather, the self is a construct -
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the structure of an individual’s momentary engagements with the world” (106). On the 

other hand, a legalistic or “objective” standpoint that would refuse to acknowledge God’s 

vital grace and “emanations” in the community would make it seem as if God’s ordinary 

appearance was not rich and “beautiful” enough. Clearly, the either-or debates that 

Edwards faced would continue if  we equate his everyday understanding of conversion 

and the creation of a Godly public space with the moral correspondence between the 

human will and God’s will. In the next section, then, I will discuss the non-instrumental 

motive, and attractive power, that constitutes grace and “public action” by turning to 

Edwards’s account of “free acts,” the pursuit of “true virtue” or excellency, and the 

aesthetic sensibility, since they are constitutive elements in what it means to be a “new” 

people, or a new type of “city on the hill.”

vi. The Aesthetics of Grace: Diversity, Exchanges, and Freedom

Because of its inherent tendency to disclose the agent together with the 
act, action needs for its full appearance the shining brightness we once 
called glory, and which is possible only in the public realm.

([my emphasis] Arendt, The Human Condition 180)

Despite Edwards’s initial popularity with his town, he was eventually expelled for 

continuing to require public profession of the Covenant manifested in the continual 

expression of “gracious piety.” Edwards was the last Calvinist on the question of God’s 

glory, and with a waning Calvinism, according to Haroutunian, “the practical question 

w as.. .  no longer, what can be done to turn these to the path of godliness, but rather, what 

can be done to the path o f godliness to make it acceptable to the churches” (46) and the 

rising “Arminian” sensibility. Indeed, by Edwards’s time, theories of “progress” and the 

“Arminian” tendency to equate grace with individual progress were abounding.

“Gracious piety,” however, was more subversive than has been acknowledged, but less
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morally rigorous than some critics think. Certainly, as Haroutunian remarks, after the 

Half-Way Covenant, “moralism jeopardized the whole Calvinistic philosophy of piety 

and salvation” (113). After the Half-Way Covenant the “distinction between ‘gracious 

sincerity’ [salvation for God’s glory] and ‘moral sincerity’ [salvation for man’s 

happiness] was blurred beyond recognition” (121). Moreover, by Edwards’s time, “it was 

hard enough to find people who ‘owned the Covenant’ in a ‘moral way’; to insist upon 

‘gracious sincerity’ was absurd” (Haroutunian 99-100). The absurdity, non- 

instrumentality and impracticality of “conversion” to the rising reformed theologians and 

Arminians, however, helps us understand why Edwards cannot be said to have indirectly 

legitimated a conflation of laissez-faire progress with salvation.

In addition, if  Edwards did intimate that the final “end of days” and the 

establishment of a “City on the Hill” had occurred or would, he had a more interesting 

notion of revolutionary, public space than the one implied in theories about a civil- 

religious and chauvinistic “America.” For instance, Bercovitch argues that Edwards 

“changed the scenario for this last act of errand [into the wilderness], welding the whole 

progression into an organic and human-divine (and natural-divine) whole” {Rites 98). But 

the conflation of progress with the quest for individual improvement or man’s happiness 

violates Edwards’s key thesis about God’s glory. As Haroutunian explains, that “the 

Glory of God, and not the happiness of man, is the last end of creation” (34). Human 

happiness itself is a result of understanding that God’s purposes are not designed for 

immediate gratification of the human. Critics often criticize Edwards for supporting the 

post-millennialist thesis that would imply a moral correspondence or consensus between 

participants in the “City on the Hill.” However, Edwards’s notion of “beauty,” “true 

virtue” and the aesthetic relied on performativity, and the communal, heterogeneous 

action made possible by recognizing the infinity of God’s glory and yet, acknowledging
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the limited, non-instrumental and immediate manifestations of God’s “beauty” in the 

public.

Delattre has offered an in-depth study of Edwards’s aesthetic theology, and its 

direct bearing on the form of commonwealth, or, in my terms, public space, that Edwards 

theorized throughout his life. Delattre also acknowledges the importance of Heimert’s 

work on Edwards’s concern with beauty and the public, but notes that Heimert 

“overstates his case for the location of that divine beauty in human community when he 

concludes from his reading of The Nature o f  True Virtue that Edwards ‘made not God but 

m en . . .  the noblest object of Christian regard’ or, put more bluntly, that ‘in substance, 

the God of Jonathan Edwards was a supremely excellent Christian commonwealth. ’ ” I 

agree with Delattre that Heimert’s reading is “humanistic” and it “obscures the radical 

monotheism so central to [Edwards’] whole progranune.” I also agree with his sense that 

“Love of being-in-general is not identical with -  though it certainly does include -  love 

of any society or commonwealth” (11). Nonetheless, Delattre also notes the “corporate 

dimensions” of Edwards’s theology. If we understand Edwards’s central ideas about the 

necessity for public space, however, we can understand how Edwards’s God provides a 

limit to the individual’s will and necessitates the construction of a space wherein a 

principle of infinite novelty, “variety,” and “fullness” exist.

For Edwards the relation between individual aesthetic sensibility and communal 

beauty was holy. His entire theology, “with respect to [God’s] creation, governance, and 

redemption of the world” (2), as Delattre articulates it, stems from an interest in “beauty.” 

According to Delattre, Edwards “does not flee to beauty in search of the private 

satisfactions of aestheticism or in quest of consolation in the face of doubt. On the 

contrary, he begins with beauty, finding in it not an hypothesis for the resolution of his 

doubts but rather the foundation of his certainties” (3). This objective sense of beauty is 

God’s government, which is not established “by brute force but by the attractive power.
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that is the beauty of the apparent good” (2). The “apparent good” must be understand in 

the light of Edwards’s occasionalist sensibility, and also, the convert’s uncertainty, 

excitement, attraction and pleasure with God’s infinity. As a corollary, Edwards’ 

conversion process is akin to eliciting this aesthetic sensibility in the public sphere. 

Edwards expounded this sensibility primarily in The Religious Affections, The Nature o f  

True Virtue, and God's Chief End.

Edwards’s form of the aesthetic, as I have implied, parallels Arendt’s theory of a 

public space. In The Human Condition she theorizes three main economic and political 

orientations: work, labor, and action. Work and labor in their futuristic orientations are 

intimately tied to stereotypical ideas about what an aesthetic political realm or public 

space would resemble. In Arendt’s case, she draws on the Greek polis as a model of 

political space to differentiate between acting and making, the latter of which is 

associated with the poet or craftsman who focuses on the end-product or “genius” of his 

creation. Novelty for Arendt is a different and more performative matter than individual 

mastery and sovereign creation. Novelty arises from a public space, about which it is not 

quite appropriate to speak of “motives.” The radical “motives” or persuasive aspect of 

conversion for Edwards meant the Calvinistic end of creation: the glorification and 

enjoyment of God. If this end were realized, as Delattre puts it, “thus would be widened 

the circle of those who would have ample occasion and liberty to glorify God (celebrate 

His being) and enjoy Him forever (delight in His beauty)” (213). Arendt clearly does not 

want to speak in terms of motives, and she claims that “Greatness.. .  or the specific 

meaning of each deed, can lie only in the performance itself and neither in its motivation 

nor its achievement” (206). I agree, and yet to follow Haroutunian, when we discuss 

Edwards’s idea of the fervent and enthusiastic joy — what he would call motive — of 

conversion, we must recognize that for Edwards, the events were not to be celebrated for 

their utility: “It is not the utility of events for any limited purpose, but their reality as
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actuals and potentials, that defines their excellencies” (35). In addition, God’s glory was 

inexhaustible and limitless; the occasion, the nation, or the human being, however, was 

limited, and, at the same time, absolutely unique with specific potentials that could be 

nourished and enacted in the public.

I will keep these words “actual and potentials” in mind throughout this discussion 

because an essential aspect of Edwards’s public space is that it is premised on public, 

“positive,” performance and the convert’s self-actualization through participation with 

others. As Haroutunian puts it, “Edwards’ metaphysical principle o f necessity is the 

modem methodological principle that all action is reaction” (225). Motives and volitions 

are formed by the public and must have a positive expression in the public for the convert 

to be a part of the community. This would attest to the convert’s character. The only fit 

motive is the convert’s pleasure, however, and as Haroutunian points out, “strictly, there 

is no such thing as ‘the will.’ There is perception of motives, volition, and action. ‘The 

will always is, as the greatest apparent good is,’ which is the preferred object or 

perception, or the ‘strongest motive.’ That which the mind prefers, it wills. Therefore, it 

is the mind (not the will) which wills” (221). The greatest good is what “’appear[s] most 

agreeable to the mind, and the mind’s preferring, seem scarcely distinct’” (222). While 

Arendt, speaks of no motive and "Unter-est, which lies between people and therefore can 

relate and bind them together” (182), Edwards speaks of a “disinterested” motive, the 

Almighty’s pleasure and plurality, that facilitated the creation of this public space. 

Though Arendt commonly wants to speak of no motive, her notion of public interest 

paradoxically parallels Edwards’s concept of a disinterested motive for grace. She refers 

to the “in-between” "‘inter-esf o f the common world, or the public space.

Interestingly, the concerns that Arendtian critics express toward the dangers of 

subjective or objective aestheticism have also surrounded Edwards’s work. Edwards, 

like Arendt, never shared the extreme either/or paradigms in his concept of beauty and
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sensibility -  objective, detached rationality, or inner subjective “genius”-- which seem to

be necessary for some to stand outside and judge the moral implications and dangers of

“expressive” selves and their aestheticism. As Delattre notes.

For Edwards objectivity does not mean a lack of passion but rather a 
passion for seeing things as they are and responding appropriately. 
Disinterestedness does not mean for him an absence of interest or of 
subjectivity but rather a passionate interest in conforming the subjective 
order o f pleasure to the objective order of beauty. Primary beauty [consent 
to being-in-general] is available not to the passive spectator but to the 
engaged man as a spiritual agent. (23)

Being-in-general, however, is strictly the same thing as “no being” (78), as Haroutunian

points out, and, in my terms, a metaphysical limit and principle of plurality. Edwards’s 

descriptions of grace and reality, echoing with his favorite words, “relish,” “sweetness,” 

and “taste,” made Edwards’s concept of grace seems idolatrous to his contemporaries, 

and, “dangerously like delight in a beautiful scenery or a handsome physique. This was to 

liken the excellencies of moral agents to the ‘beauty of an equilateral triangle or a chess

board,’ and hence intolerable” (Haroutunian 80).

Aesthetic beauty or attraction to harmony for Edwards is holy; thus, in contrast to 

some enlightened rationalists, like Kant, God need not be bracketed as an inaccessible, 

transcendent law, since to say that God’s presence in creative excellency was not holy 

enough would be the height of hubris. As Delattre points out, Edwards and Kant share 

some similarities in their turn to “beauty” to “interpret.. .  the moral order” (196). But, 

“the Kantian self achieves its freedom by virtue of its abstraction from concrete empirical 

involvements, while Edwards’s self achieves both freedom and identity by virtue of the 

manner of its aesthetic-affectional engagement with reality” (197). Since the affectional, I 

would say phenomenological, disposition of a plural “reality,” which is a “fuller” public, 

is central, rather than the “what,” or the finished product and content o f the sacred 

relation, substantial excellency was the “lowest” form of union, although still a
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momentary form of sacred relation. Such phenomena were only a “shadow of 

excellency” and the need for sense-certainty, or abstraction, would have destroyed the 

godliness of the public space (Delattre 187-88). One may be privileged with the 

experience of harmonious attunement, in all its fleetingness, which is delightful to God. 

However, the tendency to make mutual attunement a matter of moral agreement and 

substantial, “inner heart” expressions that were non-public, identifications between 

humans, he believed, was seductive and potentially hubristic.

He never shared the same sense of aestheticism as a sublime or private sensibility, 

which would situate the self in moral relativism and without situated public concern. As 

Delattre has shown, Edwards usually spoke in terms of the “beautiful” and though 

reference to the “sublime” sometimes appears, the idea of a “proto-Romantic” Edwards 

who was interested in private, creative genius has been thoroughly criticized. Edwards’s 

form of public aesthetic relations differs substantially from an aesthetic that focussed on 

production for individual or social utilitarian ends on the one hand, or subjectivist, 

agonistic, proto-romantic selves, on the other. This would be like seeking a “friendship” 

not because one really enjoyed the other’s company, but rather, “because he hopes, 

through the friendship of that person, to have his assistance in other affairs; and so to be 

put under advantage for obtaining further ends” (God’s Chief End 455). Freedom and 

grace mimic God’s divine motive for creating the world: to celebrate himself, the beauty 

of his creation in itself, which also appears in public communication with each of his 

creatures, as they participate amongst each other.

Evidently, Edwards “did not feel himself to be involved with an especially 

dangerous concept” (120) when speaking of God’s grace as objectively evident in beauty. 

The stereotypes of “Puritanism” as iconoclastic and in “opposition to idolatry, pride, and 

self-indulgence” are not, according to Delattre, “to be attributed to any supposed 

opposition to beauty” (120). The “ordinary” nature of beauty, in contrast to a pre
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romantic sensibility, is also because Edwards’s concept of conversion is manifest in 

authentic objective relations. As Delattre points out, “Beauty of holiness is a divine 

reality, but it is given as a present reality to men as men -  and, at that, of ordinary ‘men 

of mean capabilities’ rather than some gnostic company of intellectual or aesthetic elite. 

No ‘angelism’ is to be found in Edwards’ theological or philosophical employment of the 

concept of beauty” (50-51).

Edwards believed the convert manifested his / her motive -glorifying and 

celebrating God — through the acknowledgment of the pure joy and beauty of being with 

others and in the world, with the attraction to language and public performativity serving 

as the public soteriological act. One’s sacred acts and words become authentic through 

self-disclosure in the public. Attraction to coming to voice and participating in a 

collective story through speech-acts founded the sacred public space. Motivation is 

therefore simply the sacred manifestation of delight in recognizing each other, since 

meaning for Edwards existed in creative action. As Roland Delattre comments,

Edwards’s understanding of harmony and public beauty originated from the sense of 

God’s sheer delight in creativity and harmony, or “‘sensible excellency’” (187). The 

participants, however, always accentuate this beauty through the public process of 

coming to speech, acknowledging and celebrating each other, and aesthetic sensibility 

takes precedent over the moral results or the reified products, e.g., what Delattre calls 

“secondary beauty.” The “taste” we might associate with a public realm of aesthetic 

creation and distinction can therefore also be thought of in terms of what Edwards called 

a “taste” of divinity. Indeed, he compares the “ultimate” end or “chief’ motive to 

“gratifying the appetite.. .  because it is the last in the chain where a man’s aim rests, 

obtaining in that the thing finally aimed at.” This ultimate is “something valued on its 

own account,” and there is no need to progress further here: “As when a man that loves 

honey puts it into his mouth, for the sake of the pleasure of the taste, without aiming at
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any thing further [sic]” {God’s Chief End 444). He was speaking metaphorically in part, 

since he departed from the Catholic concept of redemption th rong  partaking in the 

sacrament or ingesting the blood of Christ, as we already saw in his comments on 

“relational” engagement / covenant with the sacred.

The primary principle of universal beauty in Edwards’s theology is that God is

infinite and “full.” As Edwards writes in God's Chief End, God

enlarges himself.. . .  by communicating and diffiising himself; and so, 
instead of finding, he makes objects of his benevolence -  not by taking 
what he finds distinct from himself, and so partaking of their good, and 
being happy in them, but -  by flowing forth, and expressing himself in 
them, and making them to partake of him, and then rejoicing in himself 
expressed in them, and communicated to them. (480)

Clearly, Edwards was not afraid of this “determinist” proposition and thought it hubristic

to express such fear in being part of God’s sovereign plan, which was non-instrumental,

or “worldly,” as if  God, like a laborer or craftsman, needed to build or improve on his

creation. God’s “ultimate” purpose was to glorify himself, and he did it for “his own

sake.” This focus on the immediate and present time of God’s purpose -  to “take delight

in the virtue of his creatures for its own sake” (476) would seem to make conversion

impossible or irrelevant: if  God is utterly satisfied with himself and his creation, how

could he be manifesting himself again, or why? For Edwards, this continual appearance

of God’s spirit entailed God’s excitement and pleasure with himself, a continual

“overflowing” or an “emanation ad extra'’ (459). The orientation implies that public

conversion allowed for a fuller and enlarged sense of God’s spirit of “true virtue.”

Because Edwards’s theology implied that God continually glorified himself in his infinite

variety, as Haroutunian points out,

there is a profound disparity between holy love and secular morality. The 
Religions Affections and True Virtue are the complete antithesis of any 
authoritarianism and legalism. The Ten Commandments are strikingly 
neglected. The knowledge of the rule of righteousness is based upon the
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knowledge of that constitution through which God makes His glory and
perfections, moral and natural, manifest. (90)

As such, morality is simply an outcome of conversion, and the content is not what

Edwards’s judges in the act itself. What this acceptance of an absolutely unfathomable

Almighty led to was the need for public space and community. Although Edwards o f

course believed in redemption or an “end of days,” the end returned to the beginning, to

God and his glory as the Alpha and Omega, and what would be assumed to be progress in

human affairs is rather “increase”: “the diffusive disposition that excited God to give

creatures existence, was rather a communicative disposition in general, or a disposition in

the fullness of the divinity, to flow out and diffuse itself’ {God’s End 460). God’s aim is

his own glory and the “fullness” of it.

Delattre also perceptively notes that the greatest form of beauty to Edwards was 

“embodied in the constitution and visible manifestations to others of genuine community 

among men” (210). This community is absolutely essential and it allows us to see how 

Edwards was not speaking of a singular will when he spoke of “manifestations.” These 

manifestations of aesthetic grace are produced in a plural, public space and therefore he 

presupposes that the world is “excellent.” Edwards indicates that beauty is always formed 

by the “fullness” of the public space, and not, as is sometimes implied, by the conformity 

to certain forms of truth. In Northampton, presumably where the “millennium” dawned, 

the converts enact, perform, these communal, constitutional, virtues. Certainly, Edwards 

longs for an “‘excellent order, as a city compacted together, the perfection o f beauty, an 

eternal excellency ’” (qtd. Delattre 210). However, that aesthetic-religious order and 

constitution was simply based on the act o f uniting together in praise, prayer, and 

testifying. Furthermore, that “city”-space, more localized for Edwards, tended to require 

a “fuller” public; it is the “fullness” and “infinite knowledge” (531 God’s Chief End) of 

the Godhead, after all, that the convert comes to appreciate in conversion. It is not the 

need to cling to absolute moral certainty that drives Edwards’s belief, as it was for the
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founders, who, Arendt notes, needed to an Absolute God who seems to have given them 

“nature’s laws” in their appeal in the Declaration to ‘the laws of nature and nature’s 

God’” (On Revolution 185). For Edwards, beauty rather than “laws” offer a Godhead and 

legislator who contains all, comprehends all, and diffuses his infinite beauty. It is the 

convert’s blessing to experience humility before universal beauty, and sometimes, the 

converts are overwhelmed and humbled by this infinitely plural capacity of the Godhead 

as expressed through communal relations.

The fullness of the deity guaranteed that the space was plural and that all actions 

arising in it would arise from a mutual attraction between participants. In this sense, 

though I speak of an “aesthetic motive” or a desire for excellency and to be a participant, 

motive most commonly implies the existence of a separate faculty that would reflect on 

such matters. This confusion has led to some problem with critics believing that Edwards 

was demanding morally “pure motives” from his converts, when he was demanding a 

more authentic, gracious and dignified manifestation or aesthetic piety that could only 

exist in a public space, where the desire for public recognition attracted the convert to 

“true virtue,” “excellency,” and the pursuit of public pleasure or happiness. Already in 

Northampton, Edwards witnessed this rising exclusion of the public, passionate “noise,” 

and the borrowing o f its rhetoric. He did not dramatically alter his position on election 

from an earlier, more democratic and egalitarian experience, as critics think he did, 

toward an obsession with the moral hypocrisy of the converts in The Distinguishing 

Marks. Julie Ellison, for example, argues that his “stylistic change corresponds to 

Edwards’s increasing demand for purity of motive, a tendency significantly related in 

turn to his growing alienation from the people of Northampton.” Edwards was always 

concerned with the fragility of legitimation, especially in terms of moral “purity” — it was 

not an afterthought to his theory of conversion -  and although he initially began as a 

proponent of public revivalism, he continued to criticize some of the turns the converts
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and revivalists took toward interpreting freedom and salvation in the modem terms of

sense-certainty, or as a process achieved once and for all. Ellison notes as much when she

refers to the difficulties Edwards had in “translat[ing] his definition of grace into policies

governing church membership and communion” (492). The difficult in translating a

definition o f grace into church policy however begs the question. Edwards was

demanding an entire reconstruction of the church, and he was in fact exiled for refusing

recitations of moral purity. Edwards’s later concern with verifying authenticity is more

likely a result o f  the community’s reluctance to live up to the words attested to and set in

motion in the performative space of revivalism, and continue acting “beautifully.”

If we understand that undergirding sense of uncertainty and therefore the need for

limitation, we can begin to conceive why Edwards considered aesthetic pleasure -  a

seemingly “selfish” pursuit -  the highest gesture of universal, public love. God,

according to him, did not create the world for the creature’s “use,” but rather for his own

enjoyment. For the creature to partake in this similar Godly orientation toward the world

would, presumably, be non-violent and “beautiful,” simply by not being motivated from

instrumental logic. Therefore, he could refute the idea that God would not be so petty to

desire applause or appreciation of his creatures and creation for their own sake: “Some

may object, that to suppose God makes himself his highest and last end, is dishonourable

to him; as it in effect supposes, that God does every thing from a selfish spirit.” This

logic is false, Edwards says, because it

must arise from a very ignorant or inconsiderate notion of the vice of 
selfishness, and the virtue of generosity. If by selfishness be meant, a 
disposition in any being to regard himself; this is no otherwise vicious or 
unbecoming, than as one is less than a multitude; and so the public weal is 
of greater value than his particular interest. (471)

The public, human as momentarily godly, aesthetic of “mutual love and esteem” thus

could be both duty and enjoyment, as long as it was understood that the creature only

expressed “emanations” of God’s spirit and not the whole spirit, which is why a public
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space is necessary: God must have had infinite beauty and novelty in mind that demanded 

acknowledgment. The pursuit of pleasure and one’s obligation to applaud the elect was 

divine: “It is such an esteem in his creatures, that God regards; for, such an esteem only is 

fit and amiable in itself’ (God’s Chief End 477). Furthermore, though “singularity” and a 

selfish pursuit of fame, as in the case of spiritual pride, may be shallow and dangerous, 

Edwards comments that it is godly to want to excel in public, amongst a dignified 

community:

As to what is alleged, that it is unworthy of great men to be governed in 
their conduct and atchievements [sic] by a regard to the applause of the 
populace; I would observe, What makes their applause worthy of so little 
regard, is their ignorance, giddiness, and injustice. The applause of the 
multitude very frequently is not founded on any just view of things, but on 
humor, mistake, folly, and unreasonable affections. Such applause 
deserves to be disregarded, — But it is not beneath a man of the greatest 
dignity and wisdom, to value the wise and just esteem of others, however 
inferior to him. (God’s Chief End in Creation 477)

The accusation that Edwards demanded “purity” of motive therefore needs to be situated

within the knowledge that “purity” for him is what some might consider selfish or

“useless”: the desire for esteem and distinction in public speech.

It is this non-instrumental and attractive power that Arendt clarifies as source of 

justification for the political realm. As Frederick Dolan points out in a discussion of 

Arendt, she “speaks of the political not in terms of fixed human purposes, moral 

imperatives, or philosophically divined essential attributes but with markedly erotic 

vocabulary: what sustains political freedom . . .  is its sheer attractiveness as a way of 

life” (183). For Edwards as well, the attraction to the public served as the primary 

guarantee of the survival of conversion. Though one could not proselytize, one’s 

appearance in public might attract others to desiring the same way of life.

These “pure” motives o f authentic attraction to being-with-others and excelling in 

their presence appear in Northampton in both the four-year old, Phoebe Bartlett, and the
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sickly Abigail Hutchinson, who is actually dead when Edwards writes his story of her 

conversion. The Northampton converts have become quite famous, but a great deal is 

presupposed about their speeches. They usually stand as iconoclastic “types” and their 

uncertainty, or aesthetic motivations, are sometimes seen as controlled by Edwards in his 

morally pious typification of them. However, they do maintain very “meaningful” 

stylistic challenges to the exemplary, instrumental narrative, particularly through their 

troubled pursuit of fame, glory, and election, “excellency,” in a public speech. In a paper 

on Edwards’s controlling nature, for instance, Sandra Gustafson accuses Edwards of 

stereotypically terrorist tactics on the pulpit, but her criticism also supports my argument 

for the aesthetic by pinpointing the oddity of his decision to focus on the four-year old 

child Phoebe Bartlett’s verbal performances. In a more critical vein, she refers to Phoebe 

as a “barely articulate four-year-old speaking a childish language midway between 

meaningless sound and speech” (203). Perhaps a transparent model of rational and 

“communicative” speech is assumed when critics approach Edwards’s account of Phebe’s 

conversion, but it is difficult to overlook the crucial “strangeness” of the child’s speech, 

and the “unsatisfactory” attempt to rationalize her ambiguities. This hiatus in analyzing 

Phoebe’s motivation and indeed, her uncanny presence itself, supports my argument that 

public testimony acknowledges a need for and dependence on each other, bonding in 

uncertain plural relations, and from sheer attraction to being with each other in public.

As a newcomer, the child also introduces the anxiety o f moral justification into 

the entire community, or at least the elect and the teachers, since she requires 

genuineness, sincerity and integrity from them. Certainly, Phoebe’s conversion seems to 

produce anxiety for her mother, who has recounted the story to Edwards. Edwards notes 

that at different times when her mother attempted to pacify, or “put o ff’ the child’s 

questions, Phoebe would “by no means be denied” (204). This precociousness counters a 

more passive feminine image of the mother, who is somewhat frightened by her
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daughter’s assertiveness. Phoebe demands an acknowledgment of her presence and an 

account of the meaning of her world; as child and a metonym of re-birth, she also speaks 

for Edwards’s belief that we have a need to be publicly acknowledged in public speech. 

At one point, for example, we are told that Phoebe “broke the silence” between her 

mother and herself, and quite maturely declared “with a more than ordinary serious and 

pensive countenance,” that she “ha[d] been talking to Nabby and Eunice’” (204), her 

sisters, about the state of their souls.

What stands out in the text is Phoebe’s excessive demand for attention, 

competitiveness with her sisters, and the genuineness and confusion she displays in 

reaction to new found human laws. Edwards suggests a rather competitive urge to excel 

as motive in Phoebe’s conversion, since she competes with her siblings for her mother’s 

attention, and we should consider the pursuit of public fame, and the estimation of others 

who possess that public distinction, as part of the pure motive and faith in the aesthetic 

bond of beautifiil relations, “friendships,” in the public. The child’s conversion 

experience seems intended to display her excitement about speech and her erotic 

attraction to the conversation of the visiting “strangers” -  others — or the novel and 

different “sounding” elect who appear in Northampton. The attention to “strangers” also 

stresses the natural distance between participants in the community. Edwards remarks, 

“when I once was there with some that were strangers, and talked to her something of 

religion, she seemed more than ordinarily attentive, and when we were gone, she looked 

out very wistly [sic, wistfully? (Editor’s note)] after us, and said, T wish they would 

come again! Her mother asked her why; says she, T love to hear 'em talk!’ (202). 

Edwards also opposes this notion of elect / cultural distinction and eloquence to that of 

material wealth, since Phoebe’s mother had already asked whether or not Phoebe’s recent 

desire to go to the Lord’s house was actually “to see fine folks,” rather than to truly 

glorify God.
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Ellison, as I have noted, highlights Edwards’s increasing demand for purity of 

motive in his later discussions of conversion, but he is consistent about what he considers 

grace to be, and it is not moral purity. For instance, in this early account, he unabashedly 

claims that not only was Phoebe a demanding and competitive child, but his other 

convert, Abigail Hutchinson was also envious of another woman in the town who had 

recently converted and received a great deal of public attention. As he writes, “this news 

wrought upon her, and stirred up a spirit of envy towards this young woman, whom she 

thought very unworthy of being distinguished from others by such mercy; but withal it 

engaged her in a firm resolution to do her utmost to obtain the same blessing” (192). The 

public recognition that the other woman achieves may produce envy, but the envy 

“withal” invokes a deep resolve and desire to be acknowledged, out of attraction to the 

public space. Edwards does not discard envy and jealousy as motivating factors, but the 

longing to be recognized as distinct in the public must be accompanied by the recognition 

o f responsibility for one’s words -  by the “seriousness” that Phoebe exhibits.

The delight in interacting in public, and being attracted to others who have the gift 

o f speech, always takes priority in the recounting of Phoebe’s conversion, since she longs 

to “hear Mr. Edwards speak,” and her primary revelation, outside of the repetition of 

monastic law, is from Revelations, “Behold I stand at the door and knock: if  any man 

hear my voice and open the door, I will come in and sup with him, and he with me”

(203). The lines from scripture perfectly capture Edwards’s sense of beauty and aesthetic 

pleasure, “sup with him,” in contact with God. The movement to an ethics of listening,

“if any man hear,” also highlights the ambiguity behind the project of visual rationality, 

abstraction and metaphysical union between signified object and transcendental value. 

Edwards stresses listening and repetition of revelations as Phoebe answers the call from 

the public scripture. Her introduction to language and her account occurs through 

repetition of “three passages of its catechism that came to her mind,” at which point there
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is a “sudden alteration” in her countenance and in “the speech” (A Faithful Narrative 

200), by which her mother initially appears a bit frightened. The receptive 

phenomenological disposition takes priority over the content, or message of the actual 

passages o f scripture that come to mind. Edwards further highlights the ambiguity of 

symbolic and divine truth in his uncanny description of Phoebe’s voice. The child has a 

singularly strange relation to words, appearing to her mother with an “elevation of 

voice,” a “low voice,” a “smiling” and “pensive countenance,” which makes her 

description uncaimy and the attempt to unify an absolute meaning and the “emanation” or 

occasion impossible.

Phoebe also becomes a storyteller in the community in general, and an elect for 

the other children more specifically. She is “overheard. . .  talking very earnestly to the 

children about [her conversion], and particularly [said] to them, three or four times over, 

with an air of exceeding joy and admiration, ‘Why, it is to sup with God’” (203). The 

longing to excel each other, to “enjoy him forever,” and to become a storyteller in the 

community is an acceptable motivation for conversion and her “message”: her words and 

use of scripture directly manifest Edwards’s belief in the aesthetic and public nature of 

conversion. Phoebe’s verbal enactment and aesthetic way is an example of public, 

authentic testimony that also allows us to read her presence as an example of communal 

interaction, specific memories and novel processes. Her pursuit of happiness and 

enjoyment thus refers to a context of relations, rather than individual heroic deeds or 

grand prophecies to which we witness the melancholics succumb. Certainly Phoebe does 

not offer a moralistic, exemplary pattern of consent that would allow her to be read as an 

allegorical type. Phoebe’s mode of presencing opposes the grand, millennialist history, 

with accounts of “things” accomplished as puritans progress along the linear quest, 

hoping to realize the promised land.
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When we examine Edwards’s converts, we have to admit that, as with Arendt’s 

public actors, they leave “nothing” tangible behind, though Phoebe does persuade her 

father to give a cow to a poor man. The point, however, is that Edwards represented 

conversion as a process of public self-actualization and the achievement of “satisfaction” 

and enjoyment in one’s acts. Authenticity has little to do with moral goodness or 

sincerity; gracious piety concerns whether the convert was acting consistently in his or 

her public capacity, obtaining happiness, pleasure, and “satisfaction” (Haroutunian 159) 

in public acts. We can compare this actualization of the deed, and the judgment of 

whether it was godly -  agreeable -  or not, to Arendt’s use o f Aristotle’s “notion of 

energeia (“actuality”),” with which he designated all activities that do not pursue an end 

(are ateleis) and leave no work behind (nopar’ autas erga), but exhaust their full 

meaning in the performance itself’ (206). When Arendt refers to the character and 

specificity of public action, she uses the Greek concept of “eudemonia.” The word she 

says, has the “connotation o f blessedness, but without the religious overtones, and it 

means literally something like the well-being of the daimon who accompanies each man 

throughout life, who is his distinct identity, but appears and is visible only to others” (The 

Human Condition 193). Eudemonia accordingly could be interpreted as the pursuit of, as 

Arendt put it, “what we used to call glory.” For Edwards, this was God’s glory, and that 

glory guaranteed plurality.

In this sense, the action can possibly only be described and judged after the fact, 

when the actor is dead, and others can then assess the “distinctness” of the deed. Edwards 

is also giving an account of a dead woman, and he does this because of his own inability 

to speak for others: “I pitch upon her especially because she is now dead, and so it may 

be more fit to speak freely o f her than of living instances: though I am under far greater 

disadvantages, on other accounts, to give a full and clear narrative of her experiences” 

(191). It is important to recall that Edwards is giving his own “distinct” public account.
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and, in a sense, acknowledging his relation to another; there is little “content” to the 

narrative, and we are presented with their verbal enactments, rather than their silence. He 

tells us “the memories of her near friends, and some others, of what they have heard her 

express in her lifetime” (A Faithful Narrative 191).

Without at least coming forth to write about it or talk about the events, certainly

they would seem futile and God would not be glorified. As he writes:

‘But yet when, upon occasion, I was more than ordinarily affected with the 
passing of one generation after another; how all those who made such 
noise and bluster now, and were so much concerned about their life, would 
be clean gone off from the face of the earth in sixty or seventy years time, 
and that the world would be left desolate with respect to them, and that 
another generation would come on, that would be very little concerned 
about them, and so on after another. . .  and the actors just gone. And then 
this text came to mind.’ (qtd. Miller xx)

Edwards presupposes a chaotic or plural space, and glory enacted through ordinary

relations; the document serves as a testimony or testament to the “actors” who make all

this “noise and bluster.” His testimony and their testimonies were indeed “immortal,” but

only in the similar sense that Arendt used to describe the Greek polis. Perhaps the

misunderstanding of Edwards’s own “vanity” and arrogance, could be answered by her

point that “under modem conditions, it is indeed so unlikely that anybody should

earnestly aspire to an earthly immortality that we probably are justified in thinking it is

nothing but vanity” (56). The glorious times and actions in the midst of this diverse and

chaotic communal noise, a public space, can only be left for others, like Edwards, to

describe. To ward off the futility of action, the seeming ineffectuality in “what” they did,

so that ‘the world is left desolate with respect to them,” Edwards becomes a storyteller.

And, as with Arendt, the storyteller does not reveal his own life story, but that of others

[Human Condition 185). He is not primarily concerned with the things they did, but

rather with “what others said,” the “concern” they expressed, and pleasure they

experienced in authenticating themselves in the public.
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We witness the awakening come to a close for Edwards because of the seeming 

futility of the public space; the source of value was the exchanges that could encourage 

self-authentication and public pleasure. The suicidal-melancholics refuse this public 

world of relationships dedicated to God’s glory; their demand for singularity and 

absolutes and their refusal of God’s infinity, apparent in a theology of Original Sin, 

expressed the “waning Glory of God” — public and revolutionary freedom -  in an 

increasingly utilitarian age.
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Notes

1 For some classic sources on the Awakenings’ “rhetorical” and social connection to 
democracy and revolution, see Heimert and Miller, who I will discuss throughout, and 
Cowing, Tracey, and Bercovitch. A recent reader on American religion continues to 
question the degree to which the great awakening contributed to the development of the 
American, egalitarian, pre-Revolutionary spirit. Stout and Butler frame the discussion of 
“The Great Awakening” within two representative papers, from diametrically opposed 
views. While Harry Stout has long argued that the “awakenings” were forerunners to the 
revolutionary ethos of the pre-Revolutionary colonies, Butler disputes the notion that 
“rhetorical transformation,” sensuality and the focus on a new oral and egalitarian culture 
can be attributed to revivalism. Although I agree with Butler that the case that connects 
an “awakening,” particularly Edwards’s awakening, to the secular structure o f American 
democracy, is somewhat overstated, I argue that a different notion of the public and 
democratic space occurred in this revival. Certainly, this awakening has suffered from 
oversimplifications in the attempt to locate either good or evil causes in religion for the 
troubles of a later Americanism; we should be suspicious of some populist claims for 
Edwards’s revival, particularly since most of his writings were not published in his day, 
and his own ideas about religious experience hardly received the attention that would 
warrant populist claims. According to Lambert, “Historians generally see this 
Northampton revival as the forerunner of a much wider event, a ‘major explosion’ that 
engulfed British North America in the early 1740s: the Great Awakening. And yet we 
search in vain to find contemporary accounts of the Northampton revival while it 
flourished” (650). See also Joseph Conforti’s paper which critiques Edwards’s New 
Divinity School disciples’ “invention” of the “Awakening” for the mass population, 
turning the dominant perception of revivalism into a “democratizing movement” (99).
For a suggestive claim about the influence that Edwards had on other international 
revivals, besides proto-millennial or chauvinistic “American” ones, see Harold P. 
Simonson.

2 see Edmund S. Morgan’s study Visible Saints: The History o f  a Puritan Idea.

3 Occasionalism is essential for Edwards, and as Goen points out, with “‘occasional 
cause’ he was referring to the finite conditions without which a particular event could not 
occur, at least in the way it actually does. While such conditions may be necessary to the 
event, they are never sufficient o f themselves to produce it or determine its essential 
nature; and that is why one cannot argue the nature of the cause from the nature of the 
effect, or vice versa. God is the only ‘true cause.’ And Edwards did not want his work 
judged on the basis of the accidents o f the historical situation within which God was
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working.. . .  In any case, occasions in the finite situation could provide no reliable guide 
forjudging the nature of the true cause; for that keener principle of discrimination must 
be invoked” (67). If  “God is the only true cause,” 1 will also argue in this chapter that in 
effect God meant plurality, mystery, and, less commonly brought to the fore, a public 
space. Thus the issue of occasionalism becomes even more interesting for the attempt to 
encourage a pre-Revolutionary experience of re-birth in Edwards’s revivals.

41 will be drawing on Joseph Haroutunian’s book. Piety Versus Moralism: The Passing 
o f  the New England Theology, published in 1932. This distinction in the theological 
concepts between Edwards’s “pious” conversion experience and the newer “moralistic” 
focus o f individual improvement and personal well-being needs to be re-emphasized. 
Most recent critics assume that Edwards’s conversion process was a forerunner to 
modem and instrumental notions of American democracy and progress. Haroutunian’s 
book offer an in-depth account of various debates between Edwards, his reformed 
Calvinist followers, rationalists, and later nineteenth-century Unitarian theologians. The 
point is that Edwards based conversion on the “Glory of God” and not man’s well-being.
1 will deal with this issue at the end of the chapter, but it is important to return to 
Haroutunian’s study, since the observation is generally put aside in the quest to locate the 
development of a chauvinistic or “modem” “American self.”

5 Miller writes, “But Edwards put the pure doctrine without the slightest mitigation. The 
Federal Theology is conspicuous in his sermons by its utter absence. ‘The nature and 
contrivance of our redemption is such, that the redeemed are in everything directly, 
immediately, and entirely dependent on God: They are dependent on him for all, and are 
dependent on him every way’” (30). Miller goes on to comment that as a result of this 
break with moral works, Edwards demolished the “external Covenant,” which was, as 1 
have noted, the legal contract that bound Congregationalism together: “Edwards’ 
emphasis was clearly different: the Holy Ghost is from God, and grace is the gift of God. 
‘And God is under no obligation to any man: He is sovereign, and hath mercy on whom 
he will have mercy.’ This is very different from saying that God will have mercy on those 
who take up the covenant” {Jonathan Edwards 31). The contradiction with this assertion 
and the fact that Edwards was exiled for repeatedly requiring a public and manifest 
profession of an external covenant does not seem to deter Miller from making this 
startling claim. Edwards presumed that those who took the sacraments were converted. 
Edwards required profession and a taking up of the Covenant, and even claimed that God 
would have mercy on those who “graciously” professed the Covenant. But this gracious 
covenant is not based on a inner sensibility and also requires an outward, communal 
profession. Miller begs the question because in An Humble Inquiry Edwards clearly 
argues that even though the Covenant is not a “means” to conversion, some show of
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outward profession is necessary for the community, and to commit in a positive act of 
grace, to show in public that one has accepted God’s spirit. According to Edwards, “And 
therefore they who have no interest in the covenant o f grace, and are in no respects God’s 
covenant-people, any lawfully hear the word and pray. But it is agreed on all hands, that 
they who are not in some respects God’s covenant people, may not come to sacraments: 
and the reason is this, because sacraments are covenant-privileges. And this same reason 
will prove, that none but true believers, or those that have saving faith, the only condition 
of the covenant of grace, have a right to sacraments” (264).

6 For instance. Hatch and Stout, and most of the critics in their collection of essays on 
Edwards, challenge Miller’s formulation of a “modem” Edwards who broke with the 
Covenant. As they note, there is a great deal of “bias[] in the publication of Edwards’s 
sermons.” However, perhaps in their efforts to refute Miller, they have gone too far to the 
other side and too strongly tried to restore the image of the legalistic and pre-millennial 
“Puritan,” “who adhered exactly to the old Puritan notions of New England as a 
‘peculiar’ people and a ‘city upon a hill,’ who would be blessed or cursed according to 
their keeping of the covenant” (11). Again, I am not arguing against this assertion, but 
rather stating that many critics keep avoiding or begging the question about what the 
structure of that “city on the hill” looked like. I will draw on both Joseph Haroutunian 
and Roland Delattre to try to clarify that this issue was important and concerned the form 
of revolutionary, religious community that was developing in Edwards’s context.

7 As Heimert puts it, “Edwards’s analysis of his society went well beyond the standard 
rubrics of vices. In his diagnosis too he moved ahead of many of his contemporaries by 
discovering at the heart of New England’s illness the commercial frenzy of the period. To 
this Edwards attributed men’s ‘dishonesty’ in their dealings with one another” (33).

8 There is little support for the idea that Edwards legitimated a work ethic, or even the 
“spirit” o f it; however, Bercovitch’s point helps us move away from thinking of Edwards 
as an antiquarian, or that discussing Edwards’s importance for modernity is 
“anachronistic.” The attempt to situate Edwards as either extreme antiquarian, last 
surviving “Puritan of the Eighteenth-Century,” and most commonly, Benjamin Franklin, 
as the Yankee progenitor has constantly, as many have commented, blurred both the 
similarities and the difference between them. As Kuklick points out, both men were 
somewhat, on the “margins” (105) o f revolutionary culture, and, as Leonard Sweet argues, 
if  we are looking for precise prototypes for either a rising Yankee-self or an antiquarian 
“Puritan” one, we are likely to be disappointed (117).
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9 As Mitchel Breitweiser argues, Edwards’s theology of Original Sin was oblivious to the 
possibility of “grief [and...]  convinc[es] the mourner that he is his sin, rather than that 
his sin is a flesh that consciousness can shed in an act of emulation” (61). This reading 
may be partially true, but “sin” in Breitweiser’s reading seems equivalent to what we 
might, following Mercante, call “actual sin” and not Original Sin. As she points out, in 
the Christian tradition, sin has usually been divided into two parts: “original sin described 
the condition we are bom into and the inclination we seem to inherit, and actual sin refers 
to our response to that condition” (23). Edwards was primarily concerned with the former 
understanding of sin, and not the second, moral and legal development. If one’s 
constitution elicited “true virtue” and “disinterested benevolence” then one was 
converted, and in fact engaged in “eternal life.” True, God’s justice entailed that some 
would be dananed, simply because they were constitutional incapable of being otherwise 
-  they were predestined to that fate. If one was not “’oblig[ed] to love, honor, and obey 
God’” then he would be justly punished, according to Edwards (Haroutunian 132). We 
must understand, however, that Edwards’s “primary concern was the life of godliness 
here, and not the fate of the damned hereafter. In the last analysis, eternal life meant a 
regenerate life, a life of godly regard for the positions of events in the eternal order of 
being” (134).

10 Edwards strove to achieve a balance between acknowledging Calvin’s observations 
about the elimination of the sacraments as means of grace, the need for community, the 
challenge to “medieval” laws, and the sense of an ultimate “sinful” nature that made the 
creature’s capacity for salvation uncertain. When he turns to the spoken realm, we can 
sense that he is careful to warn against some of his America forebears methods of dealing 
with “excess.” A translation of the effects of iconoclasm, the rebellion against excess and 
the sinfulness of the flesh, in the spoken realm, as Ann Kibbey argues in the case of John 
Cotton, led some early Calvinist ministers to focus on the physicality and materiality of 
language to bracket the outside world and other worlds, through the “physical sounds of 
[the minister’s] words as audible shapes” (22). Other Puritans answered the increasing 
feeling of arbitrariness of signification toward the sensual world by initiating “their own 
practice by their doctrine of divinely inspired speech” (18). We do see this happen with 
Edwards, but he does not cling to the elaborate system of natural law and divine 
correspondence, the implied congruence between material image and “homely” symbol 
making, whereby the “metaphors [are] useful much more than. . .  aesthetic” (31). He 
values the “indecent clamor” as the sacred act, and not the resolution and violent 
abstraction and rationalization of that excess to create social normativity.

Interestingly, while the “Puritan” iconoclast would have thought of the precision 
of language and movement away from excessive abstractions as tending to bracket the 
actual material world, the naturalist Thomas Jefferson would have thought of his
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language precision as controlling and referring to the real. For instance, Jefferson’s view 
of language, particularly in relation to the Bible, would have allowed nothing in excess, 
in order to signify truth. In his words, ‘“We must reduce our volume to the simple 
evangelists select, even from them, the very words only of Jesus, paring off the 
amphibolgisms into which they have been led” in order to locate the “diamonds in a 
dunghill” (qtd. Boorstin 159) of excessive abstraction.

11 The idea that evangelism was only about “civility” or moral sincerity has obscured the 
public possibilities in Edwards’s conversion process. Critics continue to equate civility 
and inner liberty, and to read conversion as social normativity. Richard P. Gildrie, for 
instance, expounds the view of most critics on Edwards’s so-called influence on the 
“American” social character, or, at least the “Whig sense of liberty.” He writes, “civility, 
interpreted as rules of conduct reflecting an inner emotional stability rather than 
conformity to authority, was closely related to the whig sense of liberty. Civility and 
liberty seemed interdependent. O f course, the congruence between inner disposition and 
outward conduct was not always clear. These ‘mysteries of the heart’ raised the issue o f 
hypocrisy for the advocates of civility just as it had been raised among Puritans searching 
for evidence of conversion” (225). And yet, it should be noted that Gildrie reads the 
revivals within the parameters of what he calls “Augustan civility” after the charter of 
1691, which I spoke about in the opening pages. The issue of hypocrisy, which many 
revivalists searched for, seems to insinuate a hidden evil or wrong behavior, underneath 
the false societal persona of the individual. On the contrary, “mysteries” of the heart 
meant just that to Edwards; the “mysterious” otherness that rationalists turned into a 
moral absolute was for Edwards a sense of separation and an unknowable, a human limit 
and a fact o f plurality. Edwards found the “hunt for hypocrites” particularly repulsive, a 
fact that I will discuss at more length.

12 Homogenous empty time, the time of the “now,” bears more in common with this pre- 
lapsarian moment o f escape from the meanwhile or simultaneous event. For Edwards 
there are two presents depicted — an apocalyptic messianic Now-time, and the eternal 
possibility of realizes our worlds “to-day.” Bercovitch quoted the following from Mather 
to convince the reader that Edwards’s celebration of conversion echoed the same 
millennialist promise; “‘heavy Ears, Behold, the Bridegroom comes! THE TIME OF 
THE END, seems just going to lay its Arrest upon us. May we now AWAKE unto it,
KNOWING THE TIME!’ “To the hypocrite, the unconverted, and the transgressor
alike, he reiterates the same eschatological challenge.. . .  Well, precisely [the condition 
of awakening] is ‘to be Now Endeavored; and I say NOW, with an emphasis” (114). But 
the apocalyptical desire for fulfillment Now with no ambiguity please, is much different
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from the present which is constructed in the light of and acknowledgment of plurality and 
ambiguity.

13 One of the common critical “debates” within which the ambiguous position of 
Edwards is often situated is this controversy between Congregationalists, the 
conservative “Old Lights,” led by Charles Chauncy, and the “New Lights” who 
represented the other extreme regarding the issue of individual (potentially antinomian) 
evangelical piety and conversion. The charge of “Enthusiasm” waged at some of the 
revivalists, e.g., James Davenport, Gilbert Tennent, and a clearly different Edwards, was 
a result of the heretical and potentially “Arminian” belief that the individual could 
experience the divine “truth” of Christ directly, without ministerial or scriptural 
mediation. See Goodwin for a discussion of the myth of “Arminian-Calvinism” and the 
problem with aligning Congregationalists and Calvinists with Arminianism, a problem 
that occurs in discussions of the “free will” set in motion by the Calvinists revivals.

14 As Nancy Ruttenburg notes in a different, but strikingly related context, Edwards 
criticized what he called “singularity” and the error of “spiritual pride” (173). While 
Edwards did accuse some revivalists of putting on airs, it is important to note that what 
he calls “singularity” means self-interest. In the section on the aesthetic I would 
distinguish what Edwards clearly praises -  the desire to appear in public and distinguish 
oneself -  but this desire differs from mere vanity or self-righteousness. In Edwards’s 
words, it is not “singularity for singularity’s sake” {Some Thoughts 421) but pleasure, 
“relish,” which resulted from being with others. In other words, Edwards’s criticism of 
singularity is a criticism of a private self. Distinction in the name of the public, with the 
assumption that one’s distinct self is created and emerges through pleasing interactions 
allows him to acknowledge a more limited and relational ideal of free grace and specific 
re-births. The “willing” and “yielding,” “childlike” disposition, made the convert open 
and tolerant of “others’ opinions” and when pleasing “free” and novel acts occurred, they 
were first situated within discussion and community.

15 In Bercovitch’s words, “revivalist conversion opened the ranks of the American army 
of Christ to every white Protestant believer” {American Jeremiad 106). Read as such, 
conversion can only be seen as an ideological “whitening” process. I would agree with 
this observation in some contexts, but not in the case of Edwards, for whom “the army of 
Christ” has little to do with a promise of moral goodness or moral works.

16 Perhaps the shift away from speaking in terms of Christ also enables the greater 
participation from other non-Christian religious communities, who, although they may 
have accepted the idea of saints and divinities, present through revelations, did not
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usually understand the attempt by European Christians to make their singular divinity, 
and redeemer, a moral absolute. See Stuckey for the discussions of the Pinkster festival, 
which perhaps mimicked election day ceremonies, but was also a West African form of 
electing the aristocracy, or the Priest-King (82). Discussions of the African-Christian 
interaction will recur throughout the dissertation, particularly by Sobel, Stuckey, and 
Genovese, on the subject of conversion and Africanization of Christianity, although 
Genovese tends to stress the assimilative and “christianizing” aspect. Stuckey also refers 
to the significance of the “cultural” presence of others on the more white-European 
populations. Without doubt, the cultural influence of African on the European Christian 
tradition is apparent in music, the slave spirituals in particular, and in certain alterations 
in aesthetic structure.

17 Henry May expresses his opinion of the so-called rigorous “Puritan,” and in sympathy 
with Victorian, Oliver Wendell Holmes, he writes: “If one is to seriously follow Edwards, 
recent scholarship has made clear, one must accept his doctrine o f Hell not as a minor 
blemish on his intellectual system, but as essential to it. One must accept as true his 
masterly descriptions of intolerable and interminable suffering. Still more difficult, to be 
a real Edwardsian one must come to terms with his insistence that god hates sinners and 
holds them in the utmost contempt” (24). Holmes may have been correct that America’s 
civil religion could not get Edwards and “Calvinism” out of its mind, but their desire to 
find goodness and innocence everywhere is much more troublesome than Edwards’s 
convictions about the creature’s absolute powerlessness.

In another neo-Victorian context, Sandra Gustafson, as we will see, criticizes the 
“babbling” Phoebe, and argues that Stowe’s “Little Eva” is, in contrast, an “articulate 
[child] up until the very moment of death,” and “Eva suggests the way that nineteenth- 
century women revised Edwards’s influential types of holy women and girls” (187).
True, and this point has received much critical attention in order to challenge the 
“feminization” and equation of women with submissiveness in protestantism. However, 
although my point is not to argue about Stowe’s moral ideology, I do find the 
ambiguousness of Phoebe’s speech valuable to the extent that it leads us to question the 
rationalist speech, normative rules and morally innocent, “articulate” commands that 
seemed more common in legalistic conversion.

18 In Some Thoughts, Sarah does become the crowning glory of the awakening. 
Unfortunately, Edwards’s conversion process has suffered from reading his description of 
his wife as leading to “secular homiletics (‘persons ought not to neglect the business of 
their personal calling’), which Bercovitch translates to a “mainstay o f Yankee pietism” 
{American Jeremiad 156). She is a perfect image of the female martyr and the model of 
evangelical piety; she “eat[s] for God, and work[s] for God, and sleep[s] for God, and
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bear[s] pain and trouble for God, and doing all the service of love, and so with a 
continual, uninterrupted cheerfulness, peace and joy” (340). But again, we need to know 
that Edwards faced the wholesale elimination of public conversion, not to mention his 
own expulsion, which occurred irregardless of his efforts to present a more palatable 
image of religious experience. After his disruptive hysterics, Abigail and Phoebe, he 
stressed, for readers like Chauncy, that Sarah was not in “the giddy age of youth, nor [is 
she] a new convert” (334). And although he swore that persons did not neglect “ordinary 
business” or “secular ‘duties,’” what he did not understand was that it did not matter how 
likeable he made the image of conversion; it still necessitated a profession of public 
genuineness that was not in keeping with a rising privatized civil faith in American 
democracy. Just as he accused his critics of “begging the question,” his own assurances 
did not address the issue of public profession.

19 Bercovitch makes much use of this “post-millennialist” issue when he writes that 
“[Old Light] Chauncy had accused Edwards of having ‘often said that the millennium 
was already begun’; but the truth was, Edwards wrote, that he had seen the revivals as no 
more than ‘forerunners of those glorious times’” (97). Edwards’s own position within 
Christian theology and leadership is precarious at this time, and we can see that 
Bercovitch gains support for his criticism of Edwards’s proto-“American” chauvinism 
here, but at the same time, he does not, consider that even when Edwards seems to 
“change[] the scenario for this last act of the errand, [and thereby] weld[] the whole 
progression into an organic human-divine (and natural-divine) whole” (98), Edwards still 
write of “glorious times” in the plural, and not in the “natural-divine” rhetoric that 
Bercovitch implies.

Smolinski also offers a critique of the popular understanding of the connection 
between theories of manifest destiny and the puritan use of biblical and literary typology 
as indicative of the imperialist world-view. Although the majority of the paper is a 
discussion of the Mathers and their use of millennialism as distinct from the idea of 
“American” manifest destiny in that they maintained the doctrine of the “restoration of 
the Jews,” and Israel as perhaps the actual place, he also notes that Edwards did not think 
in terms of actual redemption of the land to a Christology in the apocalypse.

20 What critics sometimes refer to as her “aestheticization of politics” has caused some 
concerns because many consider an aesthetic realm, to follow Kant’s concept of a 
“noumenal” or hidden, subjective meaning that cannot ultimately be reconciled with the 
phenomenal world, or the realm of appearance. The noumenal appears to be based on 
sublimity, genius, and authenticity. Kant maintained that the noumenal realm could not 
be known but only judged through “a progressive moral vision of the Enlightenment 
[and] on principles that could most accurately be called ‘aesthetic’” (100). According to



150

Cascardi in a discussion of Kant and Arendt, the desire to achieve “true universality of 
the ‘final judgment,’ the gateway through which we pass into the kingdom of ends” (106) 
was solved by Kant by introducing the “spectator” who seems to have the transcendental 
ability to judge the moral progress implicit in the march toward the “kingdom o f ends.” 
Cascardi argues that Arendt follows Kant and that her “notion of democratic community 
represents an attempt to salvage the commitment to progress that Kant sustains on moral 
and historical grounds” (109). The attempt to make Arendt entirely consistent with the 
detached form of judgment in Kant, however, has been constantly criticized. Again, we 
seem trapped between the judging, objective spectators, and the immediate, potentially 
dangerous, morally relative, unreflective “actors” and proto-Romantic “geniuses.” Dana 
Villa critiques the latter Nietzschean view of Arendtian performative, aesthetic and 
disclosive action. Those who accuse Arendt of “holding an overtly expressivist theory of 
the self’ (90) he argues, ignore the point Arendt’s “distinct” self is only bom and 
actualized in the public realm.
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Chapter Two: Pierre; or The Ambiguities and the Formation of the American

Dilemma

i. Melville’s Strange “Rural Bowl of Milk”

His resolution was a strange and extraordinary one; but therefore it only 
the better met a strange and extraordinary emergency. But it was not only 
strange and extraordinary in its novelty of mere aspect, but it was
wonderfiil in its unequaled renunciation of himself He himself was to
be the grand self-renouncing victim. (172-173)

Oh, I hear the leap of the Texan Camanche, as at this moment he goes 
crashing like wild deer through the green underbush; I hear the glorious 
whoop of savage and untamable health; and then I look in at Pierre. If 
physical practical unreason make the savage, which is he? Civilization, 
Philosophy, Ideal Virtue! Behold your victim! (302)

In Pierre: or the Ambiguities (1852), Melville parodies the ideology of manifest 

destiny that informs changes in the structure of nineteenth-century American democracy. 

On the one hand, he offers a character who opposes the conformist and alienating 

structures of a privatized “civil faith” that is fast becoming the ethos of American 

democratic nationalism. On the other, he pinpoints through the same character the 

problems that occur when democratic, and “self-renouncing” individualism replaces 

public and participatory democracy. In Pierre, Melville aptly captures an “ideology” of 

individualism and democratic “civilization” that is based on a faith that evokes the social 

normativity of the self-made successful hero. That civic faith failed to create a 

heterogeneous and plural space of public discussion out of which an authentic democratic 

person might be forged. Through his critique of the liberal meanings of the “private” self 

and an equally “privatized” civil faith, Melville reveals the missed moments for a 

religious construction of a public self. By doing so, Melville parodies the Reformed 

Calvinist civil religious ideal of conversion or election, which had become the laissez-
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faire ideology, and suggests the need to pluralise the construction of an American 

democratic authority.

At the most general level, Melville situates his novel in a highly ambiguous 

period in American history. The Revolutionary War has been fought and won; a 

Constitution has been written, and ratified; in 1803 President Jefferson has th rong  the 

Louisiana Purchase increased the geographical area of the country by more than two- 

thirds. Americans are in the process of establishing and attempting to consolidate a 

cultural and national identity. In the light of the acquisition of new territories, and the 

question of what to do with this new land, Americans face the question of whether the 

expansion of the country is an opportunity to abolish or expand slavery. The overall 

ambiguity in antebellum America is that it is a nation formed by the desire to constitute 

itself as a revolutionary democracy, but since slavery was never eliminated at the 

founding, subsequent attempts to re-found a democratic identity are marked by the 

survival of slavery. In the same vein, after the imperialist conquest of native populations, 

the antebellum reformers that pride themselves on a notion of democracy and civilization, 

face the problem of what to do with the “others” within their midst as they acquire even 

greater territories. Pierre; or the Ambiguities examines the ramification of the 

ambiguities in the attempt to found freedom and “civilization” as they impact the 

revolutionary heritage of the Glendinning family through the son, Pierre, as he comes to 

terms with the meanings of self and nation during this dynamic and tumultuous period of 

American history.

In the midst of actions and discussions in the post-revolutionary era, the 

Revolutionary rhetorics of freedom and equality resonate -  not only as patriotic 

ideologies, but equally as guides and motivations for practical activities. The institutions 

and practices of slavery undergird all the rhetorics and actions posed within the structure 

of a revolutionary tradition. This overall ambiguity of slavery in a democracy informs
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and accompanies the meaning of “the ambiguities” whether, on the one hand, one is 

speaking of that ambiguity which accompanies novelty, spontaneity, and risks — aspects 

of authentic freedom and new possibilities —, or whether, on the other hand, one is 

referring to the stifling ambiguity of deception and confusion. The new possibilities for 

freedom evinced in many antebellum reform movements become stifling ambiguities 

because they are thwarted, their normative and libertarian goals already shaped, by the 

continued presence of slavery. The practice, institution and protection of slavery in the 

formation of the first modem democratic society had already come to structure the 

meaning of the American self as well as American nationhood.

As David Brion Davis points out, social reformers, abolitionists, and liberals 

adhered to moralism and Arminianism, a direction that led two ways that were expressed 

in the title of “Adam Smith’s two books: The Theory o f Moral Sentiments and The 

Wealth o f  Nations" Even “if there were unresolved tensions” between the two parties, 

“both condemned slavery as an intolerable obstacle to human progress” (46). ' The “man 

of sensibility,” the benevolent reformer, who manifested the first title, “needed to 

objectify his virtue by relieving the sufferings of innocent victims.” The liberal yankee, 

or “economic man,” who imbibed the spirit of the second title, “required a social order 

that allowed and morally vindicated the free play of self-interest.” Both manifestations of 

laissez-faire individualism clung to a normative belief in natural goodness directed by 

innate capacity for free will, a free will that was troubled by the institution of slavery. 

And, as is well known and probably best expressed in the series of debates between 

Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas that reflect back on the series of legal 

compromises in the 1830s and 40s, the most haunting question for antebellum America 

was whether America is to be a “white man’s country,” or whether freedom should mean 

not only the absence of slavery but also the possibility and necessity for every man to do 

his own work?  ̂This question concerning free labor as the revolutionary value had
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especially increased during the events leading up to the Compromise of 1850, which, to 

be brief, “admitted California as a free state, permitted slavery in the other territories won 

from Mexico, abolished the slave trade in the district of Columbia, and established a 

harsh law for the return of alleged runaways” (Rogin 107). Over against the Revolution 

that was a war waged by English colonists against the Mother Country, the early 

nineteenth century poses the question; “What does it mean to be an American?”

During the post-Revolutionary period the country is therefore experiencing what I 

call a ‘crisis o f  exchanges.’ Since humans are social beings they must exchange life 

forms, e.g. language, knowledge, meaning, sex, and food, or goods and services. In 

antebellum America, there was a crisis on all levels of “free” exchange because the 

revolutionaries kept slavery. The unresolved specter of that past was expanding into the 

boundaries of the North’s free laboring society, which was, nevertheless, complicated by 

its deep imbrication in forms of privacy and individual, unfettered and limitless progress. 

In Pierre, or the Ambiguities, there is a crisis of exchanges that also expresses itself in the 

authority and legitimacy of the family, used as a metaphor for the “union,” as it entails 

intimacies, authority and authentic gender and sexual roles. The proliferation of 

communitarian groups already appearing in the Bumed-Out District o f upstate New 

York, which I will discuss at more length, attests to the significance of the structure of the 

American family in subsequent attempts to constitute, purity and write into existence a 

homogenous form of union.

In Pierre’s rebellion, dissent, and incestuous but entirely “immaculate” 

relationship with his half-sister Isabel, it is as if  he believes that the purification and 

rationalization of sexual exchange in the family could make good on the missed promises 

for freedom. We also have the issue of his father’s ambiguous affair with, not 

surprisingly, a Catholic, immigrant Frenchwoman, or so we are told. In his study. An 

Ordered Love: Sex Roles and Sexuality in Victorian Utopias—the Shakers, the Mormons,
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and the Oneida Community, Louis Kem points out that the threat of slavery (and 

Catholicism) had influenced the various radical utopian groups, spawned from 

Protestantism and the Second Great Awakening in particular, that developed in 

opposition to an impure “union” or, its most significant social norm, the monogamous 

family. These experiments certainly interested Melville, though he rarely wrote of female 

characters. In The Blithedale Romance, Hawthorne, Melville’s closest literary fnend, 

would also mock the search for domestic purity, a communal bond based on pure “love,” 

and “feminization,” drawing on his own experiences at the transcendentalist utopian 

community. Brook Farm, during the 1840s. Though these utopian experiments contained 

the possibility for novelty, their excessive search for purity posed itself against the 

morally corrupt institution of chattel slavery. Opponents of chattel slavery often focussed 

on the moral impurity of the family -  the use of slave women for breeding, the refusal to 

acknowledge slave marriages, and the master’s concubinage of slave women. Moreover, 

as Kem points out, “the metaphorical use of slavery broadened and deepened the 

abolitionist critique of the slave system while it helped focus and intensify sectional 

animosities in the antebellum years through the implicit ascription of a deviant [sexually 

and morally] cultural role to the plantation South.” Most disturbingly, however, the slave 

metaphor threatened “the autonomy of the ego” and the ideals o f the “independent self’ 

(27). It exacerbated the fear of a loss of self-control and ownership of self and that fear 

contributed to the rise of a focus on purity, in reform, temperance, and less often, but for 

some radicals, non-monogamous familial structures.

There was thus a crisis at the level of exchange of property, land, and production 

that marks the way the family will reform itself. The most obvious indication of this can 

be found in the institution of American chattel slavery populated by the “property” of 

African bodies and the interrelated desire to expand the institution of slavery through 

conquest of other parts of the continent. On the one hand, this is expressed in the creed of
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Manifest Destiny and on the other hand, it is centered on the growing national discussion 

of “free vs. slave labor.” These complex ‘crises of exchanges’ are posed against a 

template of a successful revolution that has been fought and won in the name of freedom.

The narrator o f Pierre begins at the primary level of exchange: through the 

interactions with the sexes in the scene of marriage. He alludes to the concept of political 

and national union in the so-called private space of marriage. Pierre’s blood-line, 

however, is also a “double revolutionary” (18) one, and Melville’s commentary on the 

dynamics within it serves as a metaphor for the union’s sense of identity. Marriage for 

Pierre has an implicit chivalric logic of desire, deferral and Romantic Love that 

contributes to the championing of a private sentimental ideal of selfhood. The American 

ideal of domestic happiness effectively separated its structure from public debate and 

normalized the private family’s domestic ideals and desires. Pierre’s impending action of 

marriage at Saddle Meadows could be read as consistent with the enforced hierarchy of 

an oppressive institutional state, simply reflecting the ideology of America’s privatized 

civil faith, from which Pierre melodramatically escapes. But reading it as such would be 

to ignore the obvious narrative parody of Pierre’s flight from the allegorical, 

revolutionary homeland of Saddle Meadows, evinced in the hyperbolic and inflated style 

of writing that frames Pierre’s rebellion as a humorous melodrama. His marriage to Lucy 

Tartan is premised upon an aristocratic and normative, pre-scripted union between 

property holders, and is clearly predetermined, as an allegory in which moral values are 

personified. Though the narrator seems to affirm Pierre’s desire to do something to 

oppose the hypocrisy in that familial bond, Pierre’s rebellion becomes merely a stifling 

turn inward instead of an acknowledgment of a limit and hiatus that would enable 

outward relationships and exchanges with women and “others.”

A secondary level of exchange that is in crisis is commercial exchange. Pierre is a 

failed author who cannot produce a novel that will sell. Indeed, he can only plagiarize
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romantic words of past geniuses. As Pierre flees the Meadows and subsequently, though 

unwittingly, renounces his claims to property, he is severed from the past that would 

legitimate his claims to authorship. For instance, before Pierre experiences this 

dispossession, he is the “’idol of the critics’” (246), something of a writer of “fugitive 

pieces” (149). But, as Pierre rebels from a form of self and background that is contingent 

upon the ideology of a leisure-class and the proprietors, and attempts to make a living as 

a writer and novelist in the more utilitarian and domesticated market-place — “for the 

merest cash” (149) -  he becomes unable to exchange on the level o f communication, or, 

to tell a story.

While Pierre is in New York laboring and attempting to write his great book, he is 

haunted by a mocking narrative voice that inhibits his attempts to enter the market: “’Tell 

me not, thou inconceivable coxcomb of a Goethe, that the universe can not spare thee and 

thy immortality, so long as -  like a hired waiter -  thou makes thyself ‘generally useful.’ 

Already the universe gets on without thee, and could spare a million more of the same 

identical kidney.’” The passages on Pierre’s failure in the market, as Priscilla Wald also 

notes, resonate with Melville’s own well-known words to Hawthorne, “’Dollars damn 

me; and the malicious Devil is forever grinning in upon me, holding the door ajar.. . .  

What I feel most moved to write, that is banned, — it will not pay. Yet, altogether, write 

the other way I cannot. So the product is a final hash, and all my books are botches’”

(qtd. Wald 126). Melville expressed similar sentiments in his other work. If Melville was 

identifying with his character and writing autobiography, in one sense he differs from his 

heroic reformer, whom he also mocks: Melville was a storyteller who had located art 

outside of utilitarian exchange. After Pierre, as John Carlos Rowe points out, Melville 

bid his farewell to the novel as literary form, and moved toward a form that would 

facilitate a more direct social critique (94). Clearly, as Marxist critics have long 

commented, there was a connection between the rise of the novel as literary form, and the
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mode of production that dictated the commercial form of the book. Pierre, in this sense, 

may be the author’s attempt to show the limitation in both forms of literary exchange and 

communication -  writing leisurely lyric verses or producing popular novels —, which 

eventuate in his protagonist’s destruction.

Melville’s critique in Pierre is posed at a revolutionary failure to found a space 

for authentic exchanges, and its focus on legislating a proprietarian self that placed its 

value in laissez-faire individualism. Instead of communal exchange, there was a written 

Constitution, which had to be framed, and seems to direct the narrator’s playful advice to 

Pierre that “all existing great works must be federated in the fancy; and so regarded as a 

miscellaneous and Pantheistic whole” (284). A particularly universal, self-contained, 

ideal and self-possessed way of being had been legislated into existence by another failed 

work of art -  the constitution. All rebellions and laboring self-renunciations performed by 

Pierre become amendments made in order to purify the ideal and original “pantheistic 

whole” of tire script.

Melville addresses the way the idealization of the union through the marriage 

bond, and the propertied-patriarchal nature of that bond, leads to Pierre’s excessive 

individualism. Melville poses a missed moment, a hiatus, in the transition from the 

ambiguously “democratic,” New England faith and allegorical, conformist and normative 

“way” to the creation of the new, young. Individualist, American. This hiatus is only one 

of several uimamed and pregnant spaces that mark various contradictions and 

“ambiguities.” Most important is the contradiction that his would-be revolutionary home. 

Saddle Meadows, is a religious allegory, a normative hierarchy, that strives to naturalize 

itself as a “pantheistic whole.” Melville had written to his editor Evert Duyckinck that the 

“Declaration of Independence made a difference.” A lthou^ “it did not make the 

difference he had counted on” (Adamson 305) in Pierre he never doubted the potential 

for novelty in the revolution. While the revolutionary marriage and principle that would
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bind, a “declaration of independence,” was a form of novelty bom from a public space, a 

commitment that could signify the historical possibility of an authentic, “free” bond in a 

democratic nation, in Pierre’s Saddle Meadows that marriage is overdetermined and 

fated. In the midst o f this allegory, however, marriage for the author signifies a historical 

possibility for a more diverse social and political sphere. My thesis is that we may read 

Pierre’s troubles with everyday relationships as allegories for the impending doom of a 

nation that cannot be authentic or construct its decisions and sense of authority through 

commitments and conversations among social equals. These conversations need 

corresponding plural spaces within which testimony and authenticity are encouraged and 

acknowledged. The narrator ultimately shows how Pierre’s civil faith and revolutionary 

upbringing influences his inability to make thoughtful decisions in a larger social political 

relationship defined within the orders of a public space.

Pierre earned Melville the reputation of a madman,  ̂and although Pierre was not, 

and still is not, a popular book, it is one of Melville’s most important books. It is a book 

about a failed revolution that betrayed its more participatory promises and privatized its 

dream, a failed author, and a failed civil religion. All of these issues are linked: the 

revolution did not free the slaves; revolutionaries provided a legalistic Constitution that 

encouraged further privatization and could not entirely capture the revolutionary spirit, 

the public space and religious principle of plurality that encouraged its founding.

Clinging to immaculate ideals o f hereditary laws a “sweetly-writ manuscript” (7), Pierre 

acts like America never had a revolution. Appropriately, as a failed author, he ends up as 

speechless about the “ambiguities,” particularly in the case of the survival of slavery in 

his revolutionary script, as the writers of the Constitution.

Marriage and the family begin the novel because, even as they define problematic 

spaces in Melville’s America, they offer the possibility of capturing the meaning of 

American freedom and exchanges. They are the repository of tradition, of ancestors.
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exchange and kinship structures — structures that, when they naturalize themselves as the 

domain of the private, become the homogeneous source of individual happiness and not 

the basis for public participation. Marriage is a structure that some protestants, reformers 

in particular, acknowledged as part of their worldly “trial”; the domestic realm and the 

social needs associated with it were given a new importance in the drama of salvation. 

Yet, although marriage and the world of everyday, material exchanges were highlighted, 

they were rigorously rationalized, idealized or allegorized, and thus drained of their life

blood. Since the realm of the domestic was associated with women, the reformed faith 

also made it seem as if  these women had a role in salvation. If, like Pierre, one either 

internalized or denied the principle of plurality that we saw as inherent in the meaning of 

Original Sin when it signified a limit, and, instead, read Original Sin in terms of a moral 

evil, lust, for example, and ascetically worked out his salvation in an attempt to avoid the 

ambiguities, isolation and violence would result. This happens for Pierre in his 

relationship with Lucy, and his inability to engage in everyday, ambiguous relationships, 

tainted by sexuality, stems from his inherited private institutional model of the family as 

purity and its self-reliant model of revolutionary heroism.

The religious movement characterized as the Second Great Awakening was much 

different than Edwards’s First Great Awakening and focussed on the meaning of fi-eedom 

within the space of the family. It begins in 1800 and will burst out sporadically in various 

parts of the land until the 1830s. This revival evoked the same enthusiastic revivalism as 

did those of the 1730s but it did not take place against the template of a learned 

theological tradition. Pierre flees from the Massachusetts of his revolutionary homeland, 

“Saddle Meadows,” to New York or “the West,” the primary region of the Second Great 

Awakening. His radical break with the past, “extraordinary emergency, and “life- 

revolutionizing” decision to “cross the Rubicon” (Book XI: “He Crosses the Rubicon”) 

metaphorically suggests a commentary on the ideology of reform movements in the



161

nineteenth century. Melville opens the novel with a homage and dedication to the natural 

and awesome sovereign power of the authority of his “naturalized” and therefore 

unchangeable, revolutionary past, “the Most Excellent Purple Majesty of Greylock,” the 

“majestic mountain” and the tallest mountain in Massachusetts. Melville composed 

Pierre at his property in Arrowhead in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. The view was of 

Saddleback Mountain in Massachusetts, and, according to Michael Paul Rogin, Melville 

transformed Saddleback Mountain into Saddle Meadows estate. Though Melville lived in 

Albany and New York, he wrote his 1850s’ fiction at Arrowhead, property he had 

purchased with money from his father-in-law. Judge Lemuel Shaw, who eventually 

bought it back and assumed the mortgage (Rogin 157).

Judge Shaw became Melville’s prototype for the characters who manifested the 

conservative, yankee compromises antebellum America was experiencing. Shaw was part 

of the Boston elite, who worked to maintain the “union” and “protestant work ethic” in 

the framework of the “cold courts of justice [in which] the dull head demands oaths, and 

holy writ proofs” that Pierre rebels against in his pursuit of the “warm halls o f the heart” 

(71). Pierre attempts to cleanse and redeem history -  the “untestified memory’s spark” -  

by following the cause of his excluded, illegitimate half-sister Isabel. Ironically, Pierre 

thinks that Isabel’s cause is to preserve his father’s moral integrity and legal identity. The 

commentary on the “holy writ proof’ o f Isabel’s legal identity will situate Melville’s 

critique within the period of Compromise. The series of compromises attempted to 

maintain a national “union” that in many ways envisioned itself as a privatized and 

hierarchical family narrative.

Shaw, chief Justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court, was responsible for 

numerous changes in Constitutional Law during the 1840s and 50s. Rogin compares his 

stature to Shaw’s friend’s, Daniel Webster’s, who is famous for having supported the 

proposal for the Fugitive Slave Law (1850), and who romanticised the “founding fathers”
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and the ideology of union throughout the 1840s and in the presidency election in 1848. 

Though Shaw’s enlightened sensibility and commonwealth perspective in some respects 

challenged the rising individualism, as Rogin aptly comments, his “new jurisprudence” 

and “’interest in the community’ or ‘the commercial character of the country,”’ “it could 

be charged, was a mask for private interests” (36). He ruled in favor of certain corporate 

advancements in the name of public good. Shaw was the first judge to act upon and make 

constitutional the Fugitive Slave Act in the case of Sims (136), whom, in the name of the 

union, he sent back to Georgia from Massachusetts. In addition, both Shaw and Webster 

“combined the romance of improvement with ‘monuments’ to the [revolutionary] 

fathers” (39). Pierre’s quest parallels the legal and constitutional compromises performed 

in the nineteenth century that attempted to salvage the immaculate integrity of the 

forefathers and the constitutional “union,” in ways that perhaps not even they would have 

envisioned.

Melville’s post-revolutionary experience was situated between familial, paternal 

piety and legalism and the work ethic, coupled with a more enthusiastic attempt to 

“realize” and purify the “hypocrisy” of these individualist ideals -  rather than challenging 

the very structure of them -  and provides the source of anxiety and melancholy for his 

hero, Pierre Glendinning, who is also, like Melville, “of double Revolutionary descent” 

(18). In Pierre, the national ideology seems to be stuck in between a feudal aristocracy 

and a privatized, democratic individualism, that is, like Pierre, “perhaps a little too 

Radical” (13). Rogin has already provided an invaluable study of Melville’s political 

genealogy, which informs Pierre, but we need to repeat the extent to which the idea of 

revolution and the political and religious transitions in Melville’s revolutionary past, and 

his family’s active politics during his lifetime, affected his work. In Subversive 

Genealogy, Rogin comments.
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Melville’s clan was prominent in American politics for three generations 
from the Revolution to the Civil War. Family connections located the 
writer at the center of the dominant public issues of his time: Manifest 
Destiny, slavery, and capitalist expansion. But the radical terms on which 
his family enmeshed him in politics isolated Melville, (xii)

As Rogin points out, Melville’s “grandfathers were merchant heroes of the Revolution.”

From his paternal side, his grandfather partook in the Boston Tea Party and the battle at

Bunker Hill. From his mother’s side, his grandfather “defended Fort Stanwix against

British and Indian attack.” Melville’s forefathers were continually “rebaptized” and

honored as revolutionary heroes. Though antebellum America experienced a shift from

the organization of civil society in the revolutionary era through familial bonds and

private property, “leaders aimed to restore the authority of such revolutionary ancestors

and heal the divisions in American life” (18). The issue of being a “clan” or a hierarchical

union based on intimate “blood brotherhood” troubled Melville, and the feared demise of

aristocratic authority was also a problem that aristocratic Boston families had answered:

“secondary institutions -  banks, insurance companies, charitable trusts — reinforced by

extensive marriage and kinship ties -  rose up to knit the upper class together” (24). In

Pierre, we witness the destruction of this model of intimacy as incestuous purity as the

basis for a revolutionary nation and civil religion.

As a corollary to the increasing privatization of freedom, Pierre is thus a book 

about slavery, although this topic has not usually been mentioned as one of the meanings 

inherent in the text. After Moby-Dick, as Rogin points out, Melville “found slavery 

everywhere in the democratic future” (151). Melville was aware that the development of 

the American nation-state was inextricably bound to the “slave” question. In the 

nineteenth century there was a concomitant presupposition o f “America” as synonymous 

with a “white” Christian definition of America’s civil faith, a purity of the “white 

marriage bond,” and thus the entire gamut of those elements that constitute a meaning of 

a distinctive American freedom could be located most specifically in the American
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family institution. By “white” I mean an ideology; the fuller meaning of this ideology 

will become clearer in my discussion of Isabel and the “blackness” that she represents. 

Since “freedom” emerges in opposition to slavery, as its Manichean opposite, those who 

bear the brunt of chattel slavery identified by the color of their skin, pose implicitly and 

explicitly the vulnerable and passive condition to be overcome, the conditions that 

threatens the very possibility of selfhood. For the narrator, the ideal of individual or 

private liberty and self-determination, versus public freedom, is set within the crucible of 

American chattel slavery.

Ü. A Revolutionary Marriage Deferred: Familial Reform and the 

Domestication of the Revolution

Pierre Glendinning Jr. is a young, patrician, son of revolutionary heroes who 

confronts the “ambiguities” and flaws in his father’s confusingly edenic and 

revolutionary rural past. Just as Pierre is about to marry the rural nymph Lucy Tartan he 

discovers an illegitimate half-sister, Isabella Banford, in the sewing-circle on the 

Glendinning’s aristocratic and feudal estate. In the span of “three days” (173) and 

through serious soul-searching -  in the rhetoric of the Calvinist “trial” of salvation -  

Pierre decides he must flee his Brahmin, allegorical homeland. Saddle Meadows, and 

“cross the Rubicon” with Isabel, bringing along another social “castaway” (66), Delly 

Ulver, who has been disowned and shunned by her parents for adultery. Even though 

Pierre rebels against the harsh legalism in his revolutionary, would-be pastoral, by 

“saving” Isabel, he simultaneously wants to save his family name from contamination 

and avoid committing to authentic relationships, as is evinced in his flight from his 

impending marriage with Lucy Tartan. He feels he can accomplish all of these tasks by 

compromising on the “ambiguous” truth in his past in order to keep the familial and 

revolutionary name virtuous in the present.
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For instance, Pierre refuses to reveal Isabel’s alleged identity as his illegitimate 

sister in order protect the Glendinning name from impurity and his mother from social 

disgrace. However, since he is also an enthusiastic reformer at heart, he feels he must 

acknowledge Isabel in some way and thereby redress her wrongs: “he vowed in his 

deepest soul some way to embrace Isabel before the world, and yield to her his constant 

consolation and companionship.” He feels he can compensate for Isabel’s 

disenfranchisement from his family, and, on a more political level, from his revolutionary 

“birthright,” by pretending to marry her. To be sure, he knows this is “a most singular act 

of pious imposture,” but thinks “heaven [will] justify in him, since he himself was to be 

the grand self-renouncing victim.” He needs to both acknowledge her and to “save” his 

mother from his father’s adulterous past: to “foreclose all sinister inquisitions bearing 

upon his deceased parent’s memory, or any way affecting his mother’s lasting peace” 

(173). In this way, I argue, he is also able to avoid the authentic commitment to Lucy 

Tartan in the Meadows, in favor of an immaculate, though inauthentic, marriage with 

Isabel; this is his greatest “self-renunciation” and he hopes some heavenly reward will be 

forthcoming. In effect, Pierre avoids making an authentic commitment on the basis o f  

ordinary exchange with Lucy, leaves her and his mother in heart-stricken grief, and 

becomes more concerned with his solitary quest for authorial fame and the purity o f the 

revolutionary private self than with genuinely acknowledging Isabel. Moreover, Pierre 

never expects to lose his falsely democratic, revolutionary birthright based on ownership 

and the claims to proprietarian selfhood; he merely wants to purify it. Indeed, toward the 

end of the novel, he “curse[s] himself for a heartless villain and an idiot fool” not only 

because he has broken his mother’s heart, but also because he had traded “his noble 

birthright to a cunning kinsman for a mess of pottage, which now proved all but ashes in 

his mouth” (289). When Pierre initially flees to New York city, he expects that his cousin 

Glen will await him, with the same famous supper that they had planned when he was to
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bring his bride, Lucy Tartan: “nor did he say he would pay for the wines and the Mocha” 

(223). He does not think that his situation will change because of his new choice of bride, 

and he expects to enjoy the same social comforts as he experienced in the Meadows as 

part of the propertied class. Not thinking that he may soon have to live on bread, Pierre 

complains in the “First Night in the City” that he “won’t have cold chicken” (231).

Glen betrays him in New York. No bridal party awaits him, and in fact, when 

Pierre storms into a dinner party at his cousin Glen’s residence, Glen refuses to recognize 

Pierre: “’I do not know him; it is an entire mistake; why don’t the servants take him out. .

. . ’” Pierre “leap[s] toward him like Spartacus” (239), but is thrown out. He eventually 

takes to the only skill he has -  writing “lyric verses” — to earn a living and support his 

make-believe family. Pierre is reduced to poverty and takes up residence in the “Church 

of the Apostles,” a Church building that has been modernized and renovated, by “the tide 

of change and progress” and now is “cut into offices” for “gregarious lawyers” (266). 

Half of the Church, however, is home to a group of “foreign” intellectuals, who retain the 

name “apostles,” vainly, the narrator surmises, prophesying, “the hasty and premature 

advance of some unknown great political and religious Millermium” (269). Here, Pierre 

becomes increasingly self-involved and intent on revealing “deeper secrets than the 

Apocalypse!” (273), rather than caring for and genuinely acknowledging his half-sister. 

As a result, he fails to produce anything but plagiarisms of others’ works, “a blasphemous 

rhapsody, filched from the vile Atheists, Lucian and Voltaire,” as his angry, utilitarian 

publishers, “Steel, Flint & Asbestos,” charge. Meanwhile, Lucy reappears in New York, 

under the guise of “a nun-like cousin,” since she believes Pierre is married, and joins his 

new make-believe family. Both Lucy’s brother and Pierre’ s “imposter” cousin Glen, who 

has inherited the Meadows in lieu of Pierre, accuse him o f being “a villainous and 

perjured liar” (356). In an act of “honor” and silent rage, Pierre kills Glen, saying it is 

“speechless sweet to murder thee!” (359), is imprisoned, where he and Isabel commit
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suicide, and Lucy “shr[i]nk[s] up like a scroll” (360), “without out one visible wound” 

(362); in obvious millennialist imagery, Lucy seals the fate of violence and silence about 

the ambiguities. Pierre is, as Bercovitch puts it, a “riches to rags” story, “a tragicomedy 

of downward mobility” (251). While critiquing the survival of natural, aristocratic laws in 

a “democratic” nation, Melville’s bathos is aimed at the post-revolutionary American 

generation of would-be reformer heroes who try to redeem what they consider 

metaphysical “secrets” o f revolution, which correspond to private, individualist, and 

libertarian ideals of freedom and happiness.

The young American, Pierre, lives through a series of compromises and deferrals 

o f public discussion. And, nothing changes in Pierre’s own “revolution.” His “Christ- 

like” (106), “most melancholy,” “enthusiastic” “self-renunciation” parallels the rise of a 

form of individualism that is abstract and empty, based as it is on martyred exemplarity, 

“hint[s] from heaven” (164,176), and the grand, deferred faith, an “inflexible rule of holy 

right” (106) that promises redemption, that is, the eventual sovereign union between the 

individual and moralistic truth. In the meantime, Pierre must follow impulses and signs, 

since he has little ability to think and make ordinary, contingent and authentic decisions, 

without recourse to the grand narrative of “American” destiny. According to the narrator, 

Pierre acts impulsively because he lives out the evasive and inauthentic law of 

compromise: ''What must I do? was a question already answered by the inspiration of the 

difficulty itself; so now he, as it were, unconsciously discharged his mind, for the present, 

o f all distracting considerations concerning How he should do it.” In this regard he 

assures himself “that the coming interview with Isabel could not but unerringly inspire 

him there” (88), to the pragmatics of his resolution. His recourse to inspirational rhetoric 

and metaphysical signs -  nowhere does he ask Isabel what she would like to do — to 

answer the ambiguity he faces also reflects his inability to engage in mutual decision 

making within a plural and heterogeneous public space that presupposes an arbitrariness
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and spontaneity. Melville’s book and his character’s metaphysical rhetoric show how the 

promise for absolute union, and the stifling ambiguities that make conversation 

impossible lead to another failed revolution.

Pierre; or the Ambiguities was probably best described by Lewis Mumford, 

although Mumford lacked the facts of the book’s production, as Melville’s 

“’foreboding”’ and “’defiant”’ attempt “’to arrive at the same sort of psychological truth 

that he had achieved in metaphysics, in Moby-Dick'" (Higgens and Parker 216). For 

Mumford, one of the few who commented on it, the book became an example of an 

internalization of national metaphysics that eventually destroyed the young hero. But it is 

equally necessary to recognize, with Bercovitch, that Pierre is a funny book. Critics have, 

since Henry A. Murray’s introduction to the Hendricks House edition focussed on the 

psychoanalytical elements inherent in Pierre’s incestuous relationship with Isabel. Since 

Pierre is in part parody of gothic melodrama and metatextual commentary on the process 

of writing itself, it has recently received more sustained commentary from textual critics, 

postmodernists, and new Americanists. The “ambiguity” and confusion about the style of 

Pierre and the famous, incoherent break in narrative continuity in the second-half of the 

novel, prior to new critical and textual analyses, had been attributed to the fact that 

Melville was writing under duress. He was told to enlarge the book manuscript by 

Harpers and seemed to add the satirical commentaries on writing, directly incorporating 

letters from his editors. The book was thus dismissed by most early commentators as 

structurally incoherent and intentionally insane. While Higgins and Parker begin their 

summary on the critical commentary by warning the unwary reader against falling prey to 

the “ambiguities”: “Young reader or older hand, don’t let anyone tell you he understands 

this book” (211), as Bercovitch points out, many said the same about almost all of 

Melville’s novels (247). It does seem that Melville at least hoped for the book’s 

coherence and profitability: “’Very much more calculated for popularity than anything
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you have yet published of mine,’ he assured his publisher on April 16,1852, while 

completing the revisions” (Bercovitch 248). To be sure, Melville used many of the 

common tropes to describe his gothic heroines in a  popular register, with a pastoral 

setting, and to speak to the general public, playfully, about the status of their cultural, 

social, and political values.

The place of women in general, and Isabel in particular, in the novel has been 

noted by several critics. The commentary on the feminine began its focus with the 

autobiographical elements uncovered by a letter from Thomas Melvill, Jr., to Judge 

Shaw, that discussed two women with claims to the Melvill estate (Higgens and Parker 

222). While commentaries on the psychoanalytical and autobiographical elements of 

Pierre help us understand that a sexual crisis and a  crisis in authority occurs, that 

ambiguous crisis, 1 argue, can be situated in the context of Civil Religion, and Melville’s 

allusions to reform, religion, and his interest in the status of revolutionary democracy 

during an era of compromise. Although James Duban’s discussion of Pierre; or the 

Ambiguities in his Melville’s Major Fiction, devotes almost the entire chapter to an 

analysis of Isabel, his “new criticism” revolves around Melville’s argument with the 

Transcendentalists and the influence and effect of the new historical and literary criticism 

of the Bible on the Unitarian Puritan debate. Duban’s discussion is plausible, but it deals 

with the issue of Transcendentalism as if  the atmosphere is the same as it was when the 

Puritan hegemony of Boston and Massachusetts set the tone of the debate. The meaning 

of the revivalistic movement called the Second Great Awakening is never alluded to, 

although it seems clear that the rhetoric of “enthusiasm,” the watchword of evangelical 

revivals, surrounds Pierre’s radical break with his past.

As we will recall from the discussion of Edwards, the word “enthusiasm” was, 

from the beginning of revivalism in America, applied to those who stressed the 

individual’s experience of moral and inner “heart’s” redemption too strongly. It is the
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“self-renouncing enthusiasm” (205) and the “manly enthusiastic cause of the heart” (167) 

that Pierre believes will help achieve moral redemption and save the father’s image from 

public disgrace. If Pierre believes that Isabel is the “enthusiastic cause” of his 

“extraordinary emergency” (172), like many reformers, he attempts to purify the family 

rather than acknowledge ambiguity and diversity as the principle of foundation that 

should direct the construction of public spaces for freedom. Coincidental with the Second 

Awakening is the rise of several communitarian societies that attempt to reform and 

purify the fledgling American nation. As Michael Paul Rogin points out, “the Puritan 

community was institutionally embodied in the church and town. Formal institutions in 

the nineteenth century shut out ‘brotherhood and fellowship,’ and reformers placed their 

hopes in the family” (169).

The reformist emphasis on purity and the exorcism of sin also led to a form of 

“ultraism,” wherein purity was a matter of the individual soul. According to Whitney R. 

Cross,

The major weakness of the religious radicals was their exaggerated 
concern for the individual soul. They came to believe that all evil must 
reside there, rather than in the environment, and they could consequently 
comprehend no wrong which required social amelioration. So the 
tremendous energy of ultraism went largely into channels where 
conservatives wanted it to go, safely distant from economic reforms which 
might raise the multitude and lower the few in this world. Their excessive 
individualism may have tricked these radicals into supporting the wrong 
part in politics, but their spirit was fundamentally one with Jacksonian 
Democracy, and the occasional logic of history is demonstrated by the fact 
that ultraism and Jacksonianism rose and fell together. (271)

Pierre appears to have good intentions in wanting to recognize his excluded half-sister,

and reform the post-revolutionary continuation of oppression, but, as Jehlen notes, his

“task [becomes] not to vindicate honor. . .  but to hide dishonor” (213). His rebellion

takes the form of inner cleansing rather than an authentic challenge to the private

meaning of freedom. The emphasis on relationships with women, the allusions to the



171

purity of the family, and the American household, are complemented by the narrator’s 

critique of the private meaning of the grace.

While I have noted that Jonathan Edwards did not speak of a private self or a 

moral truth based on individual goodness, the revivalists of the Second Great Awakening 

did. The meaning of conversion as taught by Edwards and his followers at this later stage 

turned into an emphasis on moral regeneration. This process of moral regeneration was 

centered not upon the public, the town as a public space, but rather upon the individual 

and the family. There was also a movement away from Original Sin, as an ontologically 

defined theological limit, a limit in the context of public space and diversity, to the 

meaning of sin as specific, private, and individual sins -  sins that arose from personal 

behavior -  drinking, fornicating, adultery, lying, cheating, and so forth.

Instead of emphasizing the town and its public space as a locus of concern, 

marriage and women now occupy the center stage. In contrast to the prominent women of 

the old covenant, who were intellectual and theologians, like Hutchinson, women in this 

context are, for the most part, located within the family as symbols of purity or outside as 

reformers of private morality. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union, for instance, 

was one such reformist avenue for women in America that would be founded later, but its 

venues were beginning to appear in the antebellum era. There was also a more radical 

side to the meaning of morality, as I have noted, following Kern’s study, expressed in the 

communitarian sects that attempted to reform and purify marriage. This radical side was 

expressed in the Oneida community, the Mormons, and the Shakers. The sectarian 

movements that the Second Great Awakening spawned held different ideals about the 

radicalization of the family: they all wanted to create a “pure” family — a form of family 

that would remove the “sin” of lust from the marriage bond. The Shakers moved toward 

celibacy, the Oneida community set limits on sexuality and added an integrity to work, 

and the Mormons experimented with polygamy. “* Reform became a matter o f moral
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perfection and inner purity and these communities sometimes sectioned themselves off 

from the rest of societal corruption in a quest for purification of the natural being.

The dominant branches of faith that the Second Great Awakening spawned 

believed in a self-determining power, though they tried to purify and remain faithful to 

scriptural law. As Albenese points out, the main religious and secularist thrust during the 

early nineteenth century and the period of the second Great Awakening showed that “the 

stem Calvinism of Edwards’ day was giving way to the Arminian view. The old doctrine 

o f predestination was all but forgotten, and optimistic understandings of the role that 

people could play in their own redemption came to the fore” (155). Taming, 

domesticating and subduing the wilderness was certainly one mode in which this desire 

for production and control over nature was manifested. And, westward movement gave 

force to the manifest destiny quest. As has also been noted by critics, prior to Pierre 

Melville was part of the “Young Americans” and sympathized with the values of 

Jacksonians, especially the ideology of the literati, whom he criticizes in the latter part of 

Pierre. The leader of the “Young Americans” was Irish-American, literary-cultural 

nationalist and “political expansionist”, John L. O’Sullivan, who in 1845 coined the term 

“manifest destiny” (Rogin 73;72). ^

On the one hand, during the Second Great Awakening, the Puritans of 

Massachusetts became “Patroons” and “Brahmins,” the latter term coined by Oliver 

Wendell Holmes Sr. to refer to the New England upper-class. The Dutch Patroons inhabit 

the area that became New York State (“Explanatory Notes,” Spengenmann 10.36: 364). 

On the other hand, on the frontier and in the west, there was a different meaning of 

salvation and authority that spoke to those who were extending the frontier. We should 

realize that following the Revolutionary War, the Second Great Awakening and branches 

of it continued in the area, on the part of Eastern Coast New Englanders who moved to 

the West. The original Northwest Territory and western New York, what is now the
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middle region of the United States, including Illinois, Indiana and Pennsylvania, was also 

one of the major regions for the activities in the Second Great Awakening. While the 

Second Great Awakening derives from the original Awakening of Jonathan Edwards’ 

fame, it presents some marked differences. To be sure, it carried some of the overtones 

expressed in Edwards’ battle with the Half-Way covenant, but it consisted of groups 

other than those of the Boston Puritan derivation. In this awakening, Methodists, Baptists, 

and other religious free-thinkers participated (Albenese 155-156). This awakening did not 

occur in the city-traditions that were ideological archetypes for the first Puritan 

settlements, but began in the sparsely populated areas of Middle and Up-State New York 

in particular. Rather than focussing on the proper ordering of the meaning of a city 

tradition, the Second Awakening was more characteristic of the meaning of 

Christianizing and civilizing the pioneer population. Both branches that the Second Great 

Awakening spawned, whether more conservative reformers like Timothy Dwight o f Yale, 

Edwards’s grandson, or more radically enthusiastic sects, shared the same modality of 

nature’s laws, but used different registers to formulate their quest for purity.

The narrator of Pierre locates the agrarian Christian premises inherent in the 

mode of production used to first conquer the land in the initial process of domestication 

to build the promised land. Conversion understood in the register of nature would become 

a process o f moral regeneration and self-mastery metaphorically and literally expressed 

through the “trial” into the wilderness of sin and the purification of nature through 

conquest and domestication. As the reader will note, the confusingly revolutionary and 

“democratic” Saddle Meadows is a rural, and seemingly feudal, depopulated manor. The 

Meadows certainly is not part of a township. Indeed, the narrator comments that 

“whereas the town is the more plebeian portion: which besides many other things, is 

plainly evinced by the dirty unwashed face perpetually worn by the town; but the 

country, like any Queen, is ever attended by scrupulous lady’s maids in the guise of the



174

seasons” (13). Accordingly, for the narrator, “the country was a glorious benediction to 

young Pierre; we shall see if  that blessing pass from him as did the divine blessing from 

the Hebrews” (14). The “farms” along with a noble and monarchical European faith seem 

implicit in the Revolutionary’s ideal of freedom; the religious “way,” as Bercovitch has 

argued, “sanctified the ‘empty continent’ as itself constituting the natural-divine patent 

for conquest” (7). Without public spaces, the abstract declaration of independence and the 

sense of continuing newness contributed to the development of a faith in limitless 

improvement.

Despite the problems with an ideal of endless novelty, I argue that Melville 

suggests that the revolutionary-religious beliefs only become dangerous when they lack 

the supporting public spaces that, on the one hand, limit and, on the other hand, facilitate, 

active, collective, interdependent, decisions and exchanges in the present time. The ideal 

forefathers, who are the origin of Melville’s book and the revolutionary scion’s problems, 

however, had some difficulties in addressing the meaning of their concept o f “freedom” 

without harking to the “hierarchical” natural farm. Indeed, as the narrator in Pierre asks, 

“how can any family in America imposingly perpetuate itself?” without “chartered 

aristocracy, and no law of entail”? (8). One way is to posit an endless, futuristic, natural 

growth process as one’s utopian ideal, rather than constructing a local and concrete space 

necessary to “limit” positively by having to listen to diverse opinions. That is, although 

“our lords, the Patroons, appeal not to the past, but they point to the present,” it is an 

abstract and eternal now, absorbing discrete moments within what historians usually refer 

to as a linear or successive narrative. The narrator elucidates this temporal obscurity by 

comparing the progressivism to a quiet “march” performed with a spirit o f inevitability: 

“Unimaginable audacity of a worm that but crawls through the soils he so imperially 

claims!” The present is already situated within a chronology, and no recognition of an 

outside, other “nows” and “to-days” -  plural moments- can occur within these
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“primeval woods” since the ruling class “seem[s] to cotemporize their fee-simples with 

eternity” (11). The conquering relation to the American land was futuristic, whether 

feeding on the religious narrative of Pilgrim’s Progress, the frontier experience and 

Westward expansion, or Enlightenment rationality; all became familiar staples of the 

“American experience” and that relation to space contributed to the form of unchecked 

individualism with its libertarian ideals. Melville mixes all ideological and historical 

metaphors to unveil the missing sense of discontinuity and limit -  ambiguity — in the 

progressive pursuit to build the promised land.

Clearly, the narrator offers a nostalgic revision of the revolutionary era from the 

perspective of post-revolutionary cleansing and doctrines of filial-piety and purity. In an 

excessive style that can only be read as parodie, the narrator clarifies the Glendinning’s 

precise revolutionary inheritance: “In general terms we have been thus decided in 

asserting the great genealogical and real-estate dignity of some families in America, 

because in so doing we poetically establish the richly aristocratic condition of Master 

Pierre Glendinning” (12). Pierre’s specific lineage is similar to Melville’s, with the 

“proudest patriotic and family associations,” those who fought in “an Indian battle” (5), 

“in the Revolutionary War,” (“defend[ing] a rude but all-important stockaded fort”). 

Pierre is poised to inherit the legacy and the “real-estate dignity” of Saddle Meadows: its 

“haughty rent-deeds” and “flawless” “pedigrees (11). He has “no sumamed male 

Glendinning, but the duplicate one reflected in the mirror” and “he fondly hope[s] to have 

a monopoly of glory in capping the fame-column, whose tall shaft had been erected by 

his noble sires” (8). He originates from the obviously paternal, “tall shaft” of the 

reformed Calvinist faith: “unobtrusive families in New England, who, [longing for a 

noble past], might easily trace their uninterrupted English lineage to a time before 

Charles the Blade” (10). Though the image of the New England, sainted past is the 

setting of Saddle Meadows, the narrator carefully pays tribute to “the old and oriental
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like English planter families of Virginia and the South” and highlights one family whose 

blood kinship line could boast “an underived aboriginal royalty” from marrying 

“Pocahontas the Indian Princess” (10). The romanticization of the “American” temporal 

and historic origins is clearly ironic, surrounded by phrases such as “real-estate dignity” 

and “Saddle-Meadows Artillery Corps” (12).

The faith in the revolutionary American past that Pierre inherits lacks rigorous 

reflection and self-analysis, public discussion, or exchange with others: “Pierre was quite 

young and very unphilosophical as yet, and withal rather high-blooded; and sometimes 

read the History o f the Revolutionary War, and possessed a mother who very frequently 

made remote social allusions to the epaulettes of the Major-General his grandfather” (13). 

As a post-revolutionary scion, Pierre has neither the maturity, nor the historical 

understanding, but only the spiritual pride associated with being heir to the new 

revolutionary American testament. And, if one thinks that this “family pride” and his 

“brag[ging] of any arm but his own,” “showed him no sterling Democrat,” the narrator 

stresses that Pierre will prove himself entirely self-reliant and true to the questionably 

revolutionary, democratic individualism, “a thorough-going Democrat in time” (13). 

Paradoxically, since Pierre’s inheritance is about the strength of a private self without 

origins, “natural,” and about a universal “selfs” virtues, the narrator stresses Pierre’s 

inherited, passive and blind relation to the family’s “noble” faith that has “out of some 

past Egypt” created “this new Canaan” (33), this Israel’s promised land now located in 

America. Pierre is obviously a member of a “knightly Christian faith” (4):

At the age of sixteen, Pierre partook with his mother of the Holy
Sacraments.

It were needless, and more difficult, perhaps, to trace out precisely the 
absolute motives which prompted these youthful vows. Enough, that as to 
Pierre had descended the numerous other noble qualities of his ancestors; 
and as he now stood heir to their forests and farms; so by the same 
insensible sliding process, he seemed to have inherited their docile
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homage to a venerable Faith, which the first Glendinning had brought over 
sea, from beneath the shadow of an English minister. (7)

The Christian norms and traditions that shape the ancestral, family structure are not open

to discussion in the public realm, but are inherited passively, through an “insensible

sliding process.” Yet, the faith in the “household,” to refer back to Rogin’s point about

the transition between household to institutional familial piety, tends to survive as the

American revolutionary ideal. This is not surprising, since the European, “knightly”

rhetoric remains, “beneath the shadow of an English minister.” Pierre’s heroic and

“gentlemanly faith” creates an impossible ideal of happiness and grace -  an incestuous,

centralized melodrama about authority and national union.

The narrator furthermore specifies the aloof, restrained and isolating quality of

Pierre’s religious character of Pierre’s revolutionary background. Pierre inherits a

chivalric and virtuous faith, along with his questionably democratic and Christian ideals:

It had been a maxim with the father of Pierre, that all gentlemanhood was 
vain; all claims to it preposterous and absurd, unless the primeval 
gentleness and golden humanities of religion had been so thoroughly 
wrought into the complete texture of the character, that he who 
pronounced himself gentleman, could also rightfully assumed the meek, 
but kingly style of Christian. (6)

The democratic and revolutionary “freedom” is bound up with Christian

“gentlemanhood” and a liberal, moral and absolute “primeval” understanding of grace:

“the primeval gentleness and golden humanities of religion.” This moralism in turn points

toward the internalized, “so thoroughly wrought,” individualist sense of revolutionary,

“private” happiness. The internal, paternal, and self-centered battle that the colonists read

as part o f their divine mission to liberate from a “parent” culture is carried over

rhetorically into subsequent generational breaks with the past.

The potentially radical transformations in the meaning of grace and freedom in 

the protestant-Christian tradition, as many Americanists have noted, were diffused by an 

ideological need to reconcile the dissenter’s feelings of guilt for leaving their forefathers
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in England. This often led to a rhetorical performance in the civil religious mission of 

justifying the dissent as part of a biblical typology and continuing destiny to build the 

promised land. Furthermore, as Jehlen points out, this familial battle with the “parent” 

culture, England, contributed to an educational model that nurtured the child to self- 

reliance, and, according to Fliegelman, ‘“ a call for filial autonomy’” was ‘“ the 

quintessential motif of the American Revolution’” (qtd. Jehlen). This “shadow” of 

England seems to direct the narrator’s commentary on Pierre’s familial and singular, 

“divine birthright” in the midst o f what should be a “new” and plural democracy. The 

“democratic element” in Saddle Meadows is rationalized, naturalized, and the idea of a 

“gentlemanly character” as automatically equated with being a “Christian” displays the 

hegemonic civic faith that assumed it was consistent with universal moralism. Moreover, 

since America is without Kings, the family institution and its hierarchical ordering, 

according to Rogin, was the parallel for the Eighteenth Brumaire: “’The kings were 

restored, but tlie aristocracies did not lift their heads again,’ wrote Tocqueville after 1848. 

The aristocratic traditions of freedom and virtue, assaulted by revolutionaries from 

below, gave way to the might of kings.. . .  Pierre depicts it within the American family” 

and rather than a revolution Pierre turns to domesticate a natural and “pictureseque” 

aristocracy: Mt. Greylock (169).

Because the homeland, “Saddle Meadows,” is based on an abstract allegory or 

typology, a “kingly style” that one acquires, Pierre hopes to personify divine moral 

attributes. Clearly, he anticipates divine grace and allegorical reconciliations for 

prophetic signs and immediate feelings: “the long-passed unconscious movements of his 

then youthful heart, seemed now prophetic to him, and allegorically verified by 

subsequent events” (135). The naturalization of this empty, abstract “faith,” a fated, 

“illuminated scroll” and “sweetly-writ manuscript” (7) leads Pierre to believe that 

manifesting moral ideals is also his “birthright.” The good or evil of natural birth, rather
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than revolutionary conversion or re-birth, becomes the basis for Pierre’s enthusiastic 

revolutionary impulse to purify the homogeneous past. Likewise, for his this-worldly 

marriage, “Mrs. Juxtaposition moves her pawns only as she herself is moved to so doing 

by the spirit” (56), and all ambiguities are spiritually reconciled to form a “singularly 

developed character.” His upcoming marriage with Lucy Tartan is also singular in that 

“in this case [the match] coincide[d], in some degree, with a previous one in heaven”

(27). The pursuit of this ideal spiritual domestication or purification is Pierre’s “singular 

life-career” (12). Singular is, o f course, the operative word in Pierre’s allegorical battle 

with the “ambiguities.” The singularity that Edwards criticized materializes here with the 

correspondence of God’s moral and hierarchical will with the Young American, 

revolutionary heir’s will. The marriage institution and its paternal model of authority 

create a situation wherein geopolitical domination is allied with the primary battlefield of 

love and the relationships between the sexes, as Wai-Chee Dimock has shown in her 

book on Melville’s works. Empire for Liberty.

The received image of “Puritanism” would better fit the reformed faiths in the 

Nineteenth Century. This is in part because the movement to the West and the 

discussions about the frontier occurred during the early nineteenth century. For many 

nineteenth century reformers, the colonial past became reified in terms of individualism 

and purity. Though in the case of Edwards I have disagreed with what is known as 

“Puritan typology” being applied to his awakenings, we can clearly see the process at 

work in Saddle Meadows, and later, intensified in the west and New York. In a very 

general sense, more common in the moralism of the early nineteenth century, “American 

Puritans, like medieval Europeans, read spiritual facts in natural facts. Their symbolizing 

mentality found God in nature and biblical history in American history” (Rogin 110). 

Millennialism combined with doctrines o f scientific progress and laissez-faire 

individualism, most prominently advanced by Daniel Webster, one of the foremost
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spokespersons in Melville’s political era. The “political romance” that Melville played 

with and parodied “had specifically American components -  Puritan, revolutionary, 

racial, and frontier” (Rogin 17). In Pierre^ we find one result of the loss of public space 

and the loss of a limiting principle of Original Sin in the revised Calvinism of the New 

England “Patroons” or “Brahmins”: They have established a type of “natural law” (9) for 

their authority and legitimacy -  they “point to the present” (11). For while “political 

institutions, which in other lands seem above all things intensely artificial, with America 

seem to possess the divine virtue of natural law; for the most mighty of nature’s laws is 

this, that out of Death she brings Life” {Pierre 9). The lack of public spaces contributes to 

the advent of a religious faith that corresponds to nature’s law.

Perhaps Melville also has James Fenimore Cooper in mind, whose romance The 

Rover, Rogin points out, Melville read while he was writing Moby Dick (4). The 

American Romance, in Cooper’s tales, “invokes the Puritans to show support for 

legitimate authority,” moving past “the merchant fathers of mid-nineteenth century to 

their Puritan ancestors” (4). Melville makes no such move in Pierre to romanticize the 

past, but firmly undercuts the nostalgia of the jeremiad that harked back to the incestuous 

purity of the American forefathers and heroic figures. For Melville, the antebellum 

ideology of revolution and America’s origins as an exclusionary and purified family- 

blood kinship narrative is misguided. The danger comes from not only the nostalgia, but 

also the inability to live with what was promising in an ambiguous revolutionary past. 

Even in New York, the narrator continues to use frontier and Puritan ideology; Pierre is a 

regressive “frontier man,” “seized by wild Indians, and carried far and deep into the 

wilderness” (307). Melville refers to that process of “regeneration” through violence that 

has also become a staple of the American ideology and Puritan typology: the dominant 

Puritan code of trial and preparation to overcome the evils associated with native people 

in the frontier experience. ® The ideological-religious battles of taming and subduing sin
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also changed the way that Calvinists conceptualized Original Sin, and turned their ideal 

of redemption into a Manichean process of extermination and self-overcoming to restore 

and redeem an unadulterated and morally pure past. To be sure, this American romance 

fed into the desire for a racially purified clan as the epitome of moral goodness and the 

“promise” of freedom and “private happiness.” According to Rogin, if  in Moby Dick, 

Melville had explored, following Cooper, how “puritan piety has moved into nature” (4), 

we witness the result of that movement into nature in Pierre. The incestuous family 

reunion and marriage parallels the ideological attempt to restore the exclusive, private, 

Edenic and sovereign self re-imagined as both the Puritan and revolutionary natural law 

and birthright. On a social and political level there is therefore no exogamy in the 

revolutionary birthright.

In Cooper’s novels, as Eric Sundquist points out, after the wars, masquerades and 

disguises as pirates and outlaws, and adventures in the native wilderness, in an “obsessive 

need for family reunion,” the romance must end in a regression to incestuous unions: 

“’The incestuous marriage is a last defense on Cooper’s part, a skewed protection against 

the chaos without.’” According to Rogin, “the [American] family must reclaim libido, 

lest it regress against the home and the world. The ‘original self recovers its origins in 

incest.” We shall see in the case of Pierre’s half-sister, orphan, and racially ambiguous 

Isabel, how ‘‘''Pierre exposes the incestuous family reunion as nightmare” (10). In 

Cooper’s case, “there may be an outlaw underneath the Rover’s disguise, but underneath 

the outlaw is a lost uncle or brother,” and “women bring [the hero] back to the law” (8), 

while in Pierre, Isabel becomes for Pierre both orphan and guide to a nightmarish drive 

to restore a singularity that cannot rid itself of the “ambiguities.” The orphan or outlaw 

character would normally venture out into the wilderness and experience the “sin” 

associated with different racialized people, only to overcome the madness and recover his 

narcissistic identity in an incestuous reunion to a racially pure family. To be sure, the fact
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that the American “family narrative” was far from racially pure is clarified in the 

overwhelming confusion that arises in Pierre’s attempt to cling to a narrative of purity, 

while his own bloodline is in the process of being exposed as “ambiguous” by Isabel’s 

very presence, a point which I will discuss.

Melville also exposes the masculine ideology behind the quest for the heroic self 

because women are used in the book as merely reflection, mirrors, “good” or “bad” 

angels, that serve Pierre on his quest. To break with the manifest destiny ideal, the heroic 

self, or the work ethic that structured the Yankee household may have been particularly 

difficult for Melville, as Herbert suggests, because it was also consistent with some of the 

masculine ideals with which he had been raised: “The ‘house religion,’ that conditioned 

Herman’s rearing was thus pervaded by an insistence upon the necessity of religious 

belief to the formation of a virtuous manly character” (27). Melville’s masculine and 

“fraternal” tendencies in his work, aptly characterized in the title of his story “The 

Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus o f Maids” have often been a subject of criticism. 

Women are usually absent, but if  they are present, he portrays them as undeveloped and 

flat characters and male reflections, like the exotic Fayaway in Typee. Nonetheless, while 

many critics have insinuated that Melville glorified a fraternity of “Bachelors,” in Pierre, 

the solitary choice of “bachelorhood” is not a promising condition, but ratiier, a symptom 

of the disease that has made the gentleman choose a single object to shower devotion 

upon: “The confirmed bachelor is, in America, at least, quite as often the victim of a too 

profound appreciation of the infinite charmingness of woman, as made solitary for life by 

the legitimate empire of a cold and tasteless temperament” (217). The “too profound 

appreciation,” the idealization of a material object, in this case, “woman,” will lead to 

eternal isolation, bachelorhood, and loneliness, even inside an external, legal bond or 

marriage.
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The virtuous and restrained inheritance contributes to the idealization of the 

patriarchal family, and, in reaction to its legal idealization, Pierre pursues the quest of 

enthusiastic reformers to cleanse the actual, this-worldly manifestation of it. In his mind, 

Pierre’s mother and father seem to have led separate lives, even in their presumably 

orthodox union, and the most meaningful image Pierre has of his father is as a bachelor.

It is important to emphasize that this dispassionate relationship seems to be, primarily, 

part of Pierre’s imagination; obviously, their passion was kept hidden from him but 

seems to have existed at one time. Two portraits of his father exist, one o f the saint as a 

bachelor, "unentangled, young” and “light-hearted,” and the other as a “middle-aged, 

married man,” with “all the nameless and slightly portly tranquilities, incident to that 

condition when a felicitous one” (73). The former portrait evokes a “family legend,” a 

tale of Pierre’s aunt’s that suggests the mysterious portrait was painted while Glendinning 

Sr. was wooing a “refugee young lady” (76), or, in Pierre’s mind, his half-sister’s, 

Isabel’s, alleged mother. Pierre secretly manages to keep the first portrait, as, one thinks, 

an image of freedom, or “unentangled” youth, the most popular expression of American 

manly, self-reliance in Melville’s time. Significantly, the narrator stresses that neither 

Pierre’s mother nor his aunt, from whom he hears the “family legend” seem to draw the 

same conclusions of sexual prowess from the bachelor portrait.

The bachelor image, however, represents the possibility of sexuality and

ambiguity, while the married image is cleansed of that ambiguity. The image of his father

as a married man is in fact as youthful as the former, but more consistent with Edenic,

pastoral “green memory” of youth:

When Pierre was twelve years old, his father had died, [the same age as 
Melville when his father died] leaving behind him, in the general voice of 
the world, a marked reputation as a gentleman and a Christian; in the heart 
of his wife, a green memory of manly healthy days of unclouded and 
joyfijl wedded life, and in the inmost soul of Pierre, the impression of a
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bodily form of rare manly beauty and benignity, only rivaled by the
supposed mould in which his virtuous heart had been cast (69).

The paternal structure of the family, “a green memory of manly healthy days of

unclouded and joyful wedded life”(69), had increased in Melville’s life. The dictates of

the commercial emporium took the father further outside of the home (Rogin 163), while

the mother was left to enforce domestic rules and sensibilities. This situation in which the

“knight” is absent, either dead or on business (running Saddle Meadows Artillery Corps),

led to an ironic creation of the idealization of the natural purity and “green” youth of the

sexes on both sides. It also exacerbated the fear of women, for those who saw women’s

increased, maternal nurturing and lack of paternal guidance in the household as a threat to

society. According to Rogin, “in some popular novels, foreshadowing Pierre, the sons of

doting mothers and absent fathers take to murder” (163).

The turn inward to reforming the structure of the family begins in the Meadows 

with Pierre’s interactions with his mother. By mocking Pierre’s desire for incestuous, 

inner purity, Melville criticizes the moral and private ideals of mid-century reformers. As 

Rogin notes, the private, domestic, monogamous family had become the American civic 

ideal, and, after Moby Dick and the dissolution of Ahab’s dream of freedom, along with 

“male camaraderie,” Melville “‘train[ed] his murderous guns inboard’ against the mother, 

the near-wife, ‘the heart, the bed, the table, the saddle, the fire-side, [and] country’ at 

Saddle Meadows” (151). Rogin’s commentary on reformers concerns Unitarians and 

those reformers with conservative attempts to maintain the status quo, whose forms of 

purity were much less enthusiastic than the radical sectarians who also metaphorically 

appear in Pierre. The sense of private selfhood as revolutionary promise, however, 

concerned both branches, as Kern points out. In Pierre, Mary Glendinning stands as 

moral enforcer of reform and revolutionary exemplum, appearing “the daughter of a 

General, as she was; for Pierre’s was a double revolutionary descent” and he is poised to 

inherit a nation. Mary Glendinning symbolizes a phallic mother, a “martial” beauty who
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waves the General’s baton around as a “symbol of command” {Pierre 20). Mrs. 

Glendinning is the epitome of the belief in natural improvement that coincided with a 

doctrine of divine benevolence in the antebellum era. Her attempt at imbuing the 

principles of revolutionary heroism and reform in her son, however, foreshadows 

destruction and apocalypse for the American heir rather than the achievement o f God’s 

grace at the millennium.

Prior to Pierre’s flight from his mother and Lucy and his obsession with the

“pregnant fact”(104) o f Isabel, as his inspiring female principle of divinity, he engaged in

a dynamic of impossibility: the incestuous, filial-love banter that was prominent among

reformers. As Rogin points out, Victorian reformers and “family ideologists sought not

only to intensify the bonds between mother and son, but also to spiritualize the relations

of husband and wife.” The Glendinning game of calling each other brother and sister

“calls attention to those family reformers who, purifying the marriage bond of power and

appetite, modeled the relations of husband and wife on those of brother and sister” (164).

It follows that family relations are the primary arena within which rebellion is enacted.

Even after Pierre pronounces his American “resolve” to rebel and runs off to found his

freedom with his alleged half-sister, the narrator sardonically remarks that the paradigm

within which Pierre eventually enacts his freedom is logical, given his reformed

relationship with his mother:

Possibly the latent germ of Pierre’s proposed extraordinary mode of 
executing his proposed extraordinary resolve — namely, the nominal 
conversion o f a sister into a wife — might have been found in the previous 
conversational conversion of a mother into a sister; for hereby he had 
habituated his voice and manner to a certain fictitiousness in one of the 
closest domestic relations of life. (177)

These domestic relations seem to be based on sublimation of sexual desire, and the need

to insert a mode of domination by the phallic mother into what should be the realm of

bodily pleasure and enjoyment. The replacement of a mode o f sexual pleasure with a
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“sisterly” image with whom Pierre cannot actually enjoy an erotic and sensuous 

relationship suggests an attempt to regulate potentially disruptive and excessive forms of 

desire. “Appetite” should be directed elsewhere, particularly into a mode of patriotism, a 

work ethic, and domination.

Pierre’s mother reconfigures her own authority as a parent to that of a sibling, 

“sister Mary,” while the father is already dead, but idolized and his paternal authority 

increases. The brother-sister game becomes incestuous, but by having those feelings of 

love, “protection” and the desires one would have for a sister transferred onto a mother, 

Pierre’s mother also makes it impossible for Pierre to recognize a disjunctive temporality 

or a history that precedes his. “Little Pierre” clarifies his feelings that his own unique 

birth and temporality is imbricated in a paternal, quasi-divine absolute after he hears the 

story about his father’s “speckled past.” His father apparently had other relations, desires 

directed outside the familial ideal. Pierre reacts to this suggestion by nervously stating, 

“but don’t tell me again that once upon a time I was not little Pierre at all, and yet my 

father was alive” (74). Like Pierre’s narcissistic ideal of his father, Pierre’s mother is 

unmarred by temporality and when she and Pierre “call each other brother and sister,” “in 

public and private,” they are never “suspected for a sportful assumption; since the 

amaranthineness of Mrs. Glendinning fully sustained this youthful pretension” (5). 

Amaranth is an imaginary and ostentatious flower. The abstraction and idealization of 

youth and the idyllic “green” life first appears on the Meadows, complemented by the 

ideology of a static and timeless ideal filial love and piety to an absent, benevolent father.

Within the playful reconfigurations of domesticity, the paternal structure of the 

family does not substantially change. His mother constantly holds up the image of 

Pierre’s father as an impossibly virtuous, composed and self-controlled object who 

requires worship: “Never rave, Pierre; and never rant. Your father never did either; nor is 

it written of Socrates; and both were very wise men. Your father was profoundly in love -
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- that I know to my certain knowledge -  but I never heard him rant about it” (18). Pierre 

has a “gentlemanly” but absent father, and an ideal of a relationship rather than the 

actuality of it. Pierre has constructed a little shrine to the “immaculate” ideal of his father, 

and the family institution as the surviving revolutionary ideal. As the narrator comments, 

“In this shrine, in this niche of this pillar, stood the perfect marble for of his departed 

father; without blemish, unclouded, snow-white and serene; Pierre’s proud 

personification of perfect human goodness and virtue” (68). This immaculate familial 

paradigm serves Melville for a parodie commentary on the effect the post-revolutionary 

generation felt in trying to live up to the dominant society’s institutionalization of 

revolutionary virtue and heroism. His mother indicates that a grand, paternal ideal is 

eternally present. Little Pierre is obviously not it, and yet she requires his absolute “lover

like adoration” as well. “A reverential and devoted son seemed lover enough for this 

widow Bloom,” and Pierre incestuously, “with a playful malice,” threatens would-be 

suitors fi'om entertaining “insane hopes of wedding this unattainable being” (5). 

Subconsciously, resentment, jealousy, guilt, and a desire to find a flaw with his father 

result from the “romantic filial love” that he has enjoyed in his father’s absence. Pierre’s 

“revolutionizing” impulse and anxiety is an apt metaphor for the post-revolutionary 

generation, who have now idealized and romanticized a rather ordinary revolution, one 

that depended on human interactions and public spaces, and turned the ideals of the 

forefathers into cultural, moral absolutes, held together by the promise of a virtuous, 

unfettered, and asexual family institution.

Boston Conservatives and the Brahmin class of Pierre’s background, even though 

they lost a connection to the familial bonds that they felt held the key to revolutionary 

happiness, held up the ideals of filial piety. A “phantom of happiness” was located in the 

ideal of domestic bliss, the farm, and the, now purified and timeless, American family.

To turn to one founder’s words, a founder who will become an increasingly important
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allusion in this chapter, and whose location on the Virginian plantation, the “old and 

oriental English planter families of Virginias and the South” (10), is not omitted from the 

narrator’s tribute to America’s origins — Thomas Jefferson — “private” freedom was 

found in ‘“ the lap and love of my family, in the society o f my neighbours and my books, 

in the wholesome occupation of my farms and my affairs.’” According to Arendt, for 

Jefferson the “private” was a realm upon which the public should have no claims. As I 

have indicated, this privatization is part o f the problem, although Arendt seems less 

troubled by the idea of a propertied home and the agrarian ideal. Nevertheless, Arendt 

notes that the definition of revolutionary happiness was imprecise and the “blur[ring of] 

the distinction between private and public happiness” {On Revolution 129) led to a 

demise in the desire for public freedom, the desire to be a participator in public affairs. 

This “ambiguity” in the nature of democratic freedom and happiness produced a “vague” 

civic ideal of private happiness, which, for generations o f the European poor, signified 

the pursuit of wealth, the obtainment o f satisfaction and the “lap” of luxury, the land of 

milk and honey, in the endless life-process. While Arendt does not interrogate the 

religious nature of and problems with that private ideal in the first place, she does argue 

that the lack of specificity and the private normativity led to the demise of participatory 

democracy.

The rural “vagueness” haunts Pierre and the lack of specificity over the nature of 

democratic freedom leads to a verdure, a “Hindooish haze” that seems to “defy Time’s 

tooth” (11). Indeed, “nothing can more vividly suggest luxuriance of life than the idea of 

green,” “the peculiar signet of all-fertile Nature herself.” I interpret Melville’s attention to 

the natural laws, vagueness of authority, and the idealization of a pure, asexual family as 

a commentary on the loss of a knowledge of a limit, or Original Sin, ambiguity and birth; 

“don’t tell me that once upon a time I was not little Pierre, and yet my father was alive.” 

The narrator mockingly calls this limit the “demon principle” in this “new Canaan,” and
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“praise[s]” the eternal and luxuriant nature, the longing for “Paradise” on earth that had 

come to signify freedom for reformers;

Oh, praised be the beauty of this earth; the beauty, and the bloom, and the 
mirthfulness thereof. We lived before, and shall live again; and as we hope 
for a fairer world than this to come; so we came from one less fine. From 
each successive world, the demon Principle is more and more dislodged; 
he is the accursed clog from chaos, and thither by every new translation, 
we drive him further and further back again. (32-33)

The fear of “chaos” and a revolutionary spirit that, as I noted in the introduction,

contributed to the Revolutionaries’ need for a legalistic Constitution, had legitimated the

idea of “successive” states and the achievement of enlightened happiness in the distant

future that rationalized and excluded the ambiguous processes of public exchange -

novelty -  in “every new translation” of the script. While there is no direct commentary

on the idea of a township, its absence is just as significant as its presence in Pierre.

Everywhere the narrator ridicules the attempt to build the promised land on rationalist

and enlightened principles that would exclude the chaotic discussion from the

“Babylonian walls” (35) of the Republic.

Arendt notes that the American Revolutionaries failed to provide for the public 

space of the township in their recourse to “nature’s God,” and their constitutionalism. She 

comments that the “political importance of the township was never grasped by the 

founders, and [quoting Mumford] that the failure to incorporate it into either federal or 

state constitutions was ‘one of the tragic oversights of post-revolutionary political 

development’” {On Revolution 238). Arendt argues that the momentary space of freedom 

carved out by the “revolution” was contingent upon the existence of these public spaces. 

And yet, she downplays the importance of the founder’s form of Christianity when she 

claims that this ambiguity over the nature of public freedom was a “tragic oversight” and 

not a necessary outcome of their naturalized protestant faith. In Pierre, instead of a 

township we have a feudal allegory; the township space for mutual acknowledgment and
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shared commitment, exchanges, has experienced a réintroduction of hierarchy, which 

becomes a mystified, chivalric game of empty formalism. The suspicion that the power of 

the Revolutionaries, o f “strong men” and self-sufficient “heroes,” and the mysterious 

forces o f nature can be attributed to a metaphysical “secret” drives Pierre.

Melville investigated the idealization of and nostalgia for private happiness in 

Moby-Dick. The nostalgic ideal, rather than challenging Ahab’s maniacal and “solitary” 

quest, could be seen as the sublimated cause of his grand martyrdom. In Moby-Dick,

Ahab momentarily and romantically laments his “privation” at sea: “Forty years of 

continual whaling! forty years of privation, and peril, and storm-time!” Ahab sacrificed, 

or seemingly turned his back on, “wife and child of thy loving, longing, paternal old 

age!”, private happiness. He gazes into Starbuck’s eyes and laments the loss of comfort: 

“the green land; I see my wife and my child in thine eyes” (652). If it is true, as Emily 

Miller Budick points out, that “the tragedy in this novel is that Ahab will not go home” 

(64), it is equally true that one cannot go “home.” Rather, one creates and re-creates that 

sense of shared bond or tradition through interaction with others. The “rural bowl of 

milk” that Melville ironically called Pierre disrupts the homogenous “home” and 

“unveils” the public and contingent, political nature of that nostalgic space in the glass of 

Starbuck’s eyes. And yet, rather than demolishing the idea of “home,” of being-at-home 

with others and celebrating contingent and heterogeneous traditions, the narrator shows 

that Pierre’s all-or-nothing responses to the world contribute to the destruction of both 

private and public. Freedom, in his character Pierre’s mind, is utterly tied to individual 

sovereignty and typological, natural law of “independence,” so much so that his ideal 

marriage itself has to be incestuous and his unions must be narcissistic, refusing 

“ambiguity” in the name of an “inflexible rule of holy right,” and blood-kinship.

Pierre senses that the ministerial authority in the Meadows, Reverend Palsgrave, 

as his allegorical name suggests, hypocritically acquiesces to the Brahmin conservative
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hierarchy and will not offer enthusiastic, absolute solutions to “moral questions” (102).

On the subject of the adulteress Delly Ulver’s punishment, Palsgrave is disturbingly

silent, and his character shows how the liberal clergy was also bound to the patronage of

the New England upper-class. Pierre rebels and vows to bypass ministerial authority,

claiming that he was wrong to have expected Palsgrave’s “Christian character, to

sincerely and honestly counsel [him].” He continues:

But a hint from heaven assures me now, that thou hast no earnest and 
world-disdaining counsel for me. I must seek it direct from God himself, 
who, I now know, never delegates his holiest admonishings. But I do not 
blame thee; I think I begin to see how thy profession is unavoidably 
entangled by all fleshly alliances, and can move no godly freedom in a 
world of benifices. (164)

Pierre, like the reformers of the Second Great Awakening hearkens to “enthusiastic

Truth, and Earnestness and Independence” (165).

In the style of radical moral reformers and “enthusiasts,” Pierre will no longer 

settle for the abstraction of the paternal spiritual ideal, and opts for the actual, incestuous 

and narcissistic consecration of the brotherly-sisterly union. “Fraternal love” is also the 

only form of love Pierre can offer and a union to him must be with his “father’s 

daughter,” a perfectly spiritualized and abstracted counterpart: “He mourned that so 

delicious a feeling as fraternal love had been denied him. Nor could the fictitious title, 

which he so often lavished upon his mother, at all supply the absent reality” (7). Pierre 

notes his previous idolatry of his father’s image and declares that he will put an end to 

memory and this homage to ancestors: “Hitherto I have hoarded up mementoes and 

monuments of the past; been a worshipper of all heir-looms.. .but it is forever over now! 

If to any memory shall henceforth be dear, I will not mummy i t . . . ” (197). The end of 

“mummying” also characterizes his rejection of his mother’s coddling and possessing of 

him. He is, in one respect following and remaining true to his forebears, who thought of 

themselves as breaking with the past. Pierre “hath no paternity,” and so he is able “to do
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his own self-will and present fancy to whatever end” (199). The dream of self-reliance is 

o f course one possible outcome of the privatization of the revolutionary ideal of freedom.

While Pierre codes his rebellion against the home and his flight from the 

Meadows in a rhetoric of “enthusiastic” revolutionary freedom, he only succeeds in 

regressing further into an individualist and private concept of freedom. Pierre’s flight 

from a publicly accountable, “free” relationship with Lucy foreshadows the turn inward 

that American democracy took in its championing of the inner, private consciousness and 

self. Pierre flees his marriage to Lucy because he longs for a true and self-identical 

soulmate, an impossible sexual union that only a sister could promise. But the double 

irony in this book is that the narrator does not, for all his ridicule of Pierre, entirely 

dismiss Pierre’s attempt to reconstruct the structure of public space. Rather than returning 

to the “family narrative,” Melville shows how the revolution must be based on an 

authentic and plural concept of public space. Pierre internalizes the Edenic and morally 

pure private faith as containing the revolutionary promise of happiness and “glare[s] 

round for some insulted good cause to defend.” With woman understood as equivalent to 

“Nature,” at first “she lifted her [obviously American] spangled crest of a thickly starred 

night,” inspiring “thoughts of heroicness” (14), but she will “prove ambiguous to him in 

the end” (13). Melville suggests the need for a public space premised on novelty, rupture 

and discontinuity by locating Pierre’s anxieties and mystifications in his flight from the 

ambiguous, non-human reminder of birth that “nature” and women signify.

iii. The Fear of Novelty and Mystery: Pierre’s Flight from the Disappointing

“Little Lucy”

In a detached and individual way, [love] seemed almost to realize here 
below the sweet dreams of those religious enthusiasts, who paint us a 
Paradise to come, when etherealized from all drosses and stains, the
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holiest passion of man shall unite all kindreds and climes in one circle of 
pure and unimpairable delight. (16)

Thus, in the Enthusiast to Duty, the heaven-begotten Christ is bom, and 
will not own a mortal parent, and spurns and rends all mortal bonds.

{Pierre 106)

For Pierre’s heroic identity to continue, Lucy Tartan must remain an absent cause, 

other, “pure and unimpairable delight,” and the empty mirror from which his desires are 

reflected back to him. For the ideal “wife and child in thine eye,” the unattainable other 

and ideal union, Pierre would perform heroic sacrifices. When that ideal is deflated,

Pierre abstracts further and flees the relationship in order to save the ideal. The civic ideal 

of patriotic and romantic chivalry survives the revolutionary flood and clarifies a problem 

with the American concept of freedom: that ideal freedom must be deferred, postponed 

and unattainable. Woman is a primary cause of this deferred freedom because, while she 

is worshipped and served, she is excluded from public participation: she is a concrete 

other. Indeed, we can think of woman in the same paradigm as “nature” in the opening 

pages, which is obviously purified, abstracted, and homogenized. Pierre courts Lucy by 

playing the heroic knight: he ‘marches under her colors’ while she applauds his chivalry, 

joking with him and proclaiming, ‘“Bravissimo! oh, my only recruit!”’ (4). The young 

so-called “democrat,” Pierre, has been raised with the virtues of Christian chivalry that 

will always serve an absent cause, in the name of a promise for narcissistic union.

The chivalric code of duty to futuristic, abstract causes and the past ideal of 

gentlemanliness contributes to the spiritualization of everyday, this-worldly love. Pierre 

has been raised with the model of Mary Glendinning as an “unattainable being” (5), and 

he attempts to ascetically sublimate his desire for Lucy in the same spiritualized way. 

Given their model o f this-worldly asceticism, the narrator asserts, “the Americans and not 

the French, are the world’s models of chivalry” (25). Rather than an otherworldly Mary,
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Americans have “angel Maries” (24) walking on earth. Melville refers to the American 

“Salique Law,” a law that in anotlier context refused the crown to females. The narrator 

seems aware that while he offers a tribute to the angelic Yankee girls, they have not 

achieved political recognition or social equality.

Pierre’s heroic dedication to a “good cause,” a deferred and unattainable love -  

“for a lovely woman is not entirely of this earth” (24) -  evokes the nationalist imagery of 

the “American” Adam, the “American” mythical-cultural figure that R.B Lewis identified 

as utterly parodied by Melville, and Adam’s less talked about companion, the American 

Eve. ’ The parallels between the union with woman and the restoration of Adam’s 

covenant at the end of days allow the reader to sense the divine “American” Christian 

teleology in place that effects social relations on the micro-level and will create 

abstractions and sublimated desires between “others” on larger social-political levels. 

Recognition and acknowledgement of others cannot exist because the paradigm of union 

is situated within a futuristic, millennialist dream deferred. The grand cause of the lady’s 

love is patriotic and even “Italy hath not a sight before the beauty of a Yankee girl; nor 

heaven a blessing beyond her earthly love” (34). The quest may be performed in the 

name of others, but actual conversation with them or the acknowledgment of different, 

religious and ancestral structures, is absolutely eclipsed. Certainly, “a true gentleman in 

Kentucky would cheerfully die for a beautiful woman in Hindostan though he never saw

her He would turn Turk before he would disown an allegiance hereditary to all

gentlemen, from the hour their Grand Master, Adam, first knelt to Eve” (24). Christian 

chivalry is an America civil “faith” and Lucy Tartan and Pierre Glendinning are to be the 

allegorically redeemed children of the revolutionary promise, which now means manifest 

destiny. “Love was first begot by Mirth and Peace, in Eden,” and in the game of 

absolutes, this impossible re-written Romance of the garden must be postponed.
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William Spanos perceptively notes that in Pierre the “motif of deferral” appears, 

“which is intrinsic to representation in general and to the American discourse of 

hegemony in particular” (369). (Deferral and postponement have often materialized in 

political speeches, to point to a “brighter day” or a “due time” in which the promises of 

freedom in the revolution, when the ancestor’s great vision, will be achieved.) The 

narrator’s critique of his character’s need for postponement must be stressed since critics 

have often interpreted Pierre as an example of the author’s (misunderstood as his 

character’s) fears of love and intimacy. ® Postponement is an inheritance for Pierre. 

Ascetic sublimation begins, to refer to psychoanalytic critic, Slavoj Zizek, in an act of 

“incessant postponement” to create an impossible Object, and in this “network of detours, 

approximations, and near-misses,” “ an object, part of everyday reality, finds itself at the 

place of the impossible Thing” {Metastasis 95). Women are to be “impossible things,” 

and certainly not transparent, in the way that Lucy Tartan appears on the eve of their 

marriage. Chivalry has little to do with sexual consecration of marriage, and Pierre’s 

dramatic “conversion” is a sacrifice of the more fragile nature of commitment and love 

for a future, grand redemption. When he considers his lady, Lucy Tartan and her 

“angelicalness” (59), he decides that this marriage must be “impious”: “This is to be my 

wife? I that but the other day weighed an hundred and fifty pounds of solid avoirdupois; -

- 1 to wed this heavenly fleece? [-----] By heaven, but marriage is an impious thing!”

(58). The objectification of both himself and Lucy is apparent in the lines, “this” (thing) 

is to be my wife” and “I am of heavy earth, and she of airy light” (58). The 

romanticization of Lucy’s frailty in comparison to Pierre’s manliness is undercut when 

the narrator points out that Pierre weighed a whole of a hundred and fifty pounds.

The “Edenic” union with Lucy is supposed to sanction for Pierre access to the 

metaphysical secret of Christ’s divinity, since “Love’s eyes are holy things; therein the 

mysteries of life are lodged” and for a time, “lovers see the ultimate secret of the worlds”
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(33). If Lucy remained serviceable to the great, divine “plan,” and assumed the 

spiritualized, sublime role that American protestantism had given to the dutiful yet 

“lofty” “wife,” Pierre would not have to flee this relationship. At first, “not so many 

fishes” (Melville’s own plurality) exist “in [these] lover’s eyes, and even Lucy declares 

the visionary narcissism when she cries out to Pierre, ‘“ See I lakes, or eyes?” ’ (33). They 

are “ardently eyeing each other, beholding mutual reflections of a boundless admiration 

and love” (4). But that sense of deferred and “boundless” metaphysical similitude is 

hardly endurable — or binding — and at the first hint of dissimilitude, non-sublimity, and 

an everyday, contingent and democratic relationship, Pierre makes a run for it. The 

mirroring between Pierre and Lucy continues until the eve of their wedding when Pierre, 

much to his relief perhaps, receives a letter from a more enigmatic Isabel, and, 

experiences a fnghtening moment of ambiguity in Lucy Tartan’s bedroom.

The idea of marrying Lucy provokes a fear of mystery and ambiguity for Pierre, 

rather than an occasion for novelty, a new relationship between distinct, equal and yet 

different human beings. Mystery and ambiguity and weirdness and inscrutability are 

recurring themes in the novel, as are puzzles, riddles and secrets, the foremost one being 

the “secret of the apocalypse.” According to Herbert, who is commenting on Melville’s 

letters to Hawthorne, Gabriel Marcel differentiates between problems and mysteries. In 

the former, Marcel argues that the person “is looking for a solution, whereas a mystery 

everywhere pervades the attempts to reflect upon it. Mysteries will not stand clear in the 

mind because they have formed the m ind.. .they always have a religious dimension.

They touch on the question on whether the meaning on which a given human life depends 

has a secure purchase on the real world.” Furthermore, “coping with a mystery requires 

techniques for dealing with the attendant anxiety; it requires the capacity for mediation” 

(83). Mystery was also an ultimate human limit -  God -  for Jonathan Edwards. In 

contrast, the reformed faith did not seem to have a notion of public space, a principle of
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plurality, or the attention to localism to highlight the potential egalitarianism in mystery, 

and often reverted to submitting to legal hierarchies. On the other, more radical, revivalist 

side, the impulse to uncover, unveil and purify the nation of hypocrisy in the name of the 

purity of “vital realness” (192) overtook resignation.

The problematic of coping with mystery and novelty directs Pierre’s flight from 

Lucy, Prior to Pierre’s flight from Lucy, he is “very mystical; not continually, though; but 

most mystical one moment, and overflowing with mad, unbridled merriment, the next,”

In particular, we are told that “the bright glance of Lucy was transporting him” (35), The 

mysticism soon shows itself to be a problem, or a secret. The narrator also displays his 

own confusion over the issue because he conflates “secret” with “mystery” : “Love’s 

eye’s are holy things; therein the mysteries o f life are lodged; looking in each other’s 

eyes, lovers see the ultimate secrets of the worlds” (33), In a similar vein, we soon hear 

Lucy comment, “’knows not all, then loves not all, Pierre”’ and “Love’s self is a secret, 

and so feeds on secrets” (37), Then, a little later, the narrator repeats, “Love is built upon

secrets Love’s secrets, being mysteries, ever pertain to the transcendent and the

infinite” (81), While Lucy will unveil her lack of inner secrets, and in so doing suggest 

that love or revolutionary relationships are not about knowledge or problem-solving, 

Pierre is determined to keep his secret -  the sovereign and “immaculate” self that makes 

him cry out “Myself am left at least” (65) — because it promises the hope of metaphysical 

and moral redemption. The fear of accepting an ordinary principle of plurality, one that 

demystifies mystery and ambiguity, contributes to the problem of mystification and 

objectification of women throughout the novel.

The fear of mystery “root[s] him” when he approaches the “threshold” of Lucy 

Tartan’s chamber to retrieve her drawing portfolio and sees the “snow-white bed 

reflected in the toilet-glass.” Pierre is “rooted” by the “swift instant” in which he “see[s] 

in that one glance the two separate beds -  the real one and the reflected one -  and an
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unbidden, most miserable presentiment thereupon stole into him. But in one breath it 

came and went” (39). The representation of her “immaculate” image is supposed to be 

objective and to allegorically correspond to the real object. The slippage between image 

and representation troubles Pierre’s sense of the abstract truth and the objectified bed, 

much like any other object -  nature, woman -  in this passage presents its irreducibility. In 

a “swift instant” Pierre suspects that things are not what they seem and the real, ordinary 

bed appears to unveil what will be the messy and disorderly enactment of something else, 

not the objective reflection he has been receiving.

The ambiguous gap or duplicity he conftonts in the splitting of the mirror-image 

contributes to Pierre’s mad-quest to eliminate all doubles. For the author, the desire to 

eliminate a necessary separation from each other, and between image and ideal, leads to 

Pierre’s pridefiil quest for symbolic purity. Near the end of the novel, when Lucy and 

Isabel offer to help with his writing, Pierre shouts, “Impossible! I fight a duel in which all 

seconds are forbid” (349). For, Pierre, like his heroic, “singular” ideal, is proud, and “a 

proud man likes to feel himself in himself, and not by the reflection of others. He likes to 

be not only his own Alpha and Omega, but to be distinctly all the intermediate 

gradations” (261). The narrator stresses the process of absorption of other distinct 

“gradations” in Pierre’s homogenous quest. The ambiguity opened up in the mirror-scene 

appears alongside the revelation of an ordinary bed, a non-idyllic union that would shatter 

the idea of immaculate and sublime sovereignty.

The narrator describes Lucy as a “good angel,” but on the eve of the wedding, this 

angel reveals little of the inner, absolute purity that Pierre requires in his redemption 

quest. During their interactions in Saddle Meadows, Lucy hardly lives up to the 

“inaccessible” ideal. At first, she is entirely accessible, but when she follows Pierre to 

New York, she is able to assume some of the metaphysical obscurity and “inscrutability” 

that she previously lacked in the Meadows. Possibly she is able to do this because she has
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now joined the incest narrative and appeared under the guise of a “nun-like cousin.” 

Initially, however, she is less enigmatic or “deep” than either Pierre’s mother, Mary 

Glendinning or Isabella Banford. Mary Glendinning insinuates that Lucy is no threat to 

her “stately” authority. She soliloquizes that Lucy is a “very pretty little Pale Sherry pint- 

decanter of a girl” while she is “a quart decanter of -  of -  Port -  potent Port!” (60). Mrs. 

Glendinning’s desire is also to have a “little sister Tartan” (55) as her plaything, another 

“precocious child”(60) and part of her spiritualized family.

Pierre’s inability to marry may be a rebellion against an oppressive form of union 

or, in Gillian Brown’s words, he exhibits a “virtually paranoid sense o f domestic 

governance.” But the paranoia does not indicate “Melville’s misogyny.” It is, rather, a 

critique, of “what might be called the domestic tradition of misogyny” (167) because the 

narrator mocks Pierre as much as or more than he sympathizes with him. True, Pierre’s 

mother seems like an example that some reformists warned against: maternal authority 

going awry in the place of absent males. However, the source of Pierre’s fear fascinates 

the narrator and his fascination with Pierre’s impossible demands for purity allow us to 

move away from reading Pierre’s anxiety toward women as a cover for the author’s 

misogyny. What Pierre fears more than anything is the loss of absolute authority and the 

unattainable, yet secure “confidence” in moral redemption through the marriage union.

Pierre’s flight from Lucy is a rebellion against his mother’s desire for him to 

marry Lucy and her sudden assertion of authority in this matter: “’Sister me not, now, 

Pierre; - 1 am thy mother’” (95). Pierre rebels and feels disgusted at having “in the cause 

of Holy Right, permitted a woman to grow tall and hector over him” (170). With his 

spiritualized and benevolent sister turned into distant and sovereign monster, Pierre is 

further inspired to restore the goodness and benevolence of an unattainable, spiritual 

being. The mere “woman” that he has permitted to tower over him has, in her 

commanding of him to share his secret about Isabel, her lack of “sympathy,” and in her
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obvious display of a loss of authority by having to do so, “was no longer this all-alluring 

thing; no more, he too keenly felt, could he go to his mother, as to one who entirely 

sympathized with him” (89). He has lost his own “immaculate integrity” in the 

destruction of “sympathy” and “confidence” with his mother, in addition to the loss of his 

father’s “immaculate integrity”: “farewell forever to all her majestic notions o f my 

immaculate integrity. Patience, Pierre, the population of this region is not so immense.

No dense mobs of Nineveh confound all personal identities in Saddle Meadows.

Patience; though shalt see it soon again; catch it passing there in some green lane” (53). 

Rather than accept the differences that have come between the two, however, his mother 

perhaps only entices him to rebel when she threatens him: “’Tempt me no more, Pierre. I 

will ask no secret from thee; all shall be voluntary between us, as it ever has been, until 

very lately, or all shall be nothing between us. Beware of me, Pierre. There lives not that 

being in the world of whom thou hast more reason to beware” (130). (To be sure, she 

holds the key to his being because he is relying on her inheritance.) This loss of 

“confidence” (185), however, between Pierre and his mother intensifies the need for 

Isabel, a father’s daughter, and guarantor of the natural law. From the start, this is his one 

wish: “’Oh, had my father but had a daughter!’” (7).

The word “confidence” recurs between Pierre and his mother and it would 

become the title of Melville’s next novel The Confidence Man (1857). According to 

Louis J. Kern, the term “’confidence man’ first entered American popular speech in 1849, 

and ‘confidence game’ dates from the period directly after the Civil War. By the 1870s 

the concern had spawned a verbal form, ‘to confidence,’ or practice the confidence game 

on someone” (36). Pierre and his mother no longer have “confidence” in one another and 

are suspicious of each other’s motives. Anxiety begins in what has been, up until the 

introduction of Isabel in the Miss Penny’s sewing Circle, a comfortable and spiritualized.
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mirrored relationship based on absolute “confidence,” where few differences of opinion, 

or mysteries, can exist. As Pierre’s mother puts it, “I hate a mystery” (47).

To be sure, reformers emphasized the purity of love, and the burden was placed 

upon women to reinforce the domestic ideals of the “ ’true,”’ which were associated with 

“’natural”’ and “’real’.” As Louis J. Kern points out, “of the nine definitions for ‘true’ 

listed in Webster’s unabridged dictionary for 1850, for instance, five are concerned with 

that which is ‘genuine,’ ‘pure,’ ‘real,’ ‘not counterfeit,’ ‘adulterated or false.’ Two others 

equate ‘true’ with ‘right.’” In Melville’s next novel. The Confidence Man, a “society in 

transition” was revealed, “in which old moral values, although still publicly enunciated as 

the norm, are privately ignored if not consistently countermanded” (36). The shift in the 

structure of the family to commercialism meant that women were left to enforce “social 

code[s]” (35). Clearly, the “Little Lucy” does not seem up to the task, and in her refusal 

to remain unknown and absent, she disrupts the “truth” for Pierre. Lucy is not in 

possession of the secret thing, or paternal law, at least not enough to replace Pierre’s 

mother as the rigid enforcer of (revolutionary) morality and domesticity.

According to Kern,

in terms of the moral outlook of the nineteenth-century male, the most 
successful confidence ‘man’ of the entire era was woman. It was she to 
whom man looked as moral arbiter, a source of salvation from the grimy 
materialistic world; at the same time it was she who was the source of 
continual distrust and uncertainty he felt about morality and the social 
order. (37)

Certainly this suspiciousness is present throughout Pierre, but Melville ironically 

suggests that the drama over women’s roles in the mid-nineteenth century and the distrust 

and suspicion, misogyny waged at them, needed to be present in order to avoid more 

ordinary questions o f social equality. As Kem points out, in The Confidence Man, 

Melville wrote a “brilliantly mordant satire” on “the need to believe in the ideal (an 

ordered social reality), in the face of the suspension of all belief in a world in which it is
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no longer possible to believe” (37). If women are supposed to be arbiters of morality, 

then they should also carry a secret source of truth, of an inner divine truth that would 

guide the moral ordering.

I will soon discuss Isabel at more length, but we should consider the veiled 

imagery that surrounds her. Isabel’s veil of truth conveniently appears, while Lucy has 

almost been unveiled or “uncovered,” and eventually, though unsatisfactorily, 

rationalized when he “like an algebraist. . .  had substituted but a sign -  some empty x -  

and in the ultimate solution of the problem, that empty x  still figured; not the real Lucy” 

(181). Isabel’s “veiled” and “mysterious face” that carries a more enticing “secret” is 

likened to the secret of a “tree.” In Pierre’s rapturous and mystical reflections in the 

woods, he cries out “Oh, tree! so mighty thou, so lofty, yet so mournful.” Then he 

soliloquizes, “Oh! wretched vagueness -  too familiar to me, yet inexplicable, -  unknown, 

utterly unknown!...  Thou seems to know somewhat of me, that I know not of myself, out 

with i t ; . . .what is that thou has veiled in thee so imperfectly?”. Pierre “conjures” “ye 

sovereign powers that claim all [his] leal worshippings” to “lift the veil.” “I must see it 

face to face” (41) he says. In addition to the biblical connotations in which one sees 

darkly as in a veil in this life, and, at judgment day, “face to face,” “the veil metaphor. . .  

was so popular in American polemical literature throughout the century.” According to 

Kem,

It was not accidental that an article of feminine apparel, that which 
concealed or disguised the face, the key to the nature of the true self, was 
chosen to represent the deceit and hypocrisy attributed to one’s opponents. 
The association between groups perceived as detrimental and threatening 
to the social order and the female is clearly present on the subliminal level 
in these constant references to ‘unveiling’ with the intent of uncovering, 
disclosing to view, stripping the cover from. (37)
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To keep the ideal of absolute virtue and morality intact, Pierre must keep Lucy veiled so 

that he can at least hold onto the dream that she contains a secret, a divine message that 

could help “unveil” “deeper secrets than the apocalypse” (273).

In order for Pierre to remain with Lucy, they would have to keep metaphysical 

“secrets” hidden to substantiate their deferred chivalric-nationalist desire. When Lucy 

threatens to “suck [his] secret from [his] cheek” (37), she threatens Pierre’s entire sense 

of heroic identity. The “secret” can be read as the metaphysical law, and the need to 

establish the possibility for private correspondence with the sovereign truth is consistent 

with Pierre’s “faith.” Clearly, Lucy is invasive and possessive, but there is a positive, and 

limited aspect to her need to “know” Pierre that should not be equated with his own 

imperialist desire to remain an empire unto himself. Although Lucy wants, in Dimock’s 

words, “exclusive title to her beloved, that will enable her to say, ‘They know him not; -  

I only know my Pierre’” (151), the narrator’s parody offers another level of disruption to 

the dialectical interplay of conquest and ownership as the structure for authentic 

relationships.

Furthermore, Lucy does not quite understand Pierre’s desire for unattainable and 

unknowable secrets; this metaphysical mode of her existence is a figment of his 

imagination and exists only in his mind. For Lucy, what lies behind Pierre’s substantial 

metaphysical truth and sovereignty behind the veil are in fact, “trifles,” not “trophies.” 

Lucy invariably descends from her throne and in the midst of their chivalric banter, she 

asks “why should ye youths ever show so sweet an expertness in turning all trifles of ours 

into trophies of yours?” She also resituates the grand temporal abstractions and she 

articulates her vision of time in marriage when she states “Good-momings, good- 

evenings, good days, weeks, months, and years to thee, Pierre”; Pierre surpasses this 

somewhat boring and monotonous premonition of their married life together and declares 

that she “belong’st to the regions of an infinite day!” (4). The narrator shows how
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Pierre’s problem with Lucy’s desire connects to her disruption of the “private” secret. So 

long as Lucy remains absent, excluded, abstract and sublime, in possession of a divine 

veiled “secret,” the mock-heroics and the grand narrative can continue. Pierre needs to 

believe in an inner, secretive and private world and he returns from Lucy’s bedchamber, 

proudly declaring that he has refrained from reading her secret portfolio. Much to his 

bewilderment, she innocuously exclaims, “‘Open it!’ . . .  ‘why, yes, Pierre, yes; what 

secret thing keep I from thee? Read me through and through. I am entirely thine. See! ’ 

and [she] toss[es] open the portfolio, [and] all manner of rosy things c[o]me floating from 

it” (40). That Lucy is lacking in depth seems to be implicit, but the author’s critique is 

that this notion of a “lack” implies a basic metaphysical limit, an ambiguity that cannot 

be resolved, or overcome.

Lucy’s comedic opening of her portfolio to reveal her “airy” existence can be read 

as disrupting Pierre’s desire for absolutes, by curiously fulfilling them -  she is the 

ordinary angel symbolic rose -  and emptying them of their mystified quality, refusing to 

grant them a reality. Pierre’s flight is disingenuous, as is his martyrdom, the sense that he 

is standing on the altar sacrificing his true love for a divine cause and indefinite, more 

elusive, future. The disappointment with the ordinary “secrets,” however, recurs 

throughout the novel, and later, when Pierre attempts to “peep” into Isabel’s enigmatic 

thing, as he has “peeped into paradise” (40) with Lucy. As the narrator writes when 

Pierre “peeps” inside Isabel’s guitar, “Eagerly Pierre did as he was bid; but somehow felt 

disappointed, and yet surprised at what he saw. He saw the word Isabel “ (148). The 

enigmas always prove disappointing, yet Pierre, somewhat like his predecessor, Ishmael, 

continues to escape or repress these deflationary moments of non-sublimity.

Pierre’s idealization and abstraction of Lucy is, on the one hand, a cover, for his 

own disappointment with her ambiguity and her lack of absolute moral authenticity. On 

the other hand, we sense how, because of Pierre’s own superfluity within the law, he
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needs to feel that he is in control, a “haughty hero,” and to create a perverse loop of 

deferred desire. Most critics imply that boredom is a cover for nihilism, but Melville does 

not seem to suggest that nihilism is a truth that boredom would cover. If Pierre feels like 

ambiguities are indications of nihilistic horror to be rationalized and fled, Melville may 

be critiquing Young America’s disappointment and boredom with everyday plurality. 

Ordinary differences become impossible walls and allegories for nationalist-religious 

quests that will, “in due time” be overcome. Pierre’s rash decision to sacrifice Lucy is 

accompanied by the banality of their union, which Lucy expresses in her “foretaste . . .  of 

endless dreariness” (37). Banality serves as a cover for the underlying nihilism Pierre 

romantically imagines exists when he faces the loss of absolutes — the young American 

can only think in all or nothing terms.

The experiences with Lucy are simply moments of difference and heterogeneity, 

moments that offer a limit to one’s concept of truth and selfhood. Pierre represses and 

internalizes this discontinuous experience and in existential dread, interprets it as 

foreshadowing doomsday. As I have indicated, there are social and historical reasons for 

him to do this — his superfluity ~ just as there were reasons for Melville’s previous 

character / narrator, Ishmael to escape the solid land, in search of adventure. Donald 

Pease argues that in Ishmael’s case, the grand “adventure” is a result of the “dreary 

November of his soul,” of what Pease calls, the “hypos,” and whenever Ishmael gets the 

hypos, he succumbs to the rhetoric of absolutes, either drifting into moral allegories about 

the universe, or escaping into Ahab’s quest. For Pease, these hypos express Ishmael’s 

boredom with reality, and boredom is “the need for intense action without any action to 

perform” (415). Pierre also has these hypos and as a post-revolutionary youth, he is 

continually mocked by the narrator for not quite measuring up, as Bercovitch points out, 

in “personal qualities [or] historical opportunities” (294). Indeed, as part of the leisure
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class, Pierre has nothing pressing to do; his mother mocks his superfluity and bathetic

existence when she tells him that he should marry Lucy now, since, in her words,

if  you were in any profession, or in any business at all; nay, if I were a 
farmer’s wife, and you my child, working in my fields; why, then, you and 
Lucy should still wait awhile. But as you have nothing to do but to think 
of Lucy by day, and dream of her by night. . .  therefore I choose the lesser 
of two evils; and now you have my permission to be married, as soon as 
the thing can be done with propriety. (56)

To be sure, his mother thinks Pierre is too young to marry next to his heroic father:

“Pierre is but a boy; but when his father wedded me, — why, his father was turned of five-

and-thirty years” (60). She indicates that her son is both immature and useless, and

Pierre’s desire to prove himself a hero to his mother, will infuriate him, further insult his

pride, and make it impossible for him to form authentic relationships.

Ishmael’s and Pierre’s hypos indicate a civic faith and national, ideological ideal

that simultaneously professes a love of the public and democracy, and secretly fears the

moral uncertainty inherent in such a love. Pierre feels this contradiction and must “show

his heroicness” (20) in some way that will make him measure up to his grandfather’s

military, rather than revolutionary, image. The post-revolutionary youth suffers fi-om the

well-known anxiety of living up to his forefathers, whose grandfather’s “military vest”

falls “below his knees, and plenty of additional room for a fair-sized quarter-cask within

its buttoned girth” (29). But Pierre’s received image of them as giants, as inaccessible

transcendental things, is supplemented by the author’s criticism of the process of

idolizing grand sires, and the vagueness of past authority. ®

When Pierre finally does make a decision, it is, ironically, to postpone a

commitment with one woman, and enter into a false one with another. Like a “young

enthusiast,” Pierre, in his American Hamletesque moment, thinks that he must not keep

“postponing with himself’ (170), or “shillyshallying around” (169). “Eight-and-forty

hours and more had passed,” Pierre ponders. His questions, “Was Isabel acknowledged?
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Had she yet hung on his public arm?” (169), clarify that the only way Isabel and the 

opposite sex could be acknowledged in Pierre’s quest to redeem his father’s sin would be 

by marriage. He does this to hide the family secret of adultery and not to challenge the 

moral authority of the family institution. In other words, he seeks to redeem the 

revolutionary promise o f private happiness. Pierre wants to keep the model of domestic 

relations intact, and when he moves to New York, he merely reconstructs and tries to 

purify the family. Pierre entirely overlooks the notion of public happiness, and the 

narrator implies that antebellum reform movements, o f whom I suggest Pierre represents, 

even as they challenged the conservatism of the aristocracies, could only think in terms of 

the paternal family.

It is true that the rapid industrialization in the nineteenth century and the sense of 

uprootedness unleashed by the Jacksonian focus on labor as the basis of revolutionary 

value may have provoked a more forceful romanticization of the illusory bond of the self- 

sufficient, paternal family, as Rowe argues. Rowe points out that “even in his rebellion 

against his family, Pierre attempts to create a surrogate family, composed of Lucy, Isabel, 

and Delly, as if  to compensate for the isolation they all experience in the city” (69). 

However, in the destruction of that family as the basis for a purified, communal bond, 

Melville recognizes, in contrast to his character, that “the nineteenth-century family is an 

inadequate substitute for a truly democratic society” (73). And yet, Melville does not 

provide a wholesale dismissal of the possibility that the relationship with Little Lucy on 

the Meadows had to be considered as pure and private kinship structure. Lucy’s authentic 

offering of herself, her body, and her emptying of the substantial “secrets” of self- 

possession that would undergird a self-sufficient structure of family, all contribute to 

Pierre’s flight from authentic “conversion,” and what the narrator calls a “beloved bond.”

Like Peter o f the Gospel, his namesake, Pierre turns from the “beloved bond” in 

the name of a more radical form of redemption. According to the narrator.
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There is a dark, mad mystery in some human hearts, which, sometimes, 
during the tyranny of a usurper mood, leads them to be all eagerness to 
cast off the most intense beloved bond, as a hindrance to the attainment of 
whatever transcendental object that usurper mood so tyrannically suggests. 
Then the beloved bond seems to hold us to no essential good. (180)

The “dark, mad mystery,” drives Pierre’s quest for Unitarian fulfillment of the divinity

and dignity of the American man. That sense of being bound was the occasion for

rebellion and revolutionary fervor for rising transcendentalists, Unitarians, and literary

nationalists, from whom Melville departed in this book. Emerson’s famous tribute to

“’the plain old Adam, the simple genuine self against the whole world’” (qtd. Lewis 6),

scorned the Calvinist legacy of sin, dependence, and tradition, not to mention the world.

And, as Lewis pointed out in his discussion of the American “Party of Hope,” and the

“Party of Memory,” Pierre was one of the “predecessors” (198) o f this Adamic and

singular vision, turned nightmare.

Pierre seems to want his contact with the divine “mystery” to be direct and

sanctioned by the “intuitive” power of the inner self. In this sense, though Pierre remains

within the rhetoric of Christianity by and large, Melville appears to be drawing on the

Transcendentalist turn inward after the “Miracles Controversy of 1836-1845” (151). The

controversy consumed Unitarians in their criticisms o f Calvinist submission to scriptural

legalism, and the inhumanity of the Calvinist deity. It arose out of

Unitarian disavowals of both human depravity and the Trinity. The 
strategy developed by the Calvinists was to equate the liberal religionists’ 
glorification of human faculties with mere Deist rationalism. The liberals, 
as Conrad Wright has shown, found shelter within the fortress of historical 
apologetics, from which they stressed the proofs of revealed religion to the 
Deists, while at the same time denying to the Calvinists an absolute
scriptural basis for their beliefs Challenged in the nineteenth century
by the ‘romanticism,’ ‘rationalism,’ and ‘higher criticism’ of 
Schleiermacher, Paulus, De Wette, and Strauss, Unitarians remained 
constant in their belief that ‘evidences are to be sought in history’ (155).
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While Emerson initially supported Unitarians, he took their break with Calvinism one 

step further and focussed on an inward knowledge of the truths of revelation through 

“intuition.” Emerson reacted to historical Christianity, or the need for Unitarians to focus 

on scriptural “proofs” that were being manifested in history on earth. While Unitarians 

had already succeeded in humanizing the deity, Emerson suggested man contained the 

deity and intuited corespondent and transcendental truths of nature’s laws.

To follow Duban, Emerson’s turn inward seems to direct Pierre’s enthusiastic 

mission with proclamations like “’No inspired man ever.. .  condescends to . . .  

evidences’” (157). Pierre is trapped somewhere in between the Miracles controversy, and 

trusts his “intuition” in Emersonian fashion, while hoping for concrete evidence of the 

divine truth of his passionate and rash actions: “As Colacurcio shows, Pierre seeks to 

resolve his dilemma by believing beforehand Isabel’s claims, and by regarding historical 

evidence as after-the-fact corroboration of his a priori conviction; T feel already I know 

the pith of all;.. .  whatever remains for thee to tell me, can but corroborate and confirm’ 

(145)” (157). Pierre’s leap of faith in Isabel and her relation to him stands for a larger 

commentary on the belief in Godly miracles and historical manifestations and proofs of 

divinity, which Unitarians and other reformers, concerned themselves with as they 

awaited, and sometimes violently reformed in the name of, the apocalypse. The problem 

with the “proof’ and anticipated natural manifestation of Isabel’s moral purity, 

nonetheless, should not be discussed without reference to the political and social 

implications of her appearance because she poses both the issue of proof of divinity and 

of the revolution’s pure birthright. It should be clear that this debate of miracles has little 

to do with Edwards’s fervent appreciation and worship of God’s plurality and infinite 

birth that bound the community together.

Women seem to evoke that same novelty, mystery and “ambiguity” of birth for 

Pierre. While Lucy undermines the natural perfection and correspondence Pierre had
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hoped for in the “beloved bond” (180), the possibility of that narcissistic immediacy 

arrives in Isabel, whose riddled existence and grand, bewitching “mysteriousness,” makes 

her seem to promise an escape from the lack of public space in his own script. Thus, 

during his initial confrontations with Isabel, Pierre feels “no impression of novelty” or 

specificity, but rather, “a nameless presentiment” (61). Vague and homogeneous 

“presentiments” and “riddles” overpower Pierre, and inhibit the ability to present himself 

authentically. The difference between “novelty” and “presentiment” can be compared to 

the difference between a riddle or problem and a “mystery.” Rather than a “mystery,” 

Isabel turns into a sphinx-like riddle and problem, something Pierre must hide. One of the 

narrator’s demystifying comments, however, will remain throughout the book: “Seek not 

to mystify the mystery so” (53). The inability to meditate and appreciate distinct 

relationships becomes more significant when Isabel attempts to re-imagine the nature of 

exchanges, which I will discuss. In emphasizing marriage, family, and Isabel, Melville is 

following the general sentiment of the Second Great Awakening. However, instead of 

these modes and institutions exercising a clarifying or concealing function, Isabel 

becomes a locus for imploding all that is hidden and secreted not only in the Glendinning 

family but also in the “American family.”

Nonetheless, Isabel challenges Pierre’s attempt to configure her within the moral 

dichotomy, between a sinful past and a purified present. Isabel’s “inscrutability” is 

reminiscent o f the Moby Dick’s “inscrutability.” In contrast to signifying the power and 

purity of the inner self, “inscrutable,” as Herbert points out, “became the catchword of 

orthodox polemic. It is twice echoed, significantly, in the famous passage wherein Ahab 

expounds his hatred of the whale. T see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable 

malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate’” (122). When Pierre first 

hears Isabel shriek in the Sewing Circle on the Glendinning estate, she evokes 

inscrutability: “The emotions he experienced seemed to have taken hold of the deepest
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roots and subtlest fibres of his being. And so much the more that it was so subterranean in 

him, so much the more did he feel its weird inscrutableness. What was one unknown, 

sad-eyed, shrieking girl to him?” (49). Isabel becomes the limiting power and Pierre’s 

“God.” When Pierre decides to “sacrifice” Lucy, on the eve of his wedding, he justifies 

his acts in the “cause of Holy Right,” and the “all-including query” is “Lucy or God?” 

(181).

Isabel “appears” in the same religious registers as would the Calvinist emanations 

that I discussed in the first chapter. Isabel’s “appearance” therefore presents a possibility 

to acknowledge and recognize the Absolute, and this moment, as I have argued, in turn 

means forming a community. It is appropriate that she is therefore compared to “God.” 

The “longing” and desire Isabel inspires stems from “no base, vain, or ordinary motive 

whatever; but was the insuppressible and unmistakable cry of the godhead through her 

soul, commanding Pierre to fly to her, and do his highest and most glorious duty in the 

world” (174). The communion with Isabel is compared to the “’real sacrament of the 

supper”’ (162 Pierre', qtd. in Duban 178). As Duban suggests, Pierre’s mixed motives 

and sexual desire for Isabel, which he in fact loathes and cannot admit, cause his interest 

in Isabel to turn fi-om rapturous “affections,” resembling an authentic conversion 

experience, to a form of self interest in the redemption of his own moral ambiguity.

While Duban reads Edwards differently than I do, and suggests a moralism about sexual 

attraction that hardly seems applicable to the father of eleven children, allegedly 

conceived on the Sabbath days, he does note that Pierre’s divine love for Isabel differs 

substantially from “Edwards’s definition of ‘true virtue’ as ‘benevolence to being in 

general’ -  or what the adherent o f Samuel Hopkins would later call ‘disinterested 

benevolence’” (170). Melville was familiar with Edwards and his followers and engaged 

in some theological quarrels with the Dutch Reformed faith and young evangelists of his 

era, as Herbert has shown.
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Even though Pierre inauthentically flees the relationship with Lucy to “cross the 

Rubicon” with the “wild girl,” and more enigmatic Isabel, the problematic of a 

“disinterested” and non-instrumental reward in acknowledging Isabel and “God” is an 

authentic one. Even the Little Lucy, after she recovers from her swooning, acts 

courageously and authentically by following Pierre to New York and pledging her faith 

in him and their communal mission. Lucy at least shows faith in Pierre, and faith that his 

liberation from her and escape with Isabel was performed in an effort to found freedom, 

or in duty to God. Acknowledging Isabel would be equivalent to Edwards’s sense of 

professing a genuine faith in the contingent and occasionally defined bonds of the deity’s 

appearance. In this sense, and in other more ostensibly social and political ways, Isabel 

appears as the revolutionary promise in Pierre’s post-revolutionary era.

iv. The Mystery/ Riddle of Melville’s “Darkwoman” Isabel

[T]he more his thoughtful river ran, the more mysteriousness it floated to 
him; and yet the more certainly that the mysteriousness was unchangeable. 
In her life there was an unraveled plot; and he felt that unraveled it would 
eternally remain to him [ . . . . ]  So Pierre renounced all thoughts of ever 
having Isabel’s dark-lantem illuminated to him. Her light was lidded, and 
the lid was locked. (141)

Pierre: or the Ambiguities has long been reputed as a “talisman,” one that we are 

warned to approach with trepidation, lest we overwhelm ourselves with the same 

“ambiguities,” metaphysical secrets and “dark-lantems,” that kill the hero at the end of 

the novel. I submit that we cannot circumvent nor simply psychologize these ambiguities 

for they form not only the central theme, but also the very texture and style of the novel.

It is only by going through them that we may hope to unravel the interwoven 

complexities o f the ambiguities. To uncover the subtle, contradictory, and allusive 

manner in which these revolutionary ambiguities occasion the personal fortunes and
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failures of Pierre, and reflect a national dilemma, I will focus on the character of Isabel. 

Through Isabel all the ambiguities are refined and refracted.

Isabel, presumably a “peasant-like” (152) working-girl, seems to arrive out of 

nowhere and into the Sewing Circle of the Glendinning manorial estate. Saddle 

Meadows. Isabella Banford, Pierre Glendinning’s alleged half-sister, appears as the 

“responsive gratification of the devoutest prayers of [Pierre’s] youth,” a wish-fulfillment 

that the narrator notes, Pierre “might well [have] pray[ed] against.” The narrator intimates 

that the lack of a sister was “that only one hiatus” in Pierre’s “sweetly-writ 

manuscript”(7). Pierre needs a “father’s daughter” (139), a divine cause and “some one 

whom [he] might love, and protect, and fight for, if need be” (7). Her face becomes the 

mystical, or mystified, “fearful gospel” (43) and source of Pierre’s revelatory “manly 

enthusiasm”; it “possesse[s]” (51), “accosts” and “overthrows” him, appearing “vaguely 

historic, and prophetic; backward, hinting of some irrevocable sin; forward, pointing to 

some inevitable ill” (43). Isabel is not simply an ambiguous character; she is, rather, 

revelatory for the manner in which her appearance introduces a totality of ambiguous 

meanings.

Although I argue that Isabel should be read as a racialized character, and more 

particularly, as a descendant of slaves, in Pierre we are not dealing with the “race 

problem” as it was commonly understood, nor with abolition as it was talked about in the 

mid-nineteenth century. Melville allows the “dark Isabel” to express the dimensions and 

possibilities inherent in the formation of the American nation and the American self: the 

Revolutionary tradition of the United States is brought into focus by the references to the 

French and European revolutions of 1848; the movement of populations away firom the 

Atlantic seaboard into the less populated interiors of “the West” is refi’acted against the 

Louisiana Purchase of 1803 and the political ideology of Manifest Destiny that was 

directly related to the extension of slavery as a norm of Americanism.



214

Isabel’s appearance and alleged French background is mysterious and suggests a 

familial scandal of illegitimacy. The allusive rumor and the historical shaping of the 

ambiguity of Isabel’s heritage concern the issues coincidental to the formation of the 

national ethos in antebellum America. The ambiguity of Isabel’s identity creeps back into 

the wider meaning of the French background of the American Revolution and the more 

recent, for Melville, French Revolution of 1848. Thus Melville also combines some of his 

own family narrative to shape the character of Isabel, and to simultaneously celebrate and 

criticize her presumed “French” and noble blood. As Lany Reynolds notes, Herman’s 

uncle Thomas Melvill married a Frenchwoman from the “best society” and he 

“entertained Frenchmen of note, including Lafayette.” The father of the woman Thomas 

married, M. Lamé Fleury, was imprisoned during the “infamous Tribunal révolutionnaire 

b u t . . .  was liberated . . .  after the guillotining of Robespierre in July 1794” (104). A 

daughter of their union and Herman’s cousin, Anne Marie Priscilla, according to 

Reynolds, “would serve as one model for the beautiful, mysterious, and destructive Isabel 

of Pierre, whose mother emigrated from France during the Reign of Terror” (105). 

Herman’s complex sympathies toward the conservative French aristocracy’s disdain for 

the mass and the Jacobins seems to influence his critique of American “natural law” and 

a “democratic,” yet classed hierarchy that begins Pierre. Melville’s fascination with his 

cousin coincided with his fascination with the “elegance and manners of the ancien 

régime''' (106). Like Alexis de Tocqueville, after Moby Dick and beginning with Pierre, 

Melville was critical of the development of representative democracy in America and the 

creation of the “mass man” to answer the overthrow of tradition. As Melville wrote to 

Hawthorne, “It seems an inconsistency to assert unconditional democracy in all things, 

and yet confess a dislike to all mankind — in the mass. But not so. — But it’s an endless 

sermon, -  no more of it” (Letters, 127). To be sure, more of it was the subject of 

Melville’s novels and certainly, o f Pierre. Melville, like Tocqueville, was interested in a
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public, participatory structure of revolutionary democracy that could ward off despotism, 

without succumbing to the self-interest implied in a “tyranny of the majority,”

It is little surprise that Pierre hopes Isabel, his alleged, illegitimate sister, is of 

noble lineage. In the early scene, “Retrospective,” Pierre’s Aunt Dorothea claims that 

Isabel’s mother, Glendinning Senior’s Frenchwoman, was a “poor, but noble emigrant [ .

..], a beautiful young girl,” descendent of “French emigrants of quality; -  poor people, 

Pierre, who were forced to fly from their native land, because of the cruel, blood- 

shedding times there” (75). According to Wyn Kelly, there is little irony in the 

presentation of this mysterious noblewoman, and, Glendinning Senior’s “Frenchwoman 

is rich and aristocratic, coming from a title and property far more distinguished than 

Glendinning’s” (74). Isabel’s mother was, presumably, a “political refugee” (197). Aunt 

Dorothea tells little Pierre that the “Frenchwoman’s” lineage was uncertain and that his 

father could not have married the mysterious Frenchwoman, since “no one on this side of 

the water certainly knew her history; and she was a foreigner.” Although “after her 

disappearance rumor began to hint that she was of the noblest birth, and some ways allied 

to the royal family,” there were other “mutter[ings],” “and other dark things” (76) that 

suggest a very undignified end to her character. At this level, the narrative irony is that 

Pierre vainly hopes to keep the Romance, the morally pure, heroic and private image of a 

noble, revolutionary family in place, while he is confronted with an illegitimate and 

“weird” half-sister whose very presence would divest the family of its moral and 

aristocratic authority.

Pierre was written in 1851, a time when the most memorable “revolution” and the 

most pressing “fear” for the United States was the French Revolution of 1848, which, as 

Reynolds argues, seemed to unleash a tidalwave of revolutions across the Atlantic. The 

excitement and terror associated with the French Revolution informs the creation of 

Isabel, and as such she inspires Pierre’s impulse to “revolutionize all the circumstances of
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his life” (92). However, the metaphorical association of the “revolutionary” moment 

with the French is also a problem for Melville, since democracy, freedom and, indeed, the 

beginning o f “history” seemed to emerge in France and across the Atlantic, while Pierre’s 

own “American” revolutionary background maintains a feudal hierarchy, “flawless 

pedigree,” and “Brahmin,” Boston elite social-structure (11).

Pierre foreshadows some of the issues in Billy Budd and Bellipotent, a play on 

Isabel’s name, is the name of the French man-of-war ship that represents “warfare and 

death” (Reynolds 102). Pierre can only image Isabel, or the “outcasts” of the world 

through absolutist lenses, through his homogenous ideal o f “popular sovereignty” of the 

“people.” The ironic narrator portrays Isabel as a threatening warrior, sometimes verging 

on evil, who nevertheless conforms to Pierre’s sainted, heroic ideal; “her changed attitude 

of beautiful audacity; her scornful hair, that trailed out a disheveled banner; her 

wonderful transfigured eyes, in which some meteors seemed playing up; all this now 

seemed to Pierre the work of an invisible enchanter. Transformed she stood before him; 

and Pierre, bowing low over to her, owned that irrespective, darting majesty of humanity, 

which can be majestical and menacing in woman as in man” (160). Rather than alluding 

to nobility, the reference to the “disheveled banner” connotes the first symbols of 

European mass movements and communist organizations that turned into threatening, 

homogenous images of need, poverty and violent revolution. Through his fantasy of the 

“other,” Isabel, Pierre strives, presumably like Melville’s feared revolutionaries, to bring 

an absolute into the law and eventually, although impossibly, give voice to what he 

believes is “glorious suffering” (207). Isabel’s “darkness” eventually overtakes Pierre, 

and she becomes a type o f “Parisian Amazon” (Rogin 165), the destructive, maternal 

phallic mother and “foreign” force who seems to demonically guide him to the 

apocalypse.
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If Isabel replaces Pierre’s mother and foreshadows the overpowering force of 

natural goodness and innocence in Billy Budd, in Pierre, the mysterious, speechless and 

violent goodness has little to do with what Isabel actually does, and more to do with the 

“young American’s” intellectual fantasy. When the narcissist Pierre attempts to “keep 

present the first wonder of [their] meeting” instead of altering his perspective and 

listening to her account, Isabel interjects: “it is my office; thou art first entitled to my tale, 

then, if  it suit thee, thou shalt make me the unentitled gift of thine. Listen to me, now.

The invisible things will give me strength; -  it is not much, Pierre; — nor aught very 

marvelous. Listen then; --1 feel soothed down to utterance now” (52). The imaging of 

Isabel as either noble or revolutionary is thoroughly ironic and Pierre’s intellectual 

fantasy. The grand, sovereign identity fails to encapsulate her fairly ordinary plea for 

companionship and public acknowledgement. Though ambiguity revolves around Isabel, 

she is not a complex personality; it is rather her very presence that evokes the ambiguity.

Isabel’s “mysterious history” and Pierre’s refusal to “pry not at all into this sacred 

problem” (141) of her relation to his revolutionary heritage allows him to “Cross the 

Rubicon” this time in an ideological, self-reliant complicity with the more relevant 

nationalist “boundless expansion” that occurred during Melville’s life. The fear and 

enthusiasm she inspires only leads Pierre to “f[i]nd scope for that boundless expansion of 

his life” (66). This would include “American” expansion and the consolidation of an 

imperialist ideology of a manifest destiny that moved South and toward the Pacific. 

According to Dunkerley, the historical import given to the French Revolution during the 

early 1850s led to some historical and ideological problems with the conception of trans

national space and time. The tendency to locate international space in an Atlantic matrix 

ignored increasing American expansion South, West and into the Pacific. One sign of this 

“trans-oceanic” focus is clarified in the French Revolution, ideologically read “as part of 

a wider movement throughout the States bordering on the Atlantic” (Dunkerley 50). It
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has long been suggested that Melville feared the Revolutionary threat to the United 

States’s national “union.” Likewise, critics have argued that Melville feared the 

dissolution of the “union” over the “slave question.” However, the narrator seems more 

critical of the form of democratic identity and national Union that develops over denials 

and compromises about the existence of slavery.

As I have noted, the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century 

created a break with the ancien regime, but the Revolution of 1848 primarily addressed 

the issue of the peasants and was directly tied up with economic issues and the meaning 

of work in a democratic society. To use Eugen Weber’s apt phrase, the question was: 

“how do you make peasants into Frenchmen?” " The analogue to the peasant class in 

France were the enslaved Africans in America and they posed a dual question: how, on 

the one hand, are they to be freed, and on the other, how are they to become American? 

During the 1850s, many Americans also associated the French Revolutionaries and 

subsequent European Revolutionaries with “free” African American, Native American, 

and rebellious slave populations. In Pierre, Melville related the fear of the French 

Revolution and Europe to an “American” problem: the problem of the self-reliant and 

heroic individualism, still excluded from public participation and public voice, countering 

the tainted “American” history of chattel slavery. He presents an eclipsed revolution.

In Rogin’s reading, Melville looked to the events in France during the 1840s and 

feared what would happen when the desire for an elimination of suffering or evil 

associated with hypocritical legal truths, appeared in the United States, over the existence 

of slavery. Rogin also calls Pierre Melville’s “Eighteenth Brumaire” because the 

questions raised and legalistic solutions posed over slavery in America during the 1840s 

and most particularly in the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 paralleled the failure of the 

European Revolutions in 1848 to achieve participatory and socialistic democracy. Rogin 

is taking his phrase from Marx’s understanding of the parodie repetition of the
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Napoleon’s rise to power and establishment of military dictatorship in 1799 by the “petit” 

Napoleon, Louis Phillipe, and manifested in the failure of the Revolution of 1848 in 

France. Marx’s “Eighteenth Brumaire” would criticize this “eclipsed” revolution in 

France that occurred in 1851 with the fall and immediate rise of Bonaparte’s nephew as 

representative o f the petite bourgeoisie and an expression of the recurrent failure to 

achieve socialistic democracy. On the American scene, similar events were also 

occurring over manifest destiny and slavery: “Just as Bonaparte’s coup destroyed French 

liberty in order to preserve the social order, so the Fugitive Slave Law betrayed the 

principles of the Declaration of Independence to avert a civil conflagration. In the wake 

of the Mexican War, slavery had threatened to destroy the Union. That is the moment I 

label the American 1848” (103). According to Rogin, Melville seemed to foresee a Civil 

War, rather than a revolution, arising that would epitomize and consecrate the hegemony 

of bourgeois, yankee power to express, parodically, the initial dreams of revolution that 

had given birth to the first Revolution in 1776. “After Moby D ick"  Rogin argues, 

“Melville’s declaration of independence went down with the Pequod.” Melville turned to 

ridicule the replacement of a revolutionary “declaration of independence” that would end 

slavery by the advent of oligarchical, corporate power, natural law and legalistic 

solutions. His tribute to “Mt. Greylock” and natural laws, his highly textual style, and his 

location of Pierre’s revolution within a family structure all point toward his 

metacommentary on revolutionary failure during this decade, over the slave question.

The question of what constitutes revolutionary freedom had turned into an abstract 

question of privatized freedom based upon a bourgeois family narrative. It is not only a 

bourgeois family; it is also a racial family. The issues raised in the French Revolution of 

1848 add to the sense of futility when this middle-class narrative translates to the 

Compromise of 1850 in the United States — the Fugitive Slave Act — that brought back
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the American kings and “resanctified the fathers against rebellious young America”

(160).

Rebellious young America would indeed react to this resanctification, but not 

before racism was already consolidated as an ideology. It certainly appears that Melville 

feared another war -  a meaningless violence which might result from the quest for 

purity in contrast to the initial revolutionary possibility to acknowledge the contingencies 

and ambiguities of “truth,” and found a new form of government that depends upon 

public and plural spaces to relate authentically to one another. Nonetheless, even as we 

might sense a reactionary, conservative “fear” of violent “Revolution,” we should keep 

in mind the bathetic tone of the narration. The bathos indicates that it is not simply 

violence that the narrator mocks and “fears,” but also, the sense of purposelessness in 

Pierre’s limitless ideal of individual improvement and perfection, the desire to “live right 

out in [his] own hidden life” (66). After all, Pierre is also representative of a youthful and 

immature nation and he is not one for “shilly-shallying” (69) around. Pierre’s ambiguities 

lead to confusion and dilemmas because his high metaphysical notions of revolution and 

fi-eedom are unable to abide the actualities of lived time and space. This abdication brings 

about the turgid postponements, procrastinations, and misplaced concreteness that 

intensifies every touchstone of meaning. Nowhere is this more evident than in his 

relationship with Isabel. In the “three days” he knows Isabel, he violently rebels against 

his past, without ever stopping to consider “What must I do?” (88). Enthusiasm without a 

purpose, rather than enthusiasm perse, bears the brunt of the narrator’s critique. In the 

North at least, Melville did witness the specific civil faith in reform, moral improvement, 

individualist success — the protestant work ethic — as a dangerous counterpoint to chattel 

slavery. Appropriately, Pierre, Isabel and Lucy all die in the prison at the close of the 

novel, and, in Rogin’s words, “the triumph of capitalism over chattel slavery meant not 

liberation for Melville, but the replacement of the whip by the wall” (Rogin 192).
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Clearly, Isabel is connected with that “wall,” but it is the failure to acknowledge 

her and address the “slave question” that ultimately causes Pierre’s willful slavery. The 

fact that the revolutionary legacy is “extinguished” (360) at the end of the book, is not 

simply a matter o f Pierre’s having killed his cousin, the “imposter” Glendinning-Stanley, 

who has inherited the Meadows in Pierre’s place. Rather, as many critics have pointed 

out, the prison is the signal mode of discipline that would replace slavery, and it is fitting 

that to keep avoiding the ambiguities and promise in his revolutionary formation, the 

relationship between Pierre and Isabel will end here. For while many an ordinary “galley- 

slave of letters would have leaped with delight” to “inherit^ the broad farms of Saddle 

Meadows” (260), Pierre becomes a willing galley slave of letters, “himself the voluntary 

jailer!” (303). Isabel is the imaginary threat -- the other he creates — that Pierre invites 

into his life to give cause to his filial-revolutionary battle for purity. At the end, Isabel’s 

long, dark hair encases Pierre in the prison. She “arbors” him in the way that the Maltese 

sailor’s Afiican women in the dance in Moby Dickh&VQ “over-arboring arms [to] hide 

such ripe, bursting grapes’” (qtd, in Stuckey “The Tambourine in Glory” 48). And the 

“strange chant” that recurs in Melville’s work, from Omoo to Benito Cereno and even 

Clarel, recalls Isabel’s “melancholy,” “mysterious,” and “mournful chant.” When 

Melville refers to music and dance, he most commonly alludes to African rhythms and 

melodies, in New York and in his Eastern travels, as Sterling Stuckey has persuasively 

shown. In “A Chant” in Clarel, the various Eastern nations that participate end their chant 

with a call for Bell. The voices clarify “Bell’s,” or Isabel’s Babylonian meaning within an 

eastern and Palestinian context that prophesizes the “Earth shall be moved: the nations 

groan / At the jar o f Bel and Babylon / In din of overthrow” (347). The missed 

acknowledgment of Isabel will lead her to revert to her former name “Bell” (355) and 

seal the apocalyptical “fate” o f Pierre’s civil-religious narrative.
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The racial “othering,” however, that has been so perceptively discussed in relation 

to Melville’s other works is lacking in commentary on Pierre. This is partly because the 

images o f race are few and remain as suggestions that have to be associated with 

Melville’s others works in order to understand Isabel as a mixed racial character. Why 

does the racialization remain so allusive and illusive? The alterity of race in Pierre avoids 

the two major literary modes of “othering” ; either as a spectacle that is observed or as an 

exotic thing that is sentimentalized. In the case of Isabel, the distantiation necessary for 

the spectacle is overcome by the rumors of her illegitimacy -  she is already part of the 

American family. The ambiguities brought on with the presence of Isabel are expressed 

from the ambiguous point of view, not of an enslaved person, whether degraded as 

spectacle or child-like as exotica, though at first she does seem to evoke the familiar 

specter o f mystery and exotic promise o f youthful innocence: “But it was not the sadness, 

nor indeed, strictly speaking, the infantileness of the face of Isabel which so singularly 

impressed him with the idea of her original and changeless youthfulness. It was 

something else; yet something which entirely eluded him” (140). The “something else” 

that eludes Pierre is placed in the context o f his conversion and awakening that 

nevertheless leads him to stumble over, rather than recognize, the remnants of Ethiopian 

meaning, and “supercargo” (133), that signify the most valuable cargo of all transplanted 

on American soil -  African slaves, as we will see. Isabel’s mysterious ambiguity suggests 

that peculiarly silenced and intimate meaning of Africa and enslavement that has become 

a paramount integer in the constitution o f any modem meaning of freedom. Further, the 

sentimentality sometimes used to express natural innocence in the case of racial others is 

troubled by Pierre’s overdetermined metaphysical thoughts that become entwined with 

Isabel’s and Pierre’s intimacy. Thus Isabel is situated somewhere within the problematic 

of “understanding.” It is often said that for understanding to exist, there must be both 

distance and relationship. In the case o f  Isabel, the distance has been obliterated by the
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double scandal of illegitimacy and incest, which creates a relationship that cannot be 

admitted.

Melville’s own career as a writer is also brought into this web of understanding. 

On the one hand, given that Melville was already labeled a “man who lived among the 

Cannibals” and accused of being a ‘“moral Ethiopian’” (Stuckey 43), one could hardly 

expect him to vocalize his feelings about the mixed nature of the “nation’s” inheritance, 

even in a book like Pierre, which ended up ruining his literary career, such as it was. On 

the other, the fear o f addressing the “slavery question” leads to a denial o f a complex 

cultural and racial history in the “American experience.” Melville’s parody, wrongly 

regarded by his contemporaries to indicate the author’s “insanity,” may even be directed 

at the public’s desire to keep this “talismanic” secret of the significance of slave 

participation and interracial mixtures that made up the American revolutionary promise 

pathetically “hidden.” Certainly the anger and dislike directed at Melville’s book and his 

“arrogance” may indicate that the reading public did recognize the political critique.

Despite the Babylonian descriptions, “mystery,” “witchery” (142) and 

demonization, that surround Isabel, the narrator presents a double narrative, a palimpsest 

in the meaning of revolution that continuously poses a legitimate need for her claim to 

inheritance. Of course, the main contradiction in Melville’s America with the rhetoric of 

revolution and freedom concerns slavery. Racial and enslaved metaphors surround Isabel. 

And, although the narrator attempts to re-image her, for Pierre she remains unspecified 

and dubiously European at the end of the novel. At first Pierre thinks she must be from 

some “strange, French-like country, which she dimly imagined to be somewhere beyond 

the sea,” and has concocted his grand European story from her “vague” account of 

“crossing the sea.” But the narrator ironically points out that her journey was a “re- 

crossing” (137). At the end o f the book, Pierre, in his continued attempt to deny Isabel’s 

factual existence, “the pregnant fact of Isabel,” he becomes “a professional skeptic.
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“deal[ing] in mysticisms and mysteries” and therefore “skeptical of all tendered 

profundities.” This skepticism is important for again, it draws on Pierre’s inauthentic 

faith, “bad faith”; yet his “questioning,” if  he can bear with the results of it, is also the 

first time Pierre engages with Isabel in meaningful discussion about her story, and it 

reveals that “she did not even know that the sea was salt” (354). We cross national rivers, 

moving South, and perhaps, recalling a deep memory of the Atlantic Slave Trade. The 

horror at the end may also result from Pierre’s inability to cope with the implications of 

Isabel’s identity if she is “American.”

I began this discussion with reference to Pierre’s “thoughtful river” and the 

allusion to rivers in this book, and the “sly” narrator seems to place this meeting in the 

“new” world, “American” experience. The river is a central metaphor for descendents of 

slaves of their struggle for freedom. Thus, Melville, a professional analyst of different 

waters, stresses the salt not to dismiss Isabel’s claims to inheritance, but to return us to 

the conflictual origins of “America” in relation to colonization, enslavement of non- 

Europeans, and failed American revolution. Isabel is an alien, a “foreign” element within 

the nation. The revolutionary identity emerges in the midst of this history of cultural 

contact and not a blood kinship with “noble” Europeans to restore a lost Eden. The 

ambiguity of the struggle on the river concerns on the one hand, the slaves’ struggle for 

freedom and movement from the South to the North, and, on the other, the fear of being 

sold down South into slavery, during the Compromise era. Isabel’s journey across the 

ocean and then “re-crossing” more water suggests that she was shipped from port to port, 

and sold down the river, as was common at the time of Pierre's composition. But the 

strongest evidence for the case that Isabel is a descendent of slaves can be found in 

Melville’s allusions to Sojourner Truth.

One famous female slave in Melville’s time and location in New England was 

Sojourner Truth, whose true name is Isabel, her nickname is also “Bell,” and whose
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formal story was published in 1850. She also had family members sold down the river.

By the time Melville wrote this novel, her story was familiar, since she preached at camp- 

meetings in the 1840s, and could be one source for Isabel’s character. Truth’s youngest 

brother also went by the name Peter, as did her first son who was sold into Alabama 

slavery (Truth 17). Isabel also resonates with “Jezebel,” which was a derogatory name 

applied to slave women. Melville’s Isabel recalls living in three homes. The first was 

an imaginary “French” cabin with a couple who seldom spoke to her, but they spoke 

another language and she recalls “chattering in two different languages” (116). The 

second home, the “asylum” space is composed of “occupants” who “depart[]” and are 

locked up and chained in the basement. Some are “tied by cords” and whipped “with a 

lash” (120). But the house “seem[s] to change” and new owners appear. In the third 

home, Isabel seems to be treated more kindly, although the farmer’s daughters are a bit 

rude, and her father visits her. The story echoes Truth’s narrative, which describes her 

speech in two languages, Low Dutch at first and then English. Truth also dwelled in a 

cellar of a hotel, converted in a home, with her fellow slaves. The house changed 

ownership when the master died and Truth was granted a precarious freedom; she 

remained in the house until her parents were freed to a “rude cabin, in a lone wood” 

(Truth 24), similar to Isabel’s European cottage, with no means of providing for 

themselves in their infirmity and “freedom.” At last. Truth like Melville’s Isabel was sold 

to a farmer’s family, and “hired out” by them. Moreover, as Egan points out, Isabel’s first 

home resembles “an insane asylum,” and is a “Dantean version of hell: people are 

whipped, chained, and bom by mutes to an invisible basement from which issues a 

cacophony of moans and cries” (Egan 102). Such a hell would also seem to be plantation 

life, or at least a similar experience of “home” for even free slaves during the 1830s and 

1840s.
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This “hidden” reading of Isabel would explain why her identity poses such a 

threat, verging on insanity, to Pierre’s grand narrative, and why the inability to 

acknowledge her will eventually lead to the destruction of Pierre’s radically democratic 

dreams. According to John Carlos Rowe, “Pierre’s father’s sin is not just his adultery 

with Isabel’s mother, but his even more pernicious refusal to accept his responsibility for 

Isabel; that is, establish visible signs of kinship with her” (Rowe 69). While this is true, 

Melville’s critique is also leveled at that kinship narrative itself. As such, I agree with 

Bercovitch who argues that “Isabel’s shadow falls across all aspects o f Saddle Meadows: 

across Indian mounds and traces of slave-quarters . . .  [and] [wjhether or not Isabel is 

literally related to Pierre, she is his sister metaphorically, and he is right to claim her as 

part of his patrimony, and right to want to redress her wrongs” (Bercovitch 296). One 

reason, however, neither Pierre nor his father can establish “visible signs of kinship” is 

that that “revolutionary” ancestral story is now raced. To acknowledge her would be to 

rupture the racial purity that came to define the antebellum sense of civic identity. Isabel 

signifies the “broken promise” in the revolutionary attempts at freedom, and she very 

well could be a slave. Pierre’s turn away from acknowledging her and toward rewriting 

and purifying a grand narrative — to “reveal secrets deeper than the apocalypse!” (273) — 

to legitimate the national identity is his way of avoiding the true challenge Isabel’s 

presence poses to his sense of identity.

Isabel is the “face of glorious suffering,” the mournful and “dark olive” (46) girl 

who suffers from “captivity of world-wide abandonment” (105). Her identity pinpoints 

the problem with the understanding of revolutionary freedom in nineteenth century 

revolutions and social reform movements. By Melville’s time, slavery was synonymous 

with the national “sin,” “Canaan’s fatal flaw.” The narrator begins the book with 

precisely situating the American “civil religious” rhetoric of being a new Canaan, with 

the inherited sins o f Egypt: “Out of some past Egypt, we have come to this new Canaan,
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and from this new Canaan, we press on to some Circassia. Though still villains, Want and 

Woe, followed us out of Egypt, and now beg in Canaan’s streets; yet Circassia’s gates 

shall not admit them; they, with their sire, the demon principle, must back to chaos, 

whence they came” (33). The American “new Israelites” carry the institution of slavery, 

for Melville, both associated with the exclusion from the public and the experience of 

poverty, “want and woe.” In her interpretation of revolution Hannah Arendt makes the 

point that the American Revolutionaries did not concern themselves with the question of 

poverty and seemed oblivious to the suffering o f the masses. She argues that the “New” 

world provided a relative prosperity in relation to the Old, and the dramatic scene of 

European poverty was lacking. Nonetheless, the reason for this, according to Rogin, is 

that chattel slavery further “insulated the colonies from the dangers posed by the 

European poor. One reason whites could claim natural rights in 1776 was because the 

bulk of propertyless American workers were in chains. To attack slavery, in the 

American 1848, was to endanger both Southern society and the Union. To leave it alone, 

once it was an issue, was to acknowledge that freedom for some Americans required the 

enslavement of others” (127). Arendt’s different concept o f revolutionary freedom, 

however — the idea that founding freedom and creating public spaces for oral exchange 

and discussion must at least accompany the liberation of the poor - ,  helps us understand 

Melville’s own well-known “Republicanism.” Isabel’s identity as a slave clarifies what 

is, in Arendt’s words, an institution that “carries an obscurity blacker than the obscurity 

o f poverty; the slave, not the poor man, was ‘wholly overlooked’” (On Revolution 71) in 

the American Revolution.

Melville did not overlook the implications of this “obscurity blacker than the 

obscurity of poverty.” Critics, on the other hand, have been overly cautious about reading 

Isabel as a mixed character. The “dark” imagery around her has usually been placed, 

rather romantically, within the “spiritual” drama of light and dark, good and evil, that
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indeed, the narrator establishes, only to undercut. Karcher makes the most forthright 

claim that Isabel might be a descendant of slavery, and of an ambiguous union between 

master and slave, and asks, in a hesitant parenthesis “(is it out of place to recall that she is 

olive-skinned and dark-haired?)” (101). To advance on her suggestions, we might also 

note that Pierre explicitly draws attention to the “Nubian power in [Isabel’s] eyes” (145). 

Nubia indicates the most “African” place in Melville’s Mediterranean obsession, and 

the “mournful person of the olive girl” (51) suggests a more complex racial identity than 

has been acknowledged. Indeed, the reference to a “darker” “Nubia” implies that the 

“Want and Woe” following the Puritan descendents -  the New Israelites -  “out of 

Egypt,” are the American slaves. Melville was familiar with Belzoni’s book on “Nubia” 

and Egypt long before he traveled to the Mediterranean. Popular books such as Narrative 

o f the Operations and Recent Discoveries within the Pyramids, Temples, Tombs, and 

Excavations, in Egypt and Nubia, and o f  a Journey to the Coast o f  the Red S e a . . .  and 

Another to the Oasis o f Jupiter Ammon and the symbolism from Belzoni’s orientalist 

travels went through transformations throughout Melville’s works (Finkelstein 123). The 

image of “Memnon” appears on the cover of Belzoni’s book and the massive, Egyptian 

“Terror Stone” appears in Pierre (Finkelstein 136), but “this wondrous Menrnon Stone 

could be no Memnon Stone to [the American “Pilgrims”]; nothing but a huge stumbling- 

block deeply to be regretted as a vast prospective obstacle in the way of running a handy 

little cross-road through the wild part of the Manor” (Pierre 132). Much like the 

racialized others, and the slaves in particular, Memnon is a “stumbling block” and 

obstacle on the road to progress, despite its puzzling inscription “S. y W,”’ or Solomon 

the Wise.

As if to complement King Solomon, Isabel also metaphorically resembles the 

Ethiopian bride in “Song of Songs,” and Melville as “Ethiopian moralist” was no doubt 

familiar with Origen, who interpreted the “Song of Songs” as an instance of the African
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presence in the classical Christian Church. Coincidentally, Origen also explains that the 

bride in the “Song of Songs,” ‘“has repented of her sins; conversion has bestowed beauty 

upon her and she is sung as ‘beautiful.’” Origen saw this conversion as a “foreshadowing 

of the Universal Church, between all races” (Snowden 126). Isabel expresses that she 

“heard the word beautiful, spoken of [her] hair, and beautiful, spoken of [her]” (130), 

evoking the allusions to “beautiful” that surround the Ethiopian bride and Revelations 

and suggesting that redemption will be an occasion for exchanges between races.

Melville used Egyptian imagery and Babylonian allusion throughout his works and as 

Finkelstein points out, even the famous blue-eyed sailor, Billy Budd, “is linked both to 

primitive African and the historical bull worship of Assyrian priests” (Finkelstein 151).

The allusions to Memnon in Pierre return us to the Old Testament, “son of 

Aurora, and bom King of Egypt” (135), and King Solomon also appears, a notably “black 

but comely” king, one of Melville’s primary Old Testament allusions throughout his 

work. In Pierre, King Solomon’s initials appear on the Memnon Stone, oddly located on 

the revolutionary Meadows. We are told that Solomon apparently took a trip to 

“America,” the promised land, “as a sort of amateur supercargo” and then, perhaps even 

before “Columbus’ discovery of the hemisphere” (133) inscribed his initials on the stone. 

Melville’s use of the Old Testament is crucial because it challenged the dominant focus 

on the gospels and moral redemption in his era. The Old Testament points to a time 

before “Christian” salvation and “freedom,” and to be sure, indicates his “Ethiopian 

moralism.” The “broken promise” of revolutionary freedom and the existence of slavery 

within the “Egypts of Confederacy,” had already shaped African Christianity (and 

African Judaism) in Melville’s time, guiding its use of scripture to demand freedom 

through a meaningful relation to the redeemer. Solomon is also a “dark” King for 

Melville, as he was for most early Christians, but in an “American” context that is 

obsessed with race and slavery on the ideological quest for a civil religious manifest
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destiny, Solomon’s wisdom signifies more diverse and racially mixed origins to the 

“Judeo-Christian” tradition. Pierre laughs when an elderly man explains to him ‘“Boy;

‘tis Solomon the Wise’” but the laughter is uncomfortable and “by no mean Pierre’s usual 

mood when thinking of this stone” (133). Furthermore, the stone’s surroundings elicit 

“some mournful and lamenting plaint” (134), and the stone that becomes a “Terror stone” 

for Pierre stirs up the fear of slavery for him. His thoughts, the narrator tells us, after 

confronting the Stone are of his search for “Virtue” and “Truth” making a “trembling, 

distrusted slave” (134). The stone is another “inscrutableness” and its “moumfulness” 

recurs in Isabel’s song and in her “mournful” “mystic face.” She is an other in the most 

tangible sense for a young American reformer and she will not disappear, despite Pierre’s 

inability to acknowledge her blackness, her “fallenness” as the “demon principle,” and 

his own relation to that heterogeneous and revolutionary identity that should be 

“American.”

The revolutionary and racial ambiguities first appear in the “chair portrait” that 

haunts Pierre from the beginning of the novel. It is a portrait of his father who represents 

an impossible moral purity for Pierre, and it was slyly painted by his uncle when 

Glendinning Senior “as a wooer” in between one of “his daily visits to the emigrants” 

(77). The portrait is connected to Isabel’s “mystic face,” and in Isabel’s face, Pierre’s 

sees an “imploring face, not only the nameless touchingness of that of the sewing girl, but 

also the subtler expression of the portrait of his then youthful father, strangely translated, 

and intermarryingly, blended with some before unknown, foreign feminineness” (112). 

The word “intermarryingly” seems ironic in the midst of a simply “foreign 

feminineness.” Racial intermarriage, if  not illegal in northern states, “carried painful 

social consequences,” but also “legal and informal restrictions...  did not result in a 

marked decrease in miscegenation.” The problem concerned legal acknowledgement of 

interracial relations, the children of whom were usually a result of “rape and extended
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concubinage” (Daniel 345), and this problem is at the heart of Melville’s book. Isabel is a 

return of the repressed and represents two distinct problems: the failures to acknowledge 

her as her father’s daughter and the failure to legally acknowledge the previous 

relationship between Glendinning Sr. and Isabel’s mother. This book is published in 

1852; slavery was legally outlawed in New York state in 1827, but many slaves 

continued to suffer from disenfranchisement, racism, resentment and arguably, worse 

conditions, particularly with the threats of being “kidnapped” into Southern slavery.

Moreover, the creation of the “United States,” is in question in Pierre and the 

union as a more cohesive, ideological and imperial power was not consolidated until the 

1850s, and the Fugitive Slave Act, to which Dunkerley gives central importance in his 

history of “Americana,” contributed to this consolidation. Many critics have noted 

Melville’s play with the “kidnapping” metaphor. We have King Charles II (chief 

representative of the popish plot that would rhetorically bind American protestants), 

Isabel’s mother (the dubious Catholic influenced Jacobin connection, precariously 

associated with slave power), and Pierre’s “plagiarism,” an act in which he is finally, to 

his horror, revealed as complicit with the conspiracy. Obviously, on a metaphorical level, 

the fear of duplicity, fraud and theft of an owned, self-reliant identity underlies Pierre’s 

need to compromise.

Critics have connected the fear of duplicity to the hypocritical compromise in 

1850. Nicola Nixon has discussed the importance of the “Compromise of 1850” (726) to 

Pierre’s ambiguous rhetorical quest for “American” selfhood. The Compromise, 

however, was more than rhetoric, and, with the rise of the “rule of hypodescent,” and 

one-drop racism, being sold into slavery was a very real fear that not only rhetorically 

bonded the nation together, but also contributed to the construction of race and the terror 

of being, or even suspected to be, of African descent in the United States. For, a racially 

mixed and diverse territory has joined together in a unification of white identity. Indeed,
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Pierre’s grand revolutionary ideal of a metaphysical identity, his search for purity, 

coincides with the most prevalent concern of the 1850s: the Fugitive Slave Act, which, 

“took slavery north in an unprecedented manner” (Dunkerley 391), and united cultural 

values in otherwise diverse parts o f the Republic. Of course, this particular compromise 

would not hold, but not necessarily for the right reasons. The fear o f “blackness” and of 

being “kidnapped” had already taken hold of many formerly free blacks or people of 

mixed descent, and the reaction to the racist compromise did not, o f course, end racism. 

The fear associated with slavery and captivity was prominent from the first Puritans, to 

Revolutionaries, to Abolitionists. But the threat of being mixed and being associated 

with people who are not a part of the grand revolutionary ideal of liberation would 

explain Pierre’s need to keep Isabel hidden. Pierre’s familial origins are more than simply 

metaphysically ambiguous; they are misceginist. And, if  the suggestion that certain 

“revolutionary,” heroic American figures were mixed, or had mixed children, induces 

anxiety now, this is another reason that Melville could be no more than allusive about 

these delicate matters.

To be sure, the narrator of Pierre intimates that Pierre’s grandfather, a “blue-eyed

gentleman,” “a sweet-hearted charitable Christian,” “the kindest of masters to his slaves,”

who heroically, “annihilated two Indian savages by making reciprocal bludgeons of their

heads” (30), engaged in some illicit relations with his slaves. As Karcher points out, the

“grandsire” is metaphorically connected to sexual exploitation, and there is “something

libidinous,” in the ironic commentary and narrative innuendoes about General

Glendinning’s relationship to his slaves and his horses. In Karcher’s words.

In Saddle Meadows, where ‘man and horse are both hereditary,’ the 
descendants of General Glendinning’s horses are ‘a sort of family cousins 
to Pierre’ (21, 32) -  like the illegitimate mulatto children fathered by 
slaveholders. ‘The same fountain that by one branch supplied the stables 
with water, by another branch supplied Pierre’s pitcher.’ Remembering 
Melville’s disparagement of Charles II, we can guess that it is ‘no very
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fine fountain’ (p, 9). As if to confirm the innuendo, Melville adds that the 
Glendinning horses are well aware of being ‘but an inferior and 
subordinate branch of the Glendinning’s, bound in perpetual feudal fealty 
to its headmost representative’ (p. 21). These hints that General 
Glendinning may have been more than ‘kind’ to his slaves of the feminine 
gender. . .  anticipate Melville’s own development of this theme in later 
writings as a means of symbolizing how totally slavery violates the slave 
and perverts the master. (101)

Karcher also provides evidence on Melville’s own family’s property, slaves included (ft.

96), and the book is, of course, partly drawn from autobiography. Melville, however, is

“of double revolutionary descent,” and thus his “family history” is engaged with political

and social problems that define the dominant American faith. The “old patriarch”

symbolizes “old Abraham” and Melville alludes to Old Testament law that was often

used by Southern slaveholders to justify the existence of slavery in a Christian nation.

Further, the well-known “Christmas” holiday that Frederick Douglass famously read as

the slaveholder’s means of social control "  surfaces in the Grandfather’s Christmas with

his horses; “no man loved his horses, unless his own hands grained them. Every

Christmas he gave them brimming measures. ‘I keep Christmas with my horses,’ said

grand old Pierre.” The celebration with his “horses” is followed by the suggestion that

these are really horses and not female slaves, since “woe to Cranz, Kit, Douw, or any

other of his stable slaves, if  grand old Pierre found one horse unblanketed or one weed

among the hay that filled their rack” (30), but the Christmas reference is an iimuendo that

suggests contradictions within the Republic’s dominant civil faith and democratic

“freedom.” Of course, revolutionaries held slaves, were Christians and proselytized

freedom. Not surprisingly, most of Melville’s ironic passages about the “benevolent

slaveholder” and the “benevolent yankee” (i.e. Captain Delano) have been regarded as

tributes to the compassionate nature of the slaveholder and read in the most

straightforward fashion. But even if one left the levels of irony out of this passage, it
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reads as “a devastating indictment of good conscience with which ‘the kindest of 

masters’ can rank human beings below horses” (Karcher 101).

Pierre’s reforming impulse and the form of private freedom he seeks cannot be 

separated from the desire for blood purity within a white-family narrative. He had been 

most enthused and inspired that “[h]is very blood seemed to flow through all his arteries 

with unwonted subtileness, when he thought that the same tide flowed through the mystic 

veins of Isabel” (139). Because Pierre is obsessed with restoring and redeeming moral 

absolutes, he never actually opposes the “domestic” law of the American, noble, private 

family’s authority. Indeed, he is assured that “Isabel, who though in her more wonted 

mood of moumfulness and sweetness, evinced no such lawless wandering. Thoroughly, 

now he felt, that Isabel was content to live obscure in her paternal identity, so long as she 

could any way appease her deep longings for the constant love and sympathy and close 

domestic contact of some one of her blood” (174). Melville’s critique is waged at a form 

of “revolutionary” American individualism and self-reliance that values the private selfs 

mythic, familial truth and incestuous desire above a communal and responsible public 

self that can engage in distinct but common fnendships and relationships.

Pierre’s mother also seems certain that the Glendinning legacy is the “fair 

succession of an honorable race,” a “fair” “race” that Pierre has presumably destroyed by 

his alleged marriage to Isabel, “mixing the choicest wine with the filthy water from the 

plebian pool, and so turning all to undistinguishable rankness!” (194). The class 

transgression is racialized and this is a familiar process in the United States’s form of 

racism. As Daniel notes, before the American Revolution a distinct number of Blacks 

were able to enjoy relative freedom “in the public sphere, and in some case, to become 

independent landowners and employers of servants (Spickard 1989),” since the 

“distinction between white indenture and Black slave was less precise than between bond 

and free (Tenzer 1990).” The “rule of hypodescent” only began to take full effect in the
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“late 18th century and throughout the 19th century,” and “Anglo Americans became 

more concerned with ensuring the precision of racial / cultural demarcations” (Daniel 

345). Melville returns to ambiguous origins, to a historical promise, to also challenge the 

misguided notion of American progress that paints its nation as liberally “emancipating” 

itself and becoming less racist in the nineteenth century.

Through a long history of a one-drop “rule of hypodescent” and “darkening” that 

consolidated itself in the nineteenth century, poverty also became increasingly associated 

with darkness and racism had undoubtedly served to keep class boundaries in place. The 

poor whites could begin to deny their own poverty by virtue of associations with white 

privilege and cultural identity. Melville wrote within the development of this white 

identity. What Pierre’s mother calls a “povertiresque” view of the “social landscape” 

mimics this hierarchy within the white identity. For instance, although one sympathizes 

with the poor Millthorpes who have been part of the peasant class on the Glendinning 

feudal manor, the “old man” does follow the cultural code of honor, and will never 

request his wages from the manor. At his display of pride, Mrs. Glendinning remarks 

‘“Ah! the old English Knight is not yet out of his blood. Bravo, old man!”’ (278). 

Although the Millthorpes are peasants, the “democracy,” and American exceptionalism 

can produce a poor white whose “delicate profile . . .  besp[eaks] the loftiest aristocracy,” 

while “his knobbed and bony hands resembles a beggar’s” (275). Significantly, 

Millthorpe is not one of the manorial “servants.” The shared, raced manners between 

Mrs. Glendinning and the peasant class do not extend to the “servants.” As she tells 

Pierre when she forbids him to call “Dates” a “very fine fellow”: “He is a fine fellow, a 

very fine fellow, indeed; but there is no need of telling him so at my table. It is very easy 

to be entirely kind and pleasant to servants, without the least touch of any shade of 

transient good-fellowship with them’” (18). The narrator clarifies the fascination with 

“whiteness” that assumes a mystified and noble quality, signified as “dainty,”
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“gentlemanly” and “delicate.” To return to Rogin’s point about Melville’s war against the 

bourgeois family, we can see how the Compromises in the United States could lead to a 

resanctification of the fathers and o f tradition. “Resanctification” of tradition, however, 

makes it seem as if  the nation was gradually progressing and “advancing” from the 

oppressive past. Melville would not offer such a neat vision of “progress,” but rather a 

series of possibilities, deferrals and perhaps more troubling forms of community based on 

blood purity that intensified racism.

One of the primary racial moments that critics comment upon is toward the end of 

the book, when Pierre, Isabel and Lucy venture out into the New York market and see a 

portrait that resembles Pierre’s and Isabel’s father and a copy of a portrait of the famous 

Romantic figure, Beatrice Cenci. The portrait that resembles their father, “The Stranger’s 

Head by the Unknown Hand,” is similar to the chair-portrait Pierre burnt at the Inn when 

he fled the meadows. The chair portrait had induced anxiety for Pierre before, but in New 

York that anxiety is not simply because of the signs of sexual transgression of which 

Pierre saw a trace on the portrait. In New York, the portrait, as we will see, also provokes 

a feeling of racial ambiguity. Levels of racial ambiguity and the fear of slavery begin 

Pierre and we might stretch the idea of miscegenation and “impure” family origins even 

further. Do we even know Pierre’s father’s “racial” lineage? Not certainly. Pierre thought 

he had destroyed the “evidence” of his father’s adultery, the strange smile, the desire that 

seems clearly directed elsewhere — not to his very white mother -  but an identical one 

resurfaces in New York in the market square. As Stuckey has shown, the New York 

market, and Albany -  where Melville resided for most of his childhood - ,  had a lively 

Afiican presence and was dominated by Afiican cultural forms.

Pierre’s horror, his final realization that he may have committed the crime for 

which there is no forgiveness, depends not only upon his consistent denial of Isabel as his 

sister, but the discovery of his own potential “blackness” in the process. The portrait of
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his father is also ambiguous enough, recalling the “black but comely” King Solomon, to

suggest that not only was Glendinning Sr. engaged in interracial relations, but perhaps he

too shared some of this “blackness” in his blood. The truth of Pierre’s own “double”

identity is contingent upon the discovery of this other portrait of his father, which the

narrator describes in the following passage:

‘The Stranger’ was a dark, comely, youthful man’s head, portentuously 
looking out of a dark, shaded ground, and ambiguously smiling. There was 
no discoverable drapery; the dark head, with its crisp, curly, jetty hair, 
seemed just disentangling itself from out of curtains and clouds. But to 
Isabel, in the eye and on the brow, were certain shadowy traces o f her own 
unmistakable likeness; while to Pierre, this face was in part as the 
resurrection of the one he had burnt at the Inn. (351)

The appearance of this portrait at the end of the novel feeds into Pierre’s own suspicion

of Isabel’s identity, not to mention his own. Pierre is, however, only concerned with

“original” moral portraits of saints, and allegorical figures. The narrator comments,

“Pierre was thinking of the chair-portrait: Isabel, of the living face” (352). Thinking he

had destroyed all evidence of his father’s ambiguous desires, he makes Isabel vow to

“eternal silence” about this obvious “forgery” in the market square. Pierre attributes the

ambiguity in the portrait to “an unequivocable aspect of foreignness, of Europeanism”

(351). It is appropriate that the portrait is titled “the Stranger,” since the anonymity o f the

title highlights the futility of Pierre’s quest in the name of original and immaculate

images. “The Stranger” appears ambiguously across from the portrait of “The Cenci o f

Guido,” a symbol of “incest and parricide.” Incest seems to stand for the narcissistic

relationship Pierre imagines as freedom, a freedom that in turn cleanses, rewrites, and

consumes the past. With Isabel, this narcissistic merger becomes impossible.

The portrait of Beatrice Cenci resembles both the angelically white, Lucy Tartan, 

Pierre’s first beloved, and Isabel. Rather than being “purified” or whitened in his quest 

for the heroic self, Pierre must at least minimally recognize that his regression to another
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form of incest, the family narrative, is already tainted by “sin” and miscegenation, no 

matter which woman he would chose -  the “dark” or the “light.” Certainly, the narrator 

suggests that the two portraits, symbols of incest, patricide and racial ambiguity, contain 

the metaphysical “secret,” and they were “exactly fac[ing] each other; so that in secret 

they seemed pantomimically talking over and across the living spectators below” (351). 

Charles Watts observes that “not only does the narrator imply a racial mixing,” but he 

also suggests a merger of Isabel and Lucy in the portrait of Cenci (448). The portrait of 

Cenci is racially ambiguous since the narrator writes that the head “suggested contrast, 

half-identical with, and half-analogous to, that almost supernatural one -  sometime 

visible in the maidens of tropical nations — namely, soft and light blue eyes, with an 

extremely fair complexion, vailed by funereally jetty hair.” The true Cenci has “golden 

hair,” but in the New York market, the Cenci resembles one of Melville’s tropical 

maidens, i.e. Fayaway in Typee. The portrait is “double-hooded, as it were, by the black 

crape of the two most horrible crimes (of one of which she is the object, and of the other 

the agent) possible to civilized humanity -  incest and parricide” (351). Of course, the 

portrait also resembles Isabel, who has a “funereal presence” and a “vail” of “jetty hair.” 

If the two women have merged in the portrait of Cenci, Pierre is “unable to resolve the 

ambiguities of the situation” of racial origin, and “renounces both women and his own 

life.” In contrast to Pierre’s melodrama, however, Cenci symbolizes to the narrator, “’the 

aspect [with which] everyone is familiar’” (351 and qtd. in Watts 449). As Watts 

suggests, the narrator’s casual comment speaks to more than the popularity of the figure 

of Beatrice Cenci in the nineteenth century; Melville also “nonchalantly” suggests that 

Beatrice “is a universal sister and daughter” (449). Perhaps Melville is alluding to the 

possibility that incest and parricide, not to mention miscegenation, are familiar sins and 

part o f the ideology of American family relations.
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While Pierre wants to keep the portrait of “The Stranger” a secret, he does not 

“resolve” the problem of Isabel’s relation to him. He ponders that Isabel might not be his 

sister because the European portrait appears, linking her to this other double who 

resembles his father’s chair portrait. Duban points out that Pierre’s doubts about Isabel’s 

relation to him increase at this moment because his belief in her is based on her 

resemblance to the bachelor “chair-portrait” “and not upon Isabel’s likeness to the best 

recollections of his living father” (Duban 162). His “revolution” rested on the notion of a 

pure and original father, with whom Isabel “corresponded,” much like the truths of 

scripture to their typological fulfillment, perhaps. However, the lack of originality and 

absolute, metaphysical truth that is presented to Pierre in “The Stranger,” is also 

blackened, in ways that suggest Melville critiqued the desire for correspondence truth and 

exclusionary, self-reliant individualism in the context of the ambiguous racial character 

of America’s origins, and his revolutionary inheritance. The narrator ambiguously notes 

that the portrait of “The Stranger” appeared in the midst of “this most hybrid collection of 

impostures” (350). The increasing “hybridization” of Pierre’s father’s image introduces 

Pierre to “the most tremendous displacing and revolutionizing thoughts” (353) and 

disturbs him enough to make him ask Isabel to vow to “eternal silence” (352) about the 

portrait’s appearance in the midst o f a hybrid collection. The “Europeanism” has become 

a hoax by the end, since although Pierre connects Isabel to the European father and 

doubts their familial relation, the portrait also touches on “darker” fears for the young 

hero about his own blood purity, and he dismisses the portrait of the stranger as a piece of 

the “fancy” (353).

We might also sense another possibility that adds to the “riddle” and the circular 

love-affair with the European and French Revolutions. We know of certain American 

revolutionaries, forefathers, suspected of conspiring with the French Revolutionaries and 

inflecting their desire for freedom into the American Revolution. The forged portrait of
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the most enigmatic revolutionary, Pierre’s father, may suggest another Jefferson, whose 

interracial family history and suspected connection to France, needs no elaboration here.

It could be that upon recognition of racial ambiguity in his heroic father, Pierre once 

again reverts to his Europeanisms, while Isabel becomes, perhaps more uncomfortably, 

un-European and more “American” slave.

Upon recognition of his own racial ambiguity, or, at the very least, the racial 

ambiguity in his quest to restore his father’s purity, Pierre “outs with the [American] 

Romance,” and commits a double-murder-suicide, hoping to put an end to the “secret,” 

“undilut[ing] his prayer” and history. Millthorpe, his boyhood friend, rightly suspects, 

“‘There was ever a black vein in this Glendinning; and now that vein is swelled’” (358). 

The racial and Manichean cleansing — Lucy at least dies “without one visible wound” 

(362) — is fully accomplished when the heroic, nurturing Isabel has, in Pierre’s mind, 

turned from slave mother, “mammy,” to the dark “fiend” Jezebel: “‘in thy breasts, life for 

infants lodgeth not, but death-milk for thee and me!”’ (360). On the one hand, Isabel’s 

final words “All’s o’er and ye know him not!”’ suggest that she has finally, out of 

martyred dedication to Pierre, sacrificed her desire for public acknowledgment in order to 

keep Pierre’s identity a heroic secret: a triumph for American individualism and its 

private ideal of grand heroes; a failure for revolutionary freedom and participatory 

democracy.

v. The Power of Blackness: Melville’s Calvinism versus Young America’s

Manifest Destiny

On the other hand, a more positive reading could be applied to Isabel’s silencing 

in New York, her jealous demand for Pierre’s attention, and her seemingly passive 

acceptance of and dedication to his grand metaphysical mission. That we “know him 

not!” could be an “accusation directed against the all-knowing American ‘world’s’ truth,”
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as William Spanos argues (377). Indeed, we are told that Pierre does not “heed[]” Isabel’s 

“long shriek [] at his white wondrous and haggard plight” {Pierre 357). The eclipse of a 

public space and the consolidation of a racialized “mission,” depends upon Pierre’s 

silence about the “intermarrying” that is present in “America’s” origins. His quest for 

“white wondrous” purity and his fear of the darker “sin” of slavery allows him to 

overlook the more positive mode of “understanding” that is made possible by the 

acknowledgment and recognition of diversity, or the ambiguity that can signify novelty 

and surprise rather than the stifling prison house of Isabel’s “bewildering” “weirdness.” 

Silence and the disintegration of the possibility for public space for communicative 

exchange, signified through Pierre’s failed authorship and his failure to acknowledge 

Isabel’s “story,” is the most enduring problem in Pierre carried over by the failure to 

eliminate slavery at a democratic founding that should have allowed for heterogeneity. 

While a good portion of the first part of the novel is taken up with “Isabel’s story,” most 

of the second part is dominated by reflections on the state o f “authorship” in antebellum 

America, particularly through a commentary on cultural and literary nationalists o f  the 

time, and Pierre’s attempt to write the great book.

Although Pierre does not acknowledge Isabel and her story, she is in fact the only 

tale-teller in the book, and she is also the “other.” Spanos analyses the crucial motif of 

silence as Melville’s critical insight into the breakdown of Western metaphysics, and of 

the need “for the rethinking of thinking itself’ (368). Silence for him becomes a sign of 

the “shadowy ‘Other’ of metaphysical representation” (371), and of “that to which the 

discourse of hegemony / monumentalization / mapping reduces the differential ‘Other’” 

(368). Spanos attends to the passage in which Melville writes that “’the profound Silence, 

that only Voice of our God,’” and to the long passage that compares Pierre’s 

metaphysical pursuit to the “’min[ing] of the pyramids’” and the “’unwrap[ping of] this 

Egyptian king’” (371). The allusions clarify that the silence is posed around the
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author’s Egyptian obsession, an obsession that in the American context could be 

considered in relation to enslaved Africans. On the one hand, slaves used the imagery of 

being captive by Egypt to resituate themselves as the chosen people. On the other, 

Ethiopian moralism resituated the Egyptian kings of the old testament as descendants of 

Africa. The problem of slavery becomes the mystified and reified problem of uncovering 

and unwrapping the secrets of the universe. Nevertheless, we have seen that this 

“reification” of the other, or objectification, is not completely possible in the case of 

Isabel, though Pierre attempts to do it, and then “read the Silence,” or “ambiguities.” In 

contrast to Pierre’s attempt to rationalize or try not to “pry not at all into this sacred 

problem,” of Isabel’s identity, the narrator remarks in a strikingly demystifying moment, 

“Seek not to mystify the mystery so” (53). Mystery and ambiguity for the narrator are 

simply functioning as the novelty and surprise that is an essential component to free 

discussion in a plural, public realm. The positive power in Isabel’s appearance was a 

possibility to reconstitute community.

Spanos ends the discussion on silence by asking for the possibility of “an 

emergent discourse” (380) from the Other, but the book itself presents one: Isabel’s 

attempt at oral and perhaps, cross-cultural exchange in the form of her storytelling, and 

her music. Even Pierre seems to let go, albeit momentarily, of his quest for self-reliant 

manhood, purity, and individualism to appreciate Isabel’s belief that “there can be no 

perfect peace in individualness” (119). In her music, Pierre senses a seemingly 

“unintelligible,” plural and “ambiguous” oral dimension that opposes his quest for 

singularity, authorial genius, in the written word and “legitimate” or legalized “script.” 

The narrator is particularly playful with language when he describes Isabel’s song, and 

“wondrous, rebounding, chanted words: “Mystery! Mystery!” (150). It “deftly steal[s] 

and wind[s] among the myriad serpentinings of the other melody,” “deftly “steal[s] and 

wind[s] as respected the instrumental sounds, but in themselves wonderfully free and
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bold -  bounding and rebounding as from multitudinous reciprocal walls” (126), and the 

duplicitous structure perhaps signifies the structure of the Slave Songs and Spirituals, 

with which Melville was familiar. In the scenes with Isabel’s guitar, “silence” becomes 

the basis for wonder and communal interaction with the literally “reified” and othered 

object of the guitar that her mother’s spirit inhabits. Isabel does not play the music, but 

interacts with what seems to be a spirit-guitar and the music of ancestors. She calls out 

“mother, mother, mother,” and “there [is] a profound silence for a time; when suddenly, 

to the lowest and least audible note of all, the magical untouched guitar respond[s] with a 

quick spark of melody” (149). In this space, the possibility for community emerges, and 

“instantly the room was populous with sounds of melodiousness” (126). Pierre becomes 

overwhelmed by the “populous,” “strange wild heat” in the music and “put[s] his hand to 

it” (126) to stop his momentary loss of “self-possession” (150). Nonetheless, the guitar 

and the “populous” voices hark to the missing community and ongoing cross-cultural 

interaction that is essential to the constitution of America’s revolutionary identity.

Isabel’s “inscrutability” and her music combine to offer a manifestation of what 

Melville meant by the “power of blackness.” This power is not an essentializing power or 

an “Ethiopian moralism” that primitivized, sentimentalized, or romanticized “otherness.” 

Rather, the power was best expressed in a letter to his fnend, Nathaniel Hawthorne, as a 

limiting power:

Hawthorne’s soul, the other side — like the dark half of the physical sphere
-  is shrouded in a blackness, ten times black Certain it is, however,
that this great power of blackness in him derives its force from its appeals 
to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, from whose 
visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking mind is always and 
wholly free. For, in certain moods, no man can weigh this world, without 
throwing in something, somehow like Original Sin, to strike an even 
balance. (“Hawthorne and his Mosses” 243)
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Priscilla Wald points out that Melville uses these metaphors of blackening and 

“Hawthorne’s Calvinism” as signs o f “unfathomability.” She argues that “blackening and 

feminization [] mark the fate that awaits the author who, from within the influence of the 

literary nationalists, tries to reach past the terms of their narrative” (124). This point 

seems to be true for Pierre. But the palimpsest I have analysed suggests that the 

apocalyptical national-individual drama is only one way to try to acknowledge ambiguity 

or the “inscrutability” of God, the fact of novelty. Isabel is the foremost “black,” 

“unfathomable,” and “mysterious” figure in the narrative. Blackening is obviously 

connected to sin, not simply in a metaphorical sense; the sin of passivity and the lack of 

the self-reliant and exemplary identity had become the secularized mode of grace in post

revolutionary America. Racialization depends upon the civil religion’s interaction with 

slavery as a moral sin in the revolutionary promise. The ones who express a “power” for 

Melville are able to see the ambiguities within the shifting definition of religious mission 

in the nineteenth century, and reclaim “blackness” and Original Sin as a limit and an 

ambiguity imposed on the willful self, a “vail” or mask” that cannot be overcome, and 

which “America” must recognize as essential to its recovery of revolutionary identity.

Compromise and postponement in the name of absolute union affects Melville’s 

concern about the flight from slavery and the rhetoric of moral progressivism that denies 

the ambiguities. Thus although Melville’s position on slavery has seemed conservative to 

some, we need to recall his recurrent question in Moby Dick — “Who ain’t a slave? Tell 

me that?” (96) — in order to understand his public concern. The relativizing question 

shows an awareness of embededness, binding, and obligation to one another, to the public 

world. Far from extolling American chattel slavery, Melville continuously challenges and 

re-defmes the meaning of freedom and progress. For Melville, liberation from 

dependence, a sense of collective and public selfhood that had been lost because of the 

tendency to think in absolute terms o f free or enslaved self is an impossible prelude to the
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establishment of spaces for freedom and public participation. The danger will be the 

substitution of a need for freedom by the desire to efface dependence on each other. Wald 

is sensitive to this problematic meaning of freedom and in her comments on the 

metaphors of passivity, enslavement, blackening, and feminization, she critiques Pierre’s 

attempt to overcome or transcend modernity’s dualism between mind and body in the 

effort to achieve the self-determining power I have discussed. In her words, “Pierre’s 

identity not only affords him the right to own, it is a possession, and it is alienable. The 

slave metaphor calls into question how potentially ‘free’ and assured selfhood ever is, 

even for those embodied therein” (152). The point is central to the underlying futility of 

the narrative and Pierre’s development of an arbitrary work ethic in New York. His “self 

reliant” individualism is premised upon the work ethic. “Talk of drums and the fife; the 

echo of coin o f one’s own earning is more inspiring than all the trumpets of Sparta,” the 

narrator comments. In this passage he also clarifies some contradictions in Stoic 

conceptions of freedom. For both Stoicism and American Individualism long to transcend 

and escape slavery by positing an inner consciousness that is the ultimate measure of 

liberty. The individual battle to achieve transcendence is strikingly singular, and succeeds 

in eliminating the principle of plurality and the presence of other beings, in the effort to 

achieve a purified and metaphysical self.

Pierre tries to cleanse various forms of America’s cultural and civil identities; he 

may “try to reach past” the hypocritical manifestations of a civic identity, but he also 

desires that the Revolutionary and nationalist faith be absolutely, natural, “true” and pure. 

He is the logical consequence of the grand narrative, albeit in overly melodramatic form. 

He does not exhibit Melville’s “power of blackness,” or become a storyteller. As 

Bercovitch puts it, Pierre is “the representative American because of his incredible faith 

in words,” and his belief “that declarations can produce independence; that covenants and 

contracts can make community” (289). By presenting Pierre as a failed and plagiarizing
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author, however, Melville offers his critique of the fact the Pierre is superfluous, that a 

lack of human, oral, public spaces exist to speak within. The public spaces would have to 

acknowledge the ambiguities of the “American experience” and express the range of 

culturally diverse relationships that existed in the revolutionary formation, and challenge 

the legalistic covenants that demanded absolute “proof’ of authentic commitment and 

truth. Isabel could be a descendant of slaves and appropriately, she offers a spontaneous, 

aesthetic and oral tale that challenges Pierre’s heroic, individualist ideals of absolutely 

“authentic” American freedom and value.

The revolutionary truth will always be seen as within a veil, however. Melville 

uses veiling and ambiguity to return to, not only Calvinist principles, but also African and 

slave communities that offer a way to reconceptualize the idea of civic space and civil 

religion. In Pierre, the sounds that come from beneath the vail of the guitar and the veil 

of Isabel seem inhuman, just as the sounds that do not fall within the “cold courts of 

justice” sound like incomprehensible “riddles”: “it seemed not like any song; seemed not 

issuing from any mouth; but it came forth from beneath the same vail concealing the 

guitar” (127). While I argued in the discussion o f Lucy that woman was the primary 

“confidence man” and veiled figure, Melville was also familiar with trickster figures and 

Ashantee customs. In her paper, “Signs of African Cultural Presence: African Festivals, 

African Masks, ‘Signifying’ and Orality in The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade.^ 

Dominique Marcais argues that Melville borrows elements from oral African ceremonies 

and specifically, the use of the mask, to challenge the demand for absolute written truth. 

The “supernatural powers” (3) given to the Confidence man are shared with Isabel, and, 

the racial imagery is also the same, with “fair” cheeks and “flaxen” hair, here, signifying 

the cream or olive mask as a connection “to communal and religious life and to 

knowledge; those who wore masks had to hide their personal identity and remain 

anonymous” (7). The “truth” of Isabel’s music could not be recognized without the
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accompanying communities that would aid in Pierre’s “revolutionizing” experience. As 

Marcais points out, “revolutionizing” is also the adjective “applied to the confidence- 

man.” But cross-cultural exchange has not occurred, or “is still in process,” and we are 

left with the possibility that “ ’Something further may follow of this masquerade’” (19).

Melville refuses to homogenize Isabel’s identity as entirely other or outsider to 

the narrative of modem exchange and colonization, and he was familiar with African 

ceremonies and slave traditions, particularly those that used music as the central aesthetic 

and religious experience for honoring their ancestors. As Stuckey points out, music and 

musical instruments were central in African forms of religious experience and often, the 

spirit o f an ancestor was assumed to speak through the instrument, most commonly the 

drum or the violin. The power of the material instruments often accompanied the 

storyteller or African griot in the collective experience of re-birth and novelty in slave 

communities. The religion of ancestor-worship brings back the rhythm, or a plural and 

spatialized orientation toward the ancestral spirits, as opposed to a futuristic Redemption 

of the world to one image.

Slave communities showed the possibilities of interacting with the promises of 

exchange within the homogenous process of the laboring world, and therefore interacting 

with the production process and mastering orientation to the “thing-ness” of the world. 

Isabel’s “haunting” music is also connected to the fact of her strange speech, the 

mysterious story with which Pierre is “bewitched” and hopes to purge any ambiguity, 

“pondering that at some time, whatever ambiguity or mystery that is left in the story of 

Isabel will be cleared up and revealed” (127). Slave songs are often known for their 

“ambiguity,” but part of the problem in accounting for the form of folk music is the 

missing community that was essential to the composition. These chants are at least 

symbolically indebted to African forms of religious experience and the experience of
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slavery, giving birth to a novel form of Calvinism, perhaps similar to the pre- 

Revolutionaiy Edwards’, that stresses interactive freedom and exchanges in public.

Claude Levis-Strauss in his commentary on Marcel Mauss’, The Gift, remarked 

that there were three basic exchange structures in all societies: exchanges of goods, 

exchanges of women, and exchanges of services. All of these modes of exchanges are 

also modes of communication, with the exchange of women being the exemplary mode 

of exchange and communication. In Pierre, Melville allows Isabel to become the raison 

d ’etre o f exchange and communication. He offers a radical critique o f the “Half-Way” 

accommodations of the Second Great Awakening by showing how in Isabel’s demand for 

authentic exchange she exposes the cover-up of the major religious ideological and 

political issues of mid-nineteenth century America: Manifest Destiny, Slavery, and 

Capitalism.



249

Notes

1 Davis also notes that slavery had increased after the revolution; in 1820 it was 
“approximately three times” (122) as great as a result of the Louisiana Purchase, the 
politics of manifest destiny and westward expansion. This point will become more 
important in the section on Isabel and in the next chapter on Du Bois. However, the 
complicity of slavery with reform and manifest destiny needs to be understood as part of 
the basis for the formation of the nation, as Davis argues.

2 To be sure, this was the common question in the 1840s, so much so that it was little 
surprise that Stephen Douglas would state in 1858, following the principle of popular 
sovereignty in the South's opinion: “ I am free to say to you that in my opinion this 
government of ours is founded on the white basis. It was made by the white man, for the 
benefit of the white man, to be administered by white men, in such manner as they should 
determine” (33). He would keep repeating this point to Lincoln, and, as easy as it is to 
criticize Douglas, Lincoln could not successfully answer his question, “what shall be 
done with the free negro?” (47). As Lincoln would put it, after expressing his sympathies 
with the plans to colonize the former slave in Liberia, “What next? Free them, and make 
them politically and socially our equals? My own feeling will not admit of this; and if 
mine would, we will know that those o f the great mass of white people will not. Whether 
this feeling accords with justice and sound judgment, is not the sole question, if, indeed, 
it is any part of it. A universal feeling, whether well or ill-founded, cannot be safely 
disregarded. We cannot, then, make them equals” (Johannsen 51). As Hofstader famously 
argued, in the North, “Negrophobes and abolitionists alike could understand this threat; if 
freedom should be broken down they might themselves have to compete with the labor of 
slaves in the then free states -  or might even be reduced to bondage along with the 
blacks! Here was an argument that could strike a responsive chord in the nervous system 
of every Northern man, farmer, worker, abolitionist or racist: if  a stop was not put 
somewhere upon the spread of slavery, the institution would become nation-wide. Here, 
too, is the practical significance of the repeated statements Lincoln made in favor of labor 
at this time. Lincoln took the slavery question out of the realm of moral and legal dispute 
and, by dramatizing it in terms of free labor’s self-interest, gave it universal appeal. To 
please the abolitionists he kept saying that slavery was an evil thing; but for the material 
benefit of all Northern white men he opposed its further extension” (147). For a similar 
framing of Melville’s novel within the context of Compromise, and the later questions 
that Lincoln and Douglas would pose, see Priscilla Wald’s Constituting Americans: 
Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form.



250

3 The following quote from the Southern Quarterly Review represents the general 
reception of Melville’s book in 1852: “The sooner this author is put in the ward the 
better. If trusted with himself, at all events give him no further trust in pen and ink, till 
the present fit has worn o f f” (qtd. in Dimock 175). Dimock uses this quote in a much 
more critical vein that I do. He seems to use the quote to continue chiding Melville for 
insanity. But, as I will point out, attributing Melville’s critique in this book to “insanity,” 
or a cynical and Romantic Melville, begs the very real social problems of recognition of 
difference and failed revolution in the novel, particularly regarding Pierre’s willful denial 
of Isabel’s story. Further, Dimock curiously suggests that another reviewer, with the 
same Christian paradigm of exemplary characterization and personification “knew him 
entirely, and knew entirely, too, what to do with his book.” The reviewer wrote, 
regarding Moby Dick that “Mr. Melville’s vanity is immeasurable. He will either be first 
among the book-making tribe, or he will be nowhere. He will center all attention upon 
himself, or he will abandon the field o f literature at once. From this morbid self-esteem, 
coupled with a most unbounded love of notoriety, [came] all his declamatory abuse of 
society, all his inflated sentiment, and all his insinuating licentiousness” (174). The 
reviewer hardly understands Melville’s notion of originality or recognition, “vanity,” and 
Melville should not be considered within the absolutism that denies the fact of “self
esteem” and personal pride in one’s everyday achievements in plural public, rather than a 
“mass” society. If his “individualistic” society did typify him as “Melville the Madman” 
(175), the parody o f that society still stands and offers us a more promising reading of 
dignified interaction between each other than Dimock suggests.

4 Rogin discusses many variants of radical communities on the Unitarian side, and 
Reformed Calvinists. The leading figure of the Second Great Awakening was Timothy 
Dwight, who Herbert discusses, along with Melville’s reformed faith and his relation to 
as well as arguments with some of the young reformers. Since I read Pierre in the light of 
the “too radical” reformers metaphorically signified by the movement West and the 
frontier narrative, I have drawn on an analysis of some of the reformers spawned by the 
Second Great Awakening, as depicted in Louis J. Kern’s study, An Ordered Love: Sex 
Roles and Sexuality in Victorian Utopias -  the Shakers, the Mormons, and the Oneida 
Community. For a discussion of the development of enthusiastic religion, stemming from 
the Second Great Awakening, see Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-Over District: The 
Social and Intellectual History o f  Enthusiastic Religion in Western New York, 1800-1850. 
I have also drawn on Catherine Albenese’s discussion of the waning Calvinism and rising 
Arminianism of the Second Great Awakening, and figures like Charles Finney. As 
Albenese writes, “in his revivals and later at Oberlin, Finney helped alter an eroding 
Calvinism still further. He taught a doctrine of perfectionism in which, by trusting and 
dedicating themselves through the Holy Spirit, Christians would be empowered to work
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for social reform” (156). Of course, I am deeply indebted to David Brion Davis’s book 
that discusses the rise of abolitionists from the First and the Second Great Awakening and 
during the “age of Revolution.”

5 As Priscilla Wald points out, Young America was a “small but particularly aggressive 
group of New-York based literati.” They sought to articulate their relationship to 
nationalism, as a group from varied “backgrounds.” They “passionately advocated the 
importance of a cultural declaration of independence from England” and founded 
numerous journals “such as The United States Magazine and Democratic Review.'' The 
latter was “dedicated to the promotion of United States Nationalism.” In the literary- 
cultural realm, this group was important for its “work toward defining the ‘Manifest 
Destiny’ of the nation” and they, along with Melville’s editor Evert Duyckninck, were 
Jacksonian-democrats (106). Melville was a part o f this group in the 1840s (116). 
Melville critiques these national-cultural ideals in Pierre, and, as Wald has argued, the 
book represents his break with literary-nationalism.

6 One famous commentary on the motif, or continued rhetoric of white captivity by 
Native Americans, trial, and Manichean overcoming, from the Colonial period into the 
ante-bellum era is Richard Slotkin’s Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology o f  
the American Frontier, 1600-1860.

1 R. W. B. Lewis’s famous book. The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and 
Tradition in the Nineteenth Century, was published in 1955. He has a chapter titled 
“Melville: The Apotheosis of Adam,” in which he discusses Melville’s critique of what 
he calls the “Party o f Hope,” Emerson, Whitman, and a Unitarian derived faith. He 
comments that in the opening pages of Pierre, “the very language contains strong verbal 
echoes of Whitman’s most explicit Adamic verse: “As Adam, early in the morning, / 
Walking forth from the bower refresh’d with sleep.. . . ” Moreover, “[t] he story of Pierre 
Glendiiming consists in the explosion of what Dr. Murray [ the writer of the infamous 
introduction to the “Hendrick’s House edition” of Pierre] has called ‘this myth of 
paradise’ -  an explosion resulting from an unpreparedness for the subsequent myth of the 
Fall; and in the explosion both the book and its hero are blown to pieces” (149). He 
points out that while Melville critiqued the widespread belief in “innocence,” “he was not 
blind to that hypnosis by evil which a bankrupt Calvinism had visited upon the nostalgic” 
(133). 1 agree with Lewis in many respects, but would argue that Melville was also 
familiar with Edwaids, as Duban notes, and though he criticized many variants of 
reformed Calvinism and the hypocrisy implicit in its stress on moralism, he did not 
sacrifice the need to recognize the diversity and mystery that was implicit in Edwards’s 
notion of “true virtue.”
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8 Melville’s work has often been read as reflecting his inability to love. Gillian Brown 
has famously read Melville’s Pierre as an exemplum for the “domestic tradition of 
misogyny” (167) and Joseph Adamson furthers this investigation by studying Melville’s 
fear of intimacy and shame of heterosexual love, as a result of his childhood abuse. 
Neither critic attends to the parodie elements in the book and they too easily conflate 
Pierre with the author. In a culture where domestic happiness is the penultimate virtue, 
Melville’s critique of a missing revolutionary commitment speaks to another form of love 
and intimacy -  the love of the world.

9 According to Emory Elliot, “[t]he fact is that the ‘green and golden world o f Saddle 
Meadows took its name from the common memory of the image of Pierre’s great
grandfather sitting ‘unhorsed on his saddle in the grass. . .  still cheering his men on into 
the fray.’ This image is morally ambiguous: Even though the great-grandfather may be 
admired for his courage and ardor in urging his men forward with his ‘dying voice,’ the 
ludicrous image of the unhorsed cavalryman and the naming of the place ‘Saddle 
Meadows’ to memorialize his fate is not without comic dimension” (347).

10 Reynolds has discussed Melville’s satire of the revolutionary enthusiasm in Mardi and 
Pierre that surfaced in the United States during these years. As he notes, “In Vivenza the 
people call themselves ‘sovereign-kings,’ and they run to the beaches every day and greet 
the news from the arriving canoes. ‘Hurrah!’ they cry out, ‘another kingdom is burnt
down to the earth’s edge; another demi-god is unhelmed; another republic is dawning___
all Porpheero’s volcanoes are bursting! Who may withstand the people?”’ (14).

11 The phrase is taken from the title of Eugen Weber’s book. Peasants Into Frenchmen.

12 Vincent Harding also wrote a famous study of Black freedom struggles entitled There 
is a River. He writes, “So we black people are the river; the river is us. The river is in us, 
created by us, flowing out of us, surrounding us, re-creating us and this entire nation. I 
refer to the American nation without hesitation, for the black river in the United States 
has always taken on more than blackness. The dynamics and justice of its movement 
have continually gathered others to itself, have persistently filled other men and women 
with the force of its vision, its indomitable hope. And at its best the river of our struggle 
has moved consistently toward the ocean of humankind’s most courageous hopes for 
freedom and integrity.” (xix).
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13 For a discussion of the “Jezebel and Mammy” “types” attributed to slave women, see 
Gray White. For a reading of Eastern sacred geography in Melville’s work see 
Finkelstein.

14 As the renowned scholar of ancient civilizations points out in an essay on Black 
Athena and Afrocentricism, “one of the great ironies of the Afrocentrists’ position is their 
emphasis on ancient Egypt, ‘a rather distorted and myopic view of history’ that has led 
them to neglect the significance of ancient Nubia, ‘which really was a black African 
culture of enormous influence and power’“ ([Kendall 1991b, Cl and CIO] Snowden 121).

15 As Melville writes in Billy Budd: “With no perceptible trace of the vainglorious about 
him, rather with the offhand unaffectedness of natural regality, he seemed to accept the 
spontaneous homage of his shipmates . . .  a common sailor, so intensely black that he 
must needs have been a native Afiican of the unadulterate blood of Ham. A symmetric 
figure much above the average height. . .  he rollicked along, the centre of a company of 
his shipmates. These were made up of such an assortment of tribes and complexions as 
would have well fitted them to be marched u p . . .  as Representatives o f the human Race. 
At each spontaneous tribute rendered by the wayfarers to this black pagoda o f a fellow..
. the motley retinue showed that they took that sort of pride in the evoker which the 
Assyrian priests doubtless showed for their grand sculptured Bull when the faithful 
prostrated themselves” (qtd. in Finkelstein 151).

16 Davis points out that the fear of being enslaved firom the early colonial experience of 
captivity and the revolutionaries’ fear of being enslaved by Britain, to captivity by 
barbary pirates and West Indian slave rebels, had encouraged the “antislavery literary 
device of role reversal” (308). Furthermore, in the antebellum era, the position of being a 
descendant of slaves raised the issue of lacking the capacity for self-determination. 
Priscilla Wald has expanded on the rhetorical threat of enslavement in the antebellum era, 
within the context of Compromise, the Fugitive Salve Act.

17 In Douglass’s famous words, “It was deemed a disgrace not to get drunk at Christmas; 
and he was regarded as lazy indeed, who had not provided himself with the necessary 
means, during the year, to get whisky enough to last him through Christmas. From what I 
know of the effect of these holidays upon the slave, I believe them to be among tiie most 
effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in keeping down the spirit o f insurrection. 
Were the slaveholder at once to abandon this practice, I have not the slightest doubt it 
would lead to an immediate insurrection among the slaves. These holidays serve as 
conductors, or safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious spirit o f enslaved humanity” (106- 
107). Truth also comments on the Christmas holiday.
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18 David Brion Davis has studied conspiracy theories in American religio-political 
history. In his book Slave Power Conspiracy, he remarks that “antislavery writers had to 
come to terms with the knowledge that Negro bondage was hardly an innovation and that 
the institution had been at least tolerated by the Founding Fathers and by the Constitution 
itself. The indigenous character of Slave Power raised serious problems, especially in a 
nation so convinced of its own millennial destiny under the special providence of God. In 
the 1790’s it had been possible to style Jeffersonian Republicans as the dupes of a French 
plot to seize control o f America. In the eyes of a New England Republican named 
Abraham Bishop, the hysteria over the Illuminati was itself the product of a conspiracy 
hatched by the British and by Alexander Hamilton, who was after all a foreigner” (65). 
The conspiracy theory, particularly addressed toward slave holders, of course, bolstered 
Northern civil-religious ideology -  Yankee millennialism. It is also significant that the 
main source of fear is actually the public space, Jefferson’s societies and clubs, which are 
connected with Catholic, French Origins, as the French Revolution was in the minds of 
most Americans. In particular, see Jedediah Morse’s sermon (Davis), in which he offers 
“elaborate ‘proof that the Illuminata had infiltrated the Democratic-Republican Societies 
(or clubs) which supported Thomas Jefferson” (Fear o f  Conspiracy 46).

19 The famous passage on the Egyptian mummy reads as follows: “Ten million things 
were as yet uncovered to Pierre. The old mummy lies buried in cloth on cloth; it takes 
time to unwrap this Egyptian king. Yet now, forsooth, because Pierre began to see 
through the first superficiality of the world, he fondly weens he has come to the 
unlayered substance. But, far as any geologist has yet gone down into the world, it is 
found to consist of nothing but surface stratified on surface. To its axis, the world being 
nothing but superinduced superficies. By vast pains we mine into the pyramid; by 
horrible gropings we come to the central room; with joy we espy the sarcophagus; but we 
lift the lid -  and no body is there! -  appallingly vacant as vast is the soul of a man!”
(285). The passage on silence is in fact taken ftom the philosopher, Plotinus 
Plinlimmon’s pamphlet. I agree with Spanos that in general, the narrator presents 
Plinlimmon’s pamphlet as his own truth. However, we should be aware that the narrator 
also points out that Plinlimmon does not actually write, and many of his lectures have 
been “bunglingly methodized” (290) by his followers, the Apostles. In any case, the 
passage is: “’’Now without doubt this Talismanic Secret has never yet been found; and in 
the nature of human things it seems as though it never can be. Certain philosophers have 
time and again pretended to have found it; but if they do not in the end discover their own 
delusion, other people soon discover it for themselves, and so those philosophers and 
their vain philosophy are let glide away into practical oblivion. Plato, and Spinoza, and 
Goethe, and many more belong to this guild of self-impostors, with a preposterous rabble
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of Muggletonian Scots and Yankees, whose vile brogue still the more bestreaks the 
stripedness of their greek or German Neoplatonical originals. That profound Silence, that 
only Voice of our God, which I before spoke of; from that divine things without a name, 
those imposter philosophers pretend somehow to have got an answer; which is as absurd, 
as though they should say they had got water out of stone; for how can a man get a Voice 
out o f Silence?”’ (208).
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Chapter Three:

From “Self’ to “Soul”: W E B .  Du Bois’ Critical Understanding of the Ideals of 

Liberal Democracy in the New World

i. Introducing the Strange Jeremiah: Civil Religion and Public Intellectual

The most magnificent drama in the last thousand years of human history is the 
transportation of ten million human beings out of the dark beauty of their mother 
continent into the new-found Eldorado of the West. They descended into Hell; 
and in the third centuiy they arose from the dead, in the finest effort to achieve 
democracy for the working millions which had ever been seen. It was a tragedy 
that beggared the Greeks; it was an upheaval of humanity like the Reformation 
and the French Revolution. Yet we are blind and led by the blind. We discern in it 
no part o f our labor movement; no part of our industrial triumph; no part of our 
religious experience. Before the dumb eyes of ten generations of ten million 
children, it is made mockery of and spit upon; a degradation of the eternal mother; 
a sneer at human effort; with aspiration and art deliberately and elaborately 
distorted. And why? Because in a day when the human mind aspired to a science 
of human action, a history and psychology of the mightiest century, we fell under 
the leadership of those who would compromise with truth in the past in order to 
make peace in the present and guide policy in the future. {Black Reconstruction 
111)

In the 1940’s and 50’s, Walter Lippmann, prominent editor, journalist, and author 

was given the title, “public intellectual.” This name not only reflected the titles of several 

of his best-selling books, such as A Preface to Morals, Public Opinion, An Inquiry into 

the Principles o f  a Good Society, etc., but also expressed his role in the various debates 

over domestic and foreign policy extending from Presidents Wilson to Eisenhower. I 

allude to Lippmann because quite recently the title, “public intellectual,” has been 

revived, and in the new incarnation the title has been assumed by several black 

intellectuals, the most prominent being Professor Cornel West o f Harvard. The title is
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somewhat telling, as is the manner in which the history of Harvard is strangely and 

ambiguously implicated in its career. (Lippmann graduated from Harvard in 1908.) While 

it can be argued that Lippmann deserved such a title, there is no doubt that W. E. B. Du 

Bois should be seen as the one person in the history of the United States most deserving 

the title. '

W. E. B. Du Bois was bom in Great Barrington, Massachusetts in 1868, three 

years after the end of the Civil War. He graduated from Fisk University, one of the black 

universities in Tennessee that owed its existence to the Freedman’s Bureau. He then 

pursued a PhD at Harvard, in the course of which he spent two years at the University of 

Berlin. Upon graduation from Harvard he taught in a succession of black universities in 

the United States. He was a scholar, teacher, journalist, activist, agitator, and organizer. 

Shortly after completing his doctorate, he published three major works in quick 

succession. The Suppression o f  the African Slave Trade (1896), The Philadelphia Negro 

(1899), and his classic work. The Souls o f  Black Folk (1903). Throughout his life Du Bois 

conducted research relevant to the lives and fortunes of African American and African 

peoples. He was a founding member of the NAACP (which grew out o f the Niagara 

Movement), a member of the Governing Board of the NAACP and editor of its journal. 

The Crisis, which had a readership of over 3,000,000. He was the organizer and 

inspiration for all the Pan-African Conferences that were held between the end of World 

War I and the 1950s. He was the consummate intellectual and academic, speaking to all 

sorts and conditions of black audiences in every part of the country for over a period of 

six decades. As his first three publications indicate, Du Bois located his understanding 

and critique of modernity and its failed democratic ideals within a concrete community. 

Instead of raising the issue of the ‘universal’ from the speculative point of view or from a 

conventional notion of the status quo, he sought to decipher and create new structures of 

meaning from those who had been denied democratic possibilities.



258

The journal for which Du Bois served as editor, The Crisis, was the most 

important organ of communication to the masses of black people for the NAACP. It was 

the “hands-on” organ for the hundreds of branch offices in various parts of the country 

that enabled reciprocal communication between the grass-roots and the national 

headquarters. As editor, Du Bois had set forth the ideology and position of the NAACP 

and made the readers aware of the significance and meaning of their existence in the 

United States. It was through The Crisis that the NAACP became known and became a 

powerful national organization.

Because of his agitative editorship, the atmosphere of the Depression, and his

strained relationship with board members, Du Bois’s relationship with the NAACP

eventually became tense (Lewis Volume I I282). Meetings and arguments continued for

some time, but in 1934 Du Bois lost his support on the board, left the editorship of The

Crisis, and then returned to Atlanta University. He remained in Atlanta, working on

several projects while lecturing and writing, and his name never left the public. In 1944

he was invited to rejoin the NAACP as Director of Special Research Projects. The Board

expected that this would be an honorary position. As Du Bois notes in his final

Autobiography, “They assumed with others that at 75 my life work was done.. .  .This

theory did not occur to me” (327). Du Bois vocally challenged what he saw as a lack of

democratic principles and processes in the new formation of the NAACP. He set about a

number of strenuous intellectual, activist, and research projects all related to the

restructuring of the world in a post World War II situation. A sample of Du Bois’s

activist writing, an appeal to the UN Commission on Human Rights that disturbed the

governing board of the NAACP, appears in his Autobiography:

‘There could be no more splendid vocation beckoning to the youth of the 
20* century, after the flat failures of white civilization, after the 
flamboyant establishment of an industrial system which creates poverty 
and the children of poverty which are ignorance and disease and crime;
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after the crazy boasting of a white culture that finally ended in wars which 
ruined civilization in the whole world; in the midst of allied peoples who 
have yelled about democracy and never practiced it either in the British 
Empire or in the American Commonwealth or in South Carolina.’ (332)

He departed from the NAACP a second time in 1948 as a result of his cold-war activities.

The growing McCarthyism branded Du Bois a communist and the board felt that his

association with the NAACP might place the organization in jeopardy.

Ironically, Du Bois died in exile in Kwame Nkrumah’s Ghana on the eve of Dr. 

Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech.  ̂After having been charged for failing to 

register as an agent for a foreign principal, The World Council for Peace, in the 

McCarthy period, Du Bois suffered the indignity of a trial that questioned his 

Americaimess. Given that Du Bois had spent his long life fighting for the egalitarian 

promises he saw in American revolutionary democracy, he felt that America had betrayed 

him and its dream. After his trial and the silencing of his public voice, he lamented that 

even the children had forgotten his name.  ̂Though Du Bois is not famous for his 

modesty, he was not embellishing fact when he commented: “My stinging hammer blows 

made Negroes aware of themselves, confident of the possibilities and determined in self- 

assertion. So much so that today common slogans among the Negro people are taken 

bodily from the words of my mouth” (Dusk o f  Dawn 776). Du Bois, with seemingly 

aristocratic New England spirit, Wilhelmine moustache, goatee and cane, in his own 

recurrent words, “fought the good fight,” and his legacy is that of a founder of public 

forums for revolutionary democracy.

Though Du Bois never denied the value of America’s founding documents and 

institutions, he always wanted to remind Americans that one of those institutions was 

dedicated to the legitimate and legal enslavement of human beings and that some of the 

best minds in the country aided, abetted, and supported this institution. For Du Bois, 

however, the issue was not simply the uplift and advancement of the “colored race”; the
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problem was a much deeper one. It had begun with modernity and the slave trade itself; it 

was an issue coincidental with the formation of the Atlantic world and the United States 

had become the beneficiary o f  this formation. Thus, as he put it in The Souls o f Black 

Folk, “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line” (41). This 

meant that the relationship o f all those who had undergone oppression because of modem 

imperialism shared a kind of “family resemblance,” and thus they might be looked upon 

as potential harbingers of new possibilities for democracy and freedom.

While Du Bois would emigrate to Ghana toward the end of his very long life, that 

turn was not simply romantic or essentialist; nor was it inconsistent with his life-work, or 

with his sense of being American. Du Bois had written on the necessity of recognizing 

the Atlantic slave trade as intrinsic to the building of the new world, and the 

confrontations and contacts with Africans as part of the history of the “new world.” As he 

writes in The Souls o f  Black Folk, “The centre of this spiritual turmoil [in the United 

States] has ever been the millions of black freedmen and their sons, whose destiny is so 

fatefully bound up with that o f  the nation” (203). This chapter is concerned with how Du 

Bois theorized and imaged the “destiny” and salvation of America as contingent upon the 

recognition of descendants o f slaves. This recognition was not simply in order to 

integrate the former slaves into the mainstream of Americanism, but rather, to recognize 

that the nation’s “soul” depended upon a reckoning of the meaning of freedom in a 

revolutionary nation’s formation. While Walter Lippmann deserved the title of “public 

intellectual” for his sane, critical, and moderate commentary on American political and 

cultural life, Du Bois is the public intellectual cum prophet who reminds us again of the 

radical meaning of revolutionary democratic freedom. He attempted in a critical mode to 

show the power groups in a racialized world that there were indeed ultimate limits to 

what one human being might do to another.
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I have argued that the loss of moral absolutes in Edwards’s pre- and proto

revolutionary community posed radically democratic possibilities in early revivalism, 

possibilities that could have provided a “revolutionary” Calvinist structure to encourage 

further religious exchanges and re-births based upon the notion of human limitation and 

conversion in a public space. Instead, as we saw with Melville’s book, Pierre; or the 

Ambigtiities, privatization or secularization of religious experience contributed to a post

revolutionary act of bad faith and a series of compromises about the meaning of 

democratic, public freedom. Novelty became part of a sequential narrative of individual 

and national progress in an ideology that strove for homogeneity. There was little room in 

the private nature of faith to acknowledge distinction, or participate in spontaneous 

communities, intrinsic to a plural democratic freedom and public space. How does Du 

Bois help us understand the consequences of the compromises about religious freedom in 

the Revolution and the secularization process that contributed to the creation of liberal 

democracy’s championing of a private and humanist self? And, how does Du Bois re

image a revolutionary civil-religious public space?

In Darkwater, a book full o f civil-religious overtones, Du Bois would write that 

modem American “civilization. . .  has boasted much. Neither Roman nor Arab, Greek 

nor Egyptian, Persian nor Mongol ever took himself and his own perfectness with such 

disconcerting seriousness as the modem white man.” He uses a sensibility similar to 

Edwards’s Calvinism to raise the issue of limits and a shared sense o f Original Sin to 

show his understanding toward American individualism. He notes that even though 

descendants of slavery have suffered the “shame, humiliation, and deep insult” from “his 

aggrandizement,” they “were never deceived”: “We look at him clearly, with world- 

weary eyes, and saw simply a human thing, weak and pitiable and cruel, even as we are, 

and were” (35). The “world-weary” understanding and forgiveness implied in Du Bois’s 

vision of an impure humanity, of course, does not lead to resignation. Du Bois ultimate
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orientation toward freedom and redemption for “America” requires the recognition of 

what he calls the “talent,” and “gifts” of the “souls of black folk.” As with Edwards, to be 

able

to act “beautifully” in local and performative public spaces best expressed salvation and 

grace.

By Du Bois’s time, the conflation of slavery with Canaan’s sin, based upon the 

biblical analogue of Israel’s promised land that was understood as “America,” was 

commonplace. In the Melville chapter we witnessed signs o f Ethiopian moralism, and the 

metaphorical subtext unveiled the situation of slavery in the midst of the “promised 

land.” Slaves and Abolitionists had also reversed the terms of the white American 

rhetoric and vision of itself as a new Canaan by re-situating themselves as the true chosen 

people. Abolitionists such as the fugitive and former slave Frederick Douglass had used 

the civil religious rhetoric of freedom from captivity, the “American Jeremiad,” to invoke 

guilt in the Victorian protestant’s inner heart and conscience. Even as he acknowledged 

abolitionists and those who used the rhetoric of slavery as the Republic’s or Egypt’s 

moral sin, Du Bois also opposed their tendency to think that American redemption would 

arise by the North’s replacement of revolutionary freedom with laissez-faire 

individualism. He also critiqued the sense of Northern moral superiority that arose in the 

self-righteous political rhetoric of manifest destiny following the Civil War. For example. 

Reformed Calvinists as well-meaning as Henry Ward Beecher had articulated the idea for 

the majority in the post-War situation, that Northern ideology would fulfill the way of 

Providence. In his words, “’We are to have the charge of this continent. The South has 

been proved, and has been found wanting. She is not worthy to bear rule. . . .  [Tjhis 

continent is to be from this time forward governed by Northern men, and Northern ideas, 

and with a Northern gospel.’” As Sidney Mead points out, for the popular Ward Beecher, 

“’ the North has been true to the cause of Christ’” (qtd. Mead 144). Evidently, anyone
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who did not conform to the individualist and libertarian “cause o f Christ” would be 

messing with the ways of progress that had now come to equal “Providence.”

The publication of The Souls o f Black Folk coincided with the literal expansion of 

American manifest destiny, with the rise of imperialism into the areas of the Pacific, the 

Philippines, and the nation’s emergence of a world power. Du Bois plays with the 

rhetoric of manifest destiny in this book, but his use of it illuminates the hypocritical and 

concrete meaning of that ideology for descendants of slaves. While the former slaves 

were accorded a short period o f peace until 1876 through the efforts o f the Freedman’s 

Bureau during the Reconstruction, by the time Du Bois had reached the age of ten, the 

forces of reaction and terror through lynching had set in; a new form of slavery had 

emerged through share-cropping and the introduction of the most virulent forms of 

segregation through the Black Codes '* and Jim Crow Laws in the South.

It is within this context that we must understand Du Bois’s use of the “American 

Jeremiad.” The Jeremiad became a “Puritan” genre and Bercovitch has described this 

form as ritual for American public figures who modeled their laments upon the book of 

Jeremiah. Typically, the public figure bemoans the backsliding of the new chosen 

Israelites (the “Americans), prophesies doom and typologically suggests the second 

coming and a final judgment day “in due time.” In the meanwhile, Americans should 

individually work out their own salvation in normative laissez-faire terms that coincide 

with the nation’s ideals and unified resolve. However, Du Bois challenged this national 

ritualistic psychodrama by calling attention to a permanent “veil” or ambiguity and 

Original Sin, a “nation within a nation” that permeated the American rhetoric, and would 

not be overcome by the individualistic pursuit o f manifest destiny. As Priscilla Wald 

points out, Du Bois’s made his “national debut” with the publication of his 1897 essay, 

“The Strivings of the Negro People.” This paper would be transformed and included in 

The Souls o f Black Folk as “Of Our Spiritual Strivings.” The first edition of the essay
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appeared in the same issue o ïAtlantic Monthly as Woodrow Wilson’s “The Making of 

the Nation,” in which Wilson would ask the question, “[a]re we even now, in fact, a 

nation?” and he responds with a futuristic call for manifest “union, “’we still wait for [the 

nation’s] economic and spiritual union’” (qtd. Wald 193). The difference in historical 

tales between Du Bois and Wilson concerns the nature of American “selfhood” and the 

nation’s founding premises. For Du Bois, the story of “America” would become a “twice- 

told tale but seldom written” of the failure to recognize the racial ambiguity of America 

and the debt owed to the former slaves. For Wilson, it is a common kinship narrative and 

“one continuous story” toward national self-consciousness and “common blood” (Wald 

208). “The Strivings of the Negro People” was a paper that challenged the Euro- 

American image of America as a land of “progress” and “providential mission” (Black 

Reconstruction 90) by pointing toward the exploitation and continued exclusion of 

descendants o f slaves from the revolutionary promise by the nation’s turn toward a 

political ideology of manifest destiny. The American rhetoric of progress, in virtually all 

spheres -  political, social and cultural -  was also bound up with the championing of the 

achievement of an “American self.” But this seemingly universal self was problematized 

by the existence of slaves, who, as I will argue, in their history of forced passivity could 

not share in the self-determined and autonomous identity that became American.

Although Du Bois was not “religious,” a point which I will consider at more 

length, it is useful to note the obvious: from as early as The Souls o f  Black Folk, he is 

speaking of a revolutionary “soul” and not a “self.” The notion of “souls” and “strivings,” 

notably in the plural, will frame my discussion in part because the words raise problems 

with current conceptualizations of Du Bois’s work as integracionist and American 

exceptionalist on the one hand, or racial elitist on the other. Du Bois’s early ideas about 

“talent,” freedom and a seemingly “aristocratic” form of democracy (aristocratic in the 

sense that Du Bois believed in the underlying dignity and distinctness of each human
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“soul”), have been critically assessed within the context of his somewhat misleading 

assessments of the elitism implicit in his early ideas. According to Cornel West, the early 

aristocratic Du Bois was troubled by the backward “masses” just emerging from chattel 

slavery, whose “folk” culture the later marxist oriented Du Bois wisely recognized.  ̂As a 

result of the critical attack on Du Bois’s elitist model of leadership and exemplary 

selfhood, Joy James’s Transcending the Talented Tenth “recalls” the example of Du 

Bois’s early aristocratic ideals and his later, sensible “denunciation” of them. ®

Yet Du Bois interrogates the problem of elitism much earlier than is presumed, 

after what David Levering Lewis, following Du Bois’s own characterization of his time 

spent at Harvard during the 1890s, calls his “age of miracles,” and at about the time of 

the composition of The Souls o f  Black Folk. To be sure, Du Bois maintained ideals about 

what critics have called an aesthetically and intellectually oriented “elite,” the talented 

tenth, and he never left those ideals behind. He did criticize his naivete about not sensing 

that this “elite” strata might turn into bourgeois capitalists, as I will discuss. The point I 

make is that Du Bois did not simply discard his early ideas about the necessity for a 

“talented” self as he moved to a more leftist position. We could better understand Du 

Bois notion of a “talented tenth” by comparing it to the ideals I have located in Edwards’s 

community of democratic “elect.” This form of “leadership” that can express communal 

authority would compare with Hannah Arendt’s formulation of performative and political 

actors, who were suited for this particular “way of life.” As she writes in her criticism of 

the term “elite,” “the political way of life has never been and will never be the way of the 

life of the many” {On Revolution 275). Without claiming that Du Bois was a champion of 

the masses, particularly since he was critical of the “tyranny of public opinion,” I argue 

that he never indicated that the “mass” of ‘black folk’ had no value in themselves. To 

interpret Du Bois’s “talented tenth” as a cultured and educated elite, who guide the 

uneducated and “primitive” masses into acquiring the ‘tools o f civilization,’ would be to
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conflate Du Bois’s concept o f the constitution of civilization as cross-cultural with his 

mentor’s (Alexander Crummell’s) normative and hierarchical concept of “civilization.”

I argue that Du Bois’s concept of a talented tenth is also implicitly democratic. 

The model of judgment that informs his public self, or “souls,” wrongly conceived in 

terms of “heroic” leadership,” is not the privilege of a bourgeois professional class. 

Anyone could be talented, but communal and collective judgment in a public space 

encouraged the appraisal of the most esteemed expressions of freedom, such as those 

manifestations o f spontaneous talent in the aesthetic, religious spaces of the Spirituals. 

Instead of constructing an abstract moral and hierarchical aristocracy, Du Bois opposes 

the legislation of natural and biological ideals about separation and privacy, and returns 

to missed moments for public space, and interactive and cross-cultural freedom. These 

moments were possible within the protestant frameworks of freedom and salvation, but 

foreclosed when salvation became a matter connected to the ideology of individualism 

and the nationalist-privatized work ethic. Du Bois notes that a “rule of inequality” {Souls 

116) exists, by which he means difference and diversity and not class hierarchy. He 

disputes the liberal understanding of “equality” in which human beings are equal before 

the law. Du Bois critiques this normative sense of “equality” or uniformity and draws 

attention to a concept of democracy based on heterogeneity and “gift-giving,” or 

exchanges. Du Bois’s attempt to formulate a “talented tenth” that could express public 

souls, is a corollary to his insistence that participatory democracy is a “not yet” and exists 

only as an idea and not as a reality in the United States. ’ The possibility for public talent 

emerges in pre-Revolutionary religious interaction, in Reconstruction, and in Du Bois’s 

own New England way and township experience, but reaches toward the scenes of 

exchanges and contacts in the performative, cultural context evoked by the Spirituals.
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ii. America’s Revolutionary Origins and Missed Opportunities for the Promised 

Land: the Ordinary, Unlovely and Plural American Soul

It was Hegel’s genius to endow lordship and bondage with such a rich 
resonance of meanings that the model could be applied to every form of 
physical and psychological domination. And the argument precluded the 
simple and sentimental solution that all bondsmen should become masters, 
and all masters the bondsmen. Above all, Hegel bequeathed a message 
that would have profound impact on future thought, especially as Marx 
and Freud deepened the meaning of the message; that we can expect 
nothing from the mercy of God or from the mercy of those who exercise 
worldly lordship in His or other names; that man’s true emancipation, 
whether physical or spiritual, must always depend on those who have 
endured and overcome some form of slavery. (David Brion Davis, The 
Problem o f Slavery in the Age ofRevolution 564)

The concept of “strivings” and the higher ideals of culture for Du Bois do not 

indicate the exemplary will-power of heroic individuals, but must rather be connected to 

the achievement of a public self or “soul,” particularly in the realm of culture. This 

culture is based on respect and worship of the collective space of the “promised land.” 

“Strivings” is one of the most used words in The Souls o f  Black Folk and its meaning in 

the American context is particularly religious. But Du Bois both acknowledged the 

rhetoric and goals of abolitionists and resisted the attempt to succumb to the work ethic, 

which had become the tapemeasure of the “American self.” “Striving” was most 

commonly alluded to by descendants of the Second Great Awakening, and the issue 

framed an argument between Samuel Hopkins in particular, one of Edwards’s most 

famous descendants, and the liberal clergy.

Hopkins was one of the inspirers of abolitionism and though he attempted to 

remain true to the glory of God, he turned from Edwards in his concentration on social 

welfare and the achievement of the moral good. In David Brion Davis’s study, Hopkins 

becomes a central figure in secularization and the conflation of national liberty with grace
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and conversion. As Davis comments, “though Hopkins never said that men could be 

freed from individual sin by working for Negro emancipation, he did see individual 

conversion -  a change of ‘heart’ -  as the key to collective redemption. He also pictured 

Negro slavery as the epitome of national sin and the cause of national suffering” (295). 

However, Hopkins sharply differentiated between irresistible or infused grace, and moral 

works, even as he valued the latter. His Calvinist belief in irresistible grace nonetheless 

suffered from his ongoing heated debates with liberals who by and large focussed almost 

exclusively on man’s “striving” and the power of the will. ®

Du Bois was more than familiar with abolitionists, as almost all of his writings 

show, and his own childhood’s “First Congregational Church’s Articles of Faith had 

remained steadfast in their ‘Hopkinsian’ rigor -  a rigor proceeding virtually arrow- 

straight from the tenets of the great divine, the reverend Jonathan Edwards, and his ‘Yale 

disciple Samuel Hopkins’” (Lewis 48). Du Bois also was aware that Reconstruction was 

inspired by the likes of “John Gordon, a lineal descendent of Jonathan Edwards” {Black 

Reconstruction 666). In The Souls o f  Black Folk, Du Bois’s repetitive use of the word 

“striving” resembles Hopkins’s morphology of conversion, and, he faces many of the 

same problems as Hopkins in the effort to balance the issue of “souls” and a “faith alone” 

with the need to “strive.”

Du Bois was polemical and he often spoke of “truth” and goodness, while 

celebrating the human effort and “striving in the souls of black folk” (53). We should be 

careful to note as well, however, that, as David Blight points out, Du Bois “was a 

relativist” (64). He does not interpret moral improvement, even if it is achieved through 

collective action, as the “end” of heavenly strivings. Since Du Bois was well aware that 

African Americans were often blamed for their continued oppressed situation because of 

their presumed innate incapacity for self-determination, he uses the word “striving” in an 

ironic register. He does not imply a mode of spiritual effort that would conform to the
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doctrines of civil work ethic and moral normativity, an issue that framed his main 

argument with Booker T, Washington. Indeed, as Du Bois claims in Souls, “this, then is 

the end of his striving; to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death 

and isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his latent genius” (46). “Latent 

genius” achieved in a public, aesthetic space in which one was a “co-worker” would have 

to be acknowledged as the foremost end of striving, rather than the achievement of an 

autonomous individual independence. Liberation hinges on the foundation of freedom in 

the construction o f public spaces.

Of course, Du Bois’s American Jeremiad was not without its “grand” moral pleas. 

Using an abolitionist tone, Du Bois cries out to the presumably white reader near the end 

o f Souls: “Let the ears of a guilty people tingle with truth, and seventy millions sigh for 

the righteousness which exalteth nations, in the dreary day when human brotherhood is a 

mockery and a snare” (278). He also writes, “The Nation has not yet found peace from its 

sins; the freedman has not yet found in freedom his promised land” (48). After the 

Reconstruction plans to redistribute the land to slaves -  the promised forty acres and a 

mule (268) — who had worked it, the phrase “promised land” assumes a double and 

empirical meaning that directly ridicules the rhetoric of manifest destiny and the 

“promised land.” Moreover, drawing on the popular civil religious rhetoric, Du Bois 

comments in the Souls o f  Black Folk the “wearied Israelites” (49) are just emerging

from the “Egypt of Confederacy” (153).

The overwhelming rhetoric in the Souls o f Black Folk about healing a guilty 

national conscience could be counterproductive to a genuine attempt to achieve a 

“healing” that entails the foundation of public space. If slavery was a substantial sin, or 

an evil, moral wrongdoing, and also came to be aligned with the Original Sin, the sin that 

would lead to the nation’s doom, an internal and Victorian obsession with national guilt 

and its future cleansing might result. As Vincent Harding points out, speaking more
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specifically of Frederick Douglass, the abolitionist “agitational approach,” often accented 

the nation’s “guilt,” and a “[sjtruggle waged against a ‘guilty nation’ might tend to be 

less precise, more oratorical in nature, than one against ‘the government of the United 

States’ (146). ® Nonetheless, we can see how Du Bois uses these oratorical devices as part 

of what Gooding-Williams calls a “deflationary strategy” (217). “Promised land,” for 

instance, is more concrete and empirical, when one is speaking of the actual lands that 

abolitionists and Reconstruction societies considered redistributing to the former slaves 

who worked it, as a “sort of poetic justice, some said” (64). Du Bois also genuinely 

implies that the spiritual “promised land” could have been achieved. However, his vision 

of work and land distribution, as I will discuss at more length, is of local and diverse 

democratic spaces bound through exchanges, in contrast to the futuristic, instrumentalist 

ideal of manifest “union” of national and individual psyche that tended to structure the 

laboring, Arminian rhetorical pleas of the “American Jeremiah.”

Even though it failed to achieve its ideals. Reconstruction “relieved a vast amount 

of physical suffering; it transported seven thousand fugitives from congested centres back 

to the farm; and, best of all, it inaugurated the crusade of the New England schoolma’am” 

(64). The former slaves, however, kept manifesting their own sacred communities 

through story and song: “When, struck with a sudden poverty, the United States refused 

to fulfill its promises of land to the fi-eedmen, a brigadier-general went down to the Sea 

Islands to carry the news. An old woman on the outskirts of the throng began singing this 

song [‘Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen’]; all the mass joined with her, swaying. And 

the soldier wept” (269). These collective songs kept the promise of freedom and the 

memory of “promised land” -  reconstructed and revolutionary space — alive, as they 

were passed on through generations in oral and rhythmic form.

But the concrete and spiritual idea of the promised land is too ordinary, Du Bois 

implies, for the white American who is on a quest for national-self aggrandizement.
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White Americans seem “afraid lest peering from this high Pisgah, between Philistine and 

Amalkekite, [they] sight the Promised Land” (Souls 139). Du Bois’s use of guilt and 

shame parallels Edwards’s sense that the perfectionist and Arminian notion of achieving 

God’s goodness on earth had made men ashamed of their diverse and occasional 

manifestations of divinity and collective salvation in local contexts. Thus, even in his 

final Autobiography, Du Bois would point out that in the case of the United States 

government’s fears of an enemy, “Girding itself against [communism] is the United 

States of America, which arose 200 years ago as a free-thinking democracy, with 

limitless land and resources; but which sank into dependence on slave labor, transformed 

itself into a vast center of capital monopolized by closed corporations” (16). Du Bois 

suggests that the United States had the chance to create revolutionary societies; they had 

the space, the land, and the time, in contrast to Europe, but in their pursuit of manifest 

destiny they developed the idea of an other as a moral evil, an other that usually 

coincided with anti-individualist societies.

Even after the Civil War — a war that, if one tries not to be cynical, presumably 

concerned the well-being and freedom of the slaves and not simply civil-apocalyptical 

redemption and “union,” -  the nation would be faced with the inevitable question. The 

question, as we saw in the Melville chapter, was how the national family would make the 

former slaves kin, or American citizens. In Du Bois’s words, “this old question, newly 

guised, sprang from the earth, — What shall be done with the Negroes?” (55). This 

ambiguous question parallels the question with which Du Bois opens The Souls o f  Black 

Folk, the one that is on the tip of the white reader’s lips, “how does it feel to be a 

problem?” (43). Du Bois draws attention to the problem, his invisibility and “strange 

experience” of being black in America (44). One of the historical explanations for the 

problematic existence of the former slaves in the United States was that, as with the 

revolution, the Civil War came to be read in the mind of white America as part of a
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national psychodrama and riddle, about the future union and economic normativity of 

systems between North and South, rather than about the need to found freedom for the 

slaves, or “true” freedom for all of humanity " : “the war has naught to do with slaves, 

cried Congress, the President, and the Nation; and yet no sooner had the armies. East and 

West, penetrated Virginia and Tennessee than fugitive slaves appeared within their lines” 

(55). The establishment of the Freedman’s Bureau and other Reconstruction societies and 

charitable organizations was one attempt to deal with the question of slave freedom in an 

authentic manner by the efforts to redistribute lands, obtain political enfranchisement, 

and involve the newly freedmen in social, cultural, and political communities that would 

be able to participate in the larger framework of government. In Black Reconstruction,

Du Bois considers the role of New Orleans in particular, and the creole population who, 

through their own examples of power, were instrumental in providing the successful 

example to Congress of the potential to form diverse political and artistic societies for the 

rest of the former slave populations.

The disintegration of public spaces, such as those beginning to be established by 

the Freedman’s Bureau, coincided with the increasing “Negro Problem,” and was, 

according to Du Bois, because “it came to regard its work as merely temporary, and 

Negro suffrage as a final answer to all present perplexities” (77). The Bureau initially 

attempted to focus on redistribution of the lands, with the promise of “eventual lease and 

sale to ex-slaves in forty-acre parcels.” This plan was reneged and “thus did the United 

States government definitely assume the charge of tlie emancipated Negro as the Ward of 

the nation” {Souls 62). Initially, Reconstruction representatives tried to pass “Sumner’s 

Bill,” which would give the former slaves political enfranchisement, and there were also 

plans for economic reparation. Andrew Johnson, who was then President, vetoed the Bill 

and with support of former poor whites who were now seizing onto the spirit of “avarice 

Yankees” in the South put an end to even the attempt at political representation; certainly.
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legitimate, autonomous, political communities could not be recognized. Du Bois 

compares the failure of Reconstruction and “[t]he new organization of Northern wealth..

. to the petty bourgeoisie which seized power after the overthrow of European feudalism” 

{Black Reconstruction 345).

The rise of the “Black Codes” and Jim Crow laws in the South established a new 

slavery. Yet, the Freedman’s Bureau offered more possibilities for public freedom than 

what Du Bois saw as a “legalistic formula” (188) that replaced genuine democratic 

participation. The freedom o f the former slaves was “in name only,” and legalism and 

constitutional amending would not answer the growing racial resentment, lynching and 

terror in the South. And, as Du Bois clarifies, “It must be remembered and never 

forgotten that the civil war in the South which overthrew Reconstruction was a 

determined effort to reduce black labor as nearly as possible to a condition of unlimited 

exploitation and build a new class of capitalists on this foundation” (670). There was the 

rise of the KKK and “lawlessness in the South,” while a “doctrine of racial separation” 

rose up and overthrew Reconstruction “by uniting planter and poor white” (700). Thus, in 

a post-war situation that should have united the economically disempowered groups -  the 

poor white and the former slaves -  race emerged as an ideological barrier. As we saw in 

the Melville chapter, the “color line” and racialization was a convenient method for the 

wealthy to manipulate and expand their ideological power. This system of “caste” was 

“carefully nurtured and put on a legal basis with religious and moral sanction in the 

South” (694). As the formal institution of slavery ended, the ciy from the South was, “’I 

want to see slavery broken up, and when its barriers are tom down, I want to see 

industrious thrifty immigrants pouring in from all parts of the country. Come on! we need 

your labor, your skill, your capital’” (245). At this juncture, given the continual refusal to 

recognize the equality of the former slaves, it would be understandable if  they stopped 

trying to speak to the white world and succumbed to apathy, “a religion of prayer and
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submission to replace determination and effort” -  if they had “no use in striving” {Black 

Reconstruction 702).

However, Du Bois’s attention to the “nation’s guilt” about the “negro problem” 

does not imply that the promising racial ambiguities at the heart of American 

revolutionary democracy could or should be absolutely healed or purified. The issue of 

“race slavery” for Du Bois could be understood as part of the tendency to turn promising 

moments of understanding and the recognition of novel ways of being into “riddles” or 

“problems.” Slavery is also an Original Sin in a less oratorical way than abolitionists 

thought because even if  Du Bois speaks of the moral sin of slavery, the redemption of 

“America” depends specifically on the founding of public spaces, in contrast to the 

purification of an American self. More to the point, on a structural level, Du Bois’s idea 

of freedom and salvation is similar to Edwards’s sense that the sacrifice of Jesus promises 

restoration to the morally ambiguous, fallen, but, potentially willing and obedient state of 

Adam after the fall.

I follow Arendt in her understanding of “equality” as a necessary corollary to 

plurality, the surdic quality of novelty, birth and “distinction,” a point which I will equate 

with Du Bois’s concept of “talent.” The exclusion from the realm of public space and 

participation, action, attested to the inequality of the slaves. Since human beings are 

entirely unique, without equality, Arendt notes that “men could neither understand each 

other and those who came before them nor plan for the future and foresee the needs of 

those who will come after them. If men were not distinct, each human being 

distinguished from any other who is, was, or will ever be, they would need neither speech 

nor action to make themselves understood” {The Human Condition 175-176). One o f the 

fundamental assumptions in Du Bois’s pleas for freedom is that the descendants of slaves 

must be heard, that there must be “articulate” conversation between the “white world” 

and the “other world,” lest the difference that is simple a fact of novelty turns into a
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“color line” and mystified riddle as a result o f continued exclusion, ignorance of each 

other, and the “imprisonment of the group within the group” that can turn into a stifling 

manifestation of double consciousness.

Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness, however, posited a limit to the ability 

to achieve a private or universal self-consciousness. “Double-consciousness” was not 

only an anguished psyche, but also a way of being that manifested a principle o f plurality 

produced by a recognition of difference between worlds. As with the individual level of 

uniqueness, there were also particular constructions of communities, and worlds that had 

little to do with biological race, but rather, concerned traditions and customs that had 

been established before the meeting of “worlds” in cross-cultural contact: the well-known 

phrase, “two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings” (45), was one that implied 

that Du Bois understood the lack of absolute reconciliation as a productive recognition of 

history and the Original Sin that promised difference and a lack of “union” in the garden 

of Eden. Being “bom with a veil” is a phrase that plays on both Christian and African 

meanings, which I will discuss at more length, but we should note that the veil or 

ambiguity of Original Sin cannot be overcome. Thus, one can see why critics usually 

argue over the issue of whether “double consciousness” can be overcome. On the one 

hand, if  it is a stifling ambiguity and prison-house because it only signifies racial 

difference, then, of course, it should be overcome. On the other, if  one means by the veil 

plurality and ambiguity, humankind’s “variety,” then it should not be overcome. With the 

failure to found public spaces, Du Bois’s veil that can signify plurality has become a 

stifling “prison-house” or “race problem.”

Those who stand “within the veil” of color remain in a “dark cave,” as Du Bois 

puts it in Dusk o f  Dawn, as “the prisoners that the people passing do not hear.” A “thick 

sheet of invisible but horribly tangible plate glass is between them and the world.” While 

the prisoners “get excited,” and “talk louder,” the “gesticulations seem so pointless.” The
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white people pass by, and “they still do not hear at all, or hear but dimly, and even what 

they hear, they do not understand” (650). If one stepped outside the wall of glass or the 

veil, and spoke on the terms of white America, there was a chance he or she could be 

heard. But this “outside leadership will continually misinterpret and compromise and 

complicate matters, even with the best of will.” The solution was not to tear down the veil 

or eliminate the ambiguity that cross-cultural contact and revolutionary democracy also 

signified, but rather, to begin constituting authority from within the veil. True freedom 

would occur when true listening and understanding could arise from “making articulate 

the submerged caste” (651). After the revolution, and after the Civil War, in each failed 

attempt to found freedom by recognizing public space as essential to that foundation, 

slavery turned into more of silent, “complicate[d]” and “mystified,” “paradox” and 

“problem.”

This “problem” and the correspondent silence is predominantly because the terms 

of equal recognition or the achievement of an American “self’ are implicitly and 

explicitly “white.” Although Du Bois praised abolitionists for the “new period of self- 

assertion and self-development” (86), the “ultimate assimilation through self-assertion, 

and no other terms” that the abolitionists represented, Du Bois considered the elements of 

“manly self-respect” {Souls 87) and human dignity that they fought for as mere basics to 

the foundation of freedom. Self-respect and an equality that signified that humans are 

equal because they are diverse and distinct could not be turned into a metaphysic, but 

rather epitomized a metaphysical limit. That recognition was furthermore only a 

necessary prelude to “understanding.” Du Bois’s more pointed expression of the need for 

recognition of “equality” cannot be equated with “assimilation.” As he writes in Black 

Reconstruction: “Either extermination root and branch or absolute equality. There can be 

no compromise. This is the last great battle of the West” (703). The subtle difference in 

the notion of equality is that the abolitionist sees equality as premised upon sameness,
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and the inner dignity of the self. Du Bois, on the other hand, views equality as based on 

diversity, and the recognition of a “limit,” a “veil” that epitomizes the infinite plurality of 

birth.

As he puts it at the beginning of The Souls o f  Black Folk, “After the Egyptian and 

Indian, the Greek and the Roman, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, bom with a veil, and 

gifted with second sight in this American world, -  a world which yields him no true self- 

consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world.” 

Du Bois had characterized a double-self that had become the primary way of 

understanding racial exclusion and the feeling of being the mirror or “other” for the 

master-race. Du Bois wrote that “one ever feels this twoness, — an American, a Negro; 

two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings.” In this predicament, it was “dogged 

strength alone” that kept one “from being tom asunder” (45). Yet, the “other” racialized 

self in the “merging” with or “conform[ing]” to the “greater ideals of the American 

Republic” (52), would seem to keep the racial problem in existence. According to Du 

Bois, he “would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world 

and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he 

knows that Negro blood has a message for the world” (45). Although the opening lines of 

Souls have prompted much criticism of Du Bois’s racial essentialism on the one hand, or 

assimilationist tendencies on the other, we need to consider the context within which Du 

Bois proclaims that he would not “Afiicanize America.” Indeed, the achievement of 

“American” democracy for Du Bois depends upon this “Africanization” and 

acknowledgment of racial ambiguity as the “comer-stone” (143), to use his rhetoric, of 

revolutionary democracy.

The conciliatory tone of The Souls o f  Black Folk and the sometimes confusing 

use of rhetoric is in part because Du Bois is writing to a “white” Victorian audience 

primarily. We can better understand his reassuring claim in Souls that he would not
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Africanize America by considering the fear of Africanization in the post-Reconstruction 

period. In Black Reconstruction, Du Bois spends a great deal of time criticizing Andrew 

Johnson. As Johnson claimed, “’Of all the dangers which our nation has yet encountered, 

none are equal to those which must result from the success of the effort now making to 

Africanize the half of our country’” (342). To be sure, what Johnson expressed as a fear 

of Africanization and blackness was a fear of the lack of white American selfhood and 

the hegemony of its mission that the “other” invoked.

This fear was fed by the widespread belief that the emancipation of the slaves was 

not a result of their agency. Therefore, in his famous chapter “The Propaganda of 

History,” in Black Reconstruction, Du Bois critiques common assertions by historians 

that ignored the fact that slaves fought in each revolutionary war. Woodward in his “Meet 

General Grant” had remarked that “’American Negroes are the only people in the history 

of the World so far as I know, that ever became free without any effort of their own.’” 

According to Du Bois, on the whole, the “North went to war without the slightest idea of 

freeing the slave” and “’most were not Abolitionists’” (716). Most, including Lincoln, 

“pledged themselves to protect slavery.” Nonetheless, there were Reconstruction forces 

who attacked slavery, and there was the fact of millions of “freedmen” in their midst, 

who had heard the trumpet sound. But they were to be characterized as subhuman 

because the type of self-determination that the North lauded could not be applied to the 

former slaves.

Many Americans shared the sentiments of Johnson and Seward, who “kept 

hammering at an old thesis: “Because of slavery, the Negro is not as well fitted to vote as 

the intelligent foreigner” (337). The lack of the ability for self-determination and the 

“’capacity for independent government’” (341) as defined by the dominant group in 

power struck a resonant chord of fear that chimed with the fear of captivity and slavery in 

the Republic’s foundation. In the attempt at and “lost cause” of Reconstruction, Du Bois



279

comments that what white America feared more than anything was the success of the

former slaves in their attempts at self-government. Indeed, the primary thing that saved

the former slaves from being “driven back into slavery,” was the establishment of “public

schools and private colleges, and by organizing the Negro church, the Negro had

acquired enough leadership and knowledge to thwart the worst designs of the new slave

drivers” (Black Reconstruction 667). Formalizing institutions and founding societies

would ward off the despotism of whites who tended to see the former slaves as incapable

of culture, and of “self-determination.”

The hostility and racial resentment expressed following Reconstruction

epitomized the “fear” that whites felt toward black Americans. This fear, Du Bois

remarks, was a result of the slaves’ remarkable “success” in spite of the intolerable

situation they were given, and if  Reconstruction was a “failure,” it was a “splendid

failure.” In his words, “The attempt to make black men American citizens was in a

certain sense a failure, but a splendid failure. It did not fail where it was expected to fail”

(708). He implies that though Reconstruction failed at making “black men” white

“Americans,” it did not fail at manifesting the spirit o f American democracy:

in a thousand schools of the South after the war were brought together the 
most eager of the emancipated blacks and that part of the North which 
believed in democracy, and that social contact of human beings became a
matter of course. The results were of all sorts On the whole, the most
astonishing successes in the new and sudden human contacts. (190)

Du Bois attributes the “success” to “widespread [religious] conviction” on the part of 

Northern “friends,” but is careful to attend to the autonomy of the communities formed: 

they were “doubtless instigated by white fiiends, but not all” (Black Reconstruction 230) 

and the newly freedmen were beginning to devise public forums that would meet their 

history and the specific needs o f their situation.
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The “new and sudden human contacts,” cross-cultural contacts that would not 

“Africanize” or “Americanize” but express a merging and exchange from both historical 

situations, were, according to Du Bois, the best expression of the revolutionary promise 

for democratic space. That scene of cross-cultural contact and the public space for 

exchange appears in Souls in “Of the Sons of Masters and Men” as a repetition of the 

potentially revolutionary moment in colonization: “The world-old phenomenon of the 

contact of diverse races of men is to have new exemplification during the new century. 

Indeed, the characteristic of our age is the contact of European civilization with the 

world’s undeveloped peoples” (187). Du Bois desired “a conscientious study of the 

phenomenon of race-contact, -  to a study frank and fair, and not falsified and colored by 

our wishes or our fears” (Souls 188).

For abolitionists, and the Freedman’s Bureau that was their heir, in addition to the 

centralist and nationalist melodrama that began to develop, there was the problem of how 

to found freedom once slavery ended in name. There were also other Christian-based 

interpretations of the “Negro problem” and the problem of sin. The notion that an 

inherited sin, such as an Original Sin, could be cured by ending slavery leads us to the 

problem of conversion, and the question as to what would constitute grace? how could 

the former slaves become American citizens and selves? On the one hand, a submission 

to legalism would not work. Du Bois was aware of the problems with American legalism. 

In Dusk o f  Dawn he wrote that “this greater group environment was not a matter of mere 

ideas and thought; it was embodied in muscles and armed men, in scowling faces, in the 

majesty of judge and police and in human law which had become divine” (653). The 

divine law was consistent with “constitution worship,” and the perception of descendants 

of slaves as if  they were the manifestation and cause of the nation’s “sin.” In this 

understanding, it would be part of the “white man’s burden” to bring them into slavery 

and then make “citizens” out of them. The Constitution had become an absolute in the



281

post-Reconstruction imagination. Again, the point was made that the Civil War was not 

about slavery, and what was important was maintaining the union. In an attempt to keep 

the “union” intact, the South resorted to “constitutional metaphysics,” and “looked back 

to the Constitution as if  it contained an Absolute, when even the men who wrote it 90 

years before did not think slavery would survive” {Black Reconstruction 267). Again, as 

with reformers in the antebellum era, Andrew Johnson and the post-Reconstruction 

government attempted to restore an absolute and purify the constitutional legal identity of 

the forefathers. Du Bois quotes Johnson as follows, “’Whenever administration fails, or 

seems to fail, in securing any of the great ends for which republican government is 

established, the proper course seems to be to renew the original spirit and forms of the 

constitution itself.’” And Du Bois asks, “Who was to be the judge of the ‘original spirit’ -  

Andrew Johnson or the Congress?” (334). To be sure, in their sanctimonious reverence 

for the Constitution they succeeded in legitimating a new form of slavery.

This new slavery that pointed to the lack of a self-determining power was also 

based on the assumption of biological and scientific racism, which arose in full force at 

the end of the nineteenth century. Johnson, comparing the national union to a human 

body, also asked if  “’the digestive powers of the American government [were] sufficient 

to receive this element in a new shape, and digest it and make it work healthfully upon 

the system that has incorporated it?”’ (260). This rhetoric sounds similar to the divine 

laws of transubstantiation and the achievement of the purified blood kinship we saw at 

work in reformist impulses of the antebellum era. To be sure, in a climate of scientific 

racism and Jim Crow Laws, the raced element could not be “incorporated” either into the 

nationalist body politic or the Corpus Christus.

While descendants of slaves did not seem “ready” to be ingested and digested into 

the legalistic formulas of “abracabra and crystal balls” or the “constitutional 

metaphysics” (267), neither would it serve them well to merely submit for the time being
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to the role of a vocational caste. The submission to a laissez-faire work ethic, as we will

see in Du Bois’s critique of Booker T. Washington, would do little to redeem the nation.

The existence of slavery invoked fear from those who simultaneously valued a work ethic

and the form of self that that work ethic entailed and feared the slaves for the passivity

their history signified.

The white family narrative and its correspondent notion of independent selfhood

emerges as the terms upon which black folk will be considered “equal.” Thus we can

sense that while Du Bois reassuringly began The Souls o f  Black Folk by claiming he

would not “Africanize” America, he intimates that America itself needs to recognize the

intermingling between races -  the cross-cultural contact and the miscegenation -  that is

at the heart of its foundation. The focus on racial purity and the ideology of the American

self that tended to depict a long blood kinship narrative between Europe and its American

sons ignored the fact that Afiticans and Native Americans shared blood kinship. As Du

Bois comments in Dusk o f Dawn, to the question,

‘Why don’t you leave them then?’ . . . .  ‘First, they have annexed the earth 
and hold it by transient but real power. But even more important than this: 
I am as bad as they are. In fact, I am related to them and they have much 
that belongs to me -  this land, for instance, for which my fathers starved 
and fought; I share their sins; in fine, I am related to them.’ (665) 

Moreover, at the end of The Souls o f Black Folk, Du Bois poses the question to

the history of white European origins and blood kinship that dominated his era: “Your

country? How came it yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here. Here we have

brought our three gifts and mingled them with yours: a gift of story and song -  soft,

stirring melody in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious land.” The slaves gave “story and

song,” “sweat and brawn,” and “the Spirit” (275). On one level, the races were also blood

brothers and sisters because at times they shared “bonds of intimacy, affections, and

sometimes blood relationships” (206). To be sure, Du Bois points out, “we have woven

ourselves with the very warp and woof of this nation, -  we have fought their battles.
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shared their sorrow, mingled our blood with theirs” (275). Du Bois claims that the 

founding of America was authentic and collective, requiring the “gifts” and willingness 

of slaves that would only later be misunderstood as foreordained victimhood by a 

“headstrong,” and “careless people” (276), who had confused the dignity of sacrifice with 

non-white passivity.

In order to counter and attempt to heal the racist effect o f the idea of white

American selfhood, Du Bois without question celebrates the “colors” of the descendants

of slaves. But he was primarily interested in a principle o f diversity and “chaos” or

“anarchy of the spirit” (“The White World,” Dusk o f Dawn 653) that structures his

ultimate orientation to the idea of freedom and American democracy. As he writes in

Black Reconstruction,

This whole phantasmagoria has been built on the most miserable of human 
fictions: that in addition to the manifest differences between men there is a 
deep, awful and ineradicable cleft which condemns most men to eternal 
degradation. It is a cheap inheritance of the world’s infamy, unworthy of 
grown folk. Humanity is one and its vast variety is its glory and not its 
condemnation. If all men make the best of themselves, if  all men have the 
chance to meet and know each other, the result is the love bom of 
knowledge and not the hate based on ignorance. (705)

Du Bois believes that the “glory” of “humanity” and the revolutionary promise of

America is absolutely dependent upon the mass of slaves in the land. “The most

miserable of human fictions” was the failure to recognize the specific, the “variety” and

the heterogeneity of free gifts or exchanges.

America’s people had built an economy structured on the appropriation of labor, 

music and culture from slave communities; furthermore, its laissez-faire individualism 

and autonomous notions o f freedom could only be formed against the enslaved.

Therefore the slaves should not have to ask for a homogeneous form of freedom that is 

inconsistent with the true promise of democracy, and the cause of freedom, to which they 

gave in excess. In fact, white Americans should be acknowledging and expressing
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“gratitude” to the former slaves: “Negroes deserved not only the pity of the world, but the 

gratitude of both the South and North” (189). Indeed, in Souls, Du Bois calls for “the 

opening of heart and hand of the best to the worst, in generous acknowledgment of 

common humanity and a common destiny” (206). Du Bois asks in The Gifts o f Black 

Folk,

Who made America? . . .  humble builders For the glory of the world is
the possibilities of the commonplace and America is America even 
because it shows, as never before, the power of the common, ordinary, 
unlovely man. This is really democracy and not that vain and eternal 
striving to regard the world as the abiding place of exceptional genius with 
great black wastes of hereditary idiots. (33)

The Glory achieved by recognizing plurality is championed here while striving is

criticized insofar as it implies the working toward an exceptional American self.

This shift from the “glory of the world” and the glory of God’s “variety” in public 

to the construction of a “race problem” seemed to occur in the movement toward 

privatization of religion and secularization. Specifically, in an early paper on religion in 

the South, Du Bois indicates tliat “Slavery.. .  was gradually transformed in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries into a social status out of which a man, even a black 

man, could and did escape” (“Religion” 131). In the nineteenth century, Du Bois 

comments that since all “white servants had been freed,” slavery for white Christians 

increasingly became associated with color and a “caste system” developed. At this 

juncture “even the fi-ee Negroes began to be disfranchised and put into the caste system.” 

Complexities therefore arise about “race,” and the “white” meaning of American fi’eedom 

when religion and morality adjust to “meet this new situation, and in the adjustment, no 

matter what might be said or thought, the Negro and slavery had to be the central thing” 

(168). Du Bois suggests that the vicissitudes in the structure of American Protestantism, 

and, in particular, its moralism, were not historical necessities. The private Christianity, 

however, that worked hand-in-hand with secularization became the source of
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contradiction in the American imagination and in its rhetoric about freedom. Freedom 

and “salvation,” which I have argued are inextricably bound in America, posed itself 

against captivity and the situation of passivity signified by slave labor. Those who 

suffered this fate “became the central thing.” In this method, American Christianity was 

racialized. Du Bois’s awareness of this refusal to recognize religious exchanges and 

diversity in the nineteenth century indicated that he was aware o f revolutionary moments 

of exchange in the early protestant spaces of revivalism and “awakenings,” a key word in 

The Souls o f  Black Folk and in later works.

Du Bois alludes to the fact that the fear of slave insurrection, with the examples of 

leaders such as Gabriel Vesey and Nat Turner, led to the prohibition of public religious 

gatherings for slaves, and to the “adjustment of religion and ethics” to the issue of social 

well-being, so that racial and biological difference was legislated in the name of 

Christianity (“Religion” 168). This fear of violence, although logical given the brutality 

o f slavery, was also supplemented by the fear of a loss of an exclusionary and nationalist 

narrative -  a singular identity. Du Bois’s insertion of the issue o f cross-cultural plurality 

and a more fundamental and primordial principle of diversity as civil religious origin 

challenges the idea of a consent to hierarchy. The early revolutionary promises for slave 

freedom in revivals have been considered in detail by Genovese and numerous critics, 

Mechal Sobel in particular, who have challenged the idea that the slaves’ use of scriptural 

motifs was merely a cover for their plans for violent revolt. As Genovese points out, “the 

revolutionary danger point to the ruling classes came from the millennialist movements 

when the authority and legitimacy of lordship had been badly shaken —when submission 

to an earthly lord receded in society and could therefore recede in spiritual 

consciousness” (167). The Reformation and its doubts about the moral hierarchy of the 

Catholic Church led to the questioning of monarchical law, and, more in keeping with Du 

Bois’s American context, the early Calvinist focus on conversion and participation in
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religious matters encouraged profession of faith from slaves. As we have seen, one result 

o f secularization and privatization of conversion was that profession and enactment of 

faith -  grace -  was no longer an issue that entailed a role in the construction of communal 

authority.

I have argued that the meaning of salvation changed in the light of participation 

and “occasional” exchanges from “others.” To be sure, conversion entailed having a 

public voice and, as Du Bois points out in The Negro Church, after these promising 

moments of public exchange, and the acknowledgment of salvation for slaves, a “ 'wave 

of legislation passed over the South prohibiting the slaves from learning to read and 

write, forbidding Negroes to preach, and interfering with Negro religious meeting’” (qtd. 

in Chidester 146). Moreover, this-worldly freedom was not only a slave interpretation of 

scripture because the “ambivalence” between civil and religious freedom was present 

even in the “orthodox Calvinist position...  clearly stated by the Dutch Reformed Church 

at the Synod of Dort in the seventeenth century: Slaves who converted to Christianity 

‘ought to enjoy equal rights of liberty with other Christians.” Chidester explains that the 

ambivalence between the “human right to participate in the Christian religion and the 

civil right to participate in the political processes of the community began to be 

enforced,” and “this distinction between religious and civil rights became embodied in a 

series of laws which specified clearly that baptism would not change the social status of 

slaves” (148). As we saw in the Edwards chapter, not only baptism was at issue, but also 

the need to construct public spaces for God’s infinite glory and therefore human, public 

action. The demise of the importance of these spaces coincided with the increasing 

association of slavery with race.

Indeed, Du Bois claims that despite the possibility for public freedom and 

therefore exchange and interrogation about social normativity, the elimination of the 

public nature of religion helped advance the separation of religious worship “along the
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color line” (Souls 173). Both the dominant protestant work ethic and science would 

establish a form of Social Darwinism and racial hierarchy in the name of an absolute 

manifestation of societal “good.” Enslavement was naturally legislated through racial 

difference and American civil-religious “divine” laws. The tuturistic ideal of salvation 

and freedom led not only to an impossible whitening process, but also the complete 

transcendence of the moral ambiguity and passive “souls” in slavery that seemed to lack 

the self-determining power of the Arminian and private understanding of freedom that 

secularization encouraged. This is also why the study of slavery in all new manifestations 

was bound to an understanding of racialization for Du Bois. The privatized nature of the 

protestant moral hierarchization is also why “double consciousness” must speak to a 

more communal and pluralized conception of space than a belief in a private self can 

provide. The “secular” protestant moralism became a futuristic and moralistic teleology 

of “endless striving,” and contributed to the flight from plurality and public space, and 

the veiled nature of American democracy.

iii. African American Leadership Reconsidered: The Work Ethic’s Colonizing 

Heroes versus Du Bois’s “Talented Tenth”

In a speech delivered before the Cotton States International Exposition in 1895, 

Booker T. Washington (the Tuskegee “genius”) had effectively nullified the need for 

public spaces — spaces of contact among and between the races. His metaphor of the 

hand unified in mutual progress with the races as separate as the fingers provides for no 

precise space for either the deliberation that could define the meaning of progress or the 

intent of work, its integration or its practice. We are thus left with a “work ethic” as an 

“eternal striving,” rather than the glory of plural souls united in a common endeavor.

As Du Bois pointed out, there were “two great streams,” a “color line” between 

the races. As far as “daily intermingling, there is almost no community of intellectual life
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or point of transference where the thoughts and feeling of one race can come into direct 

contact and sympathy with the thoughts and feelings of the other” (204). According to Du 

Bois, Washington helped to encourage the situation of segregation, and when “a sense of 

doubt and hesitation overtook the freedmen’s sons, -  then it was that his leading began.” 

Washington put forth a plan of “industrial education, conciliation of the South, and 

submission and silence as to civil and political rights,” a plan that for Du Bois seemed 

“not wholly original” (79).

Washington’s Atlanta Compromise Address represented an attitude of 

“adjustment and submission” (87). His famous speech was an effort to achieve racial 

cooperation in the South. Washington had armounced that he would accept the restriction 

on black enfranchisement and make no further demands for social and political equality if 

efforts were made to control lynching. He seemed to suggest a sense of mutual public 

decision making in the latter part o f his speech, in which he claims that the races could be 

‘separate but equal,’ “’one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress’” (Souls 

80). Although Washington did not merely endorse the outcome of Plessy Fs Ferguson, 

which had affirmed the constitutionality of segregation, he did, in Du Bois’s opinion 

make the transition to a new form of industrial slavery much easier for the white 

Southerners. Indeed, for Du Bois, the South was thinking “’If that is all your race asks, 

take it’” (82). Washington was, therefore, “essentially the leader not of one race but of 

two” (86).

Du Bois claimed that Washington believed in the ideals of the “gospel of Work 

and Money to such an extent as apparently almost completely [] overshadow[s] the 

higher aims of life” (87). Washington imbued the “American assumption” (the notion 

that wealth is a result of one’s effort, which in America was given a particularly divine 

hue when coupled with the “protestant work ethic”) so thoroughly, that he had become a 

“race man.” He wore the inauthentic “mask” and veil to white liberals who supported his
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construction of the “Tuskegee machine,” and to be sure, they provided ample financial 

aid to support an ideology that seemed to maintain the status quo and would not ask for 

political representation or equality in the “broader” sphere of social relations, culture, or 

education.

Du Bois felt that whether or not Washington had more dignified political ideals in 

mind for the future, the letter’s leadership was based upon lies, “cajoling” to white 

power, with “indiscriminate flattery” and “praise.” Du Bois, in contrast, argued that 

“straightforward honesty” and a “firm adherence to their higher ideals and aspirations 

[would] ever keep those ideals within the realm of possibility” (90). The latter was 

convinced that “the way for a people to gain their reasonable right is not by voluntary 

throwing them away” (90). Washington, a former slave, had written in his autobiography 

Up From Slavery that “teaching or preaching [was] an easy way to make a living,” and 

“culture” to him, was simply an example of laziness, where the useless “would be free 

from most o f the hardships of the world, and, at any rate, could live without manual 

labour” (81). Certainly, one of “the saddest thing[s]” he witnessed in the South was the 

poor “young man. . .  sitting down in a one-room cabin, with grease on his clothing, filth 

all around him, and weeds in the yard and garden, engaged in studying French grammar” 

(122). Du Bois, without arguing that one should disregard or look down upon manual 

labor, “wonder[ed] what Socrates and St. Francis of Assisi would say to this” {Souls 81) 

speechless, unreflective and inarticulate American work ethic.

While Washington criticizes the religion and culture of the former slaves as 

indicative of laziness, he uses the ideals of the white Christian work ethic and self-made 

exceptionalism, the American assumption. The “eternal striving” defers the realization of 

freedom in a public space of conversation and cultural exchange, and instead propounds a 

limitless ideal of self-improvement. Washington praises the civilizing capacity of 

Christianity and judges his own “rise” to success by virtue of his capacity to “use the
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good things of the earth, not as an end, but as a means toward promoting its own moral 

and religious growth and the prosperity and happiness of the world” (“Religion” 73-74). 

Moreover, Washington’s use of the work ethic, precisely displayed Du Bois’s conviction, 

with which I opened the chapter, that the freedmen “fell under the leadership of those 

who would compromise with truth in the past in order to make peace in the present and 

guide policy in the future” {Black Reconstruction 727). This expression of a fatal 

compromise also legitimated the work ethic’s economization, or sublimation, of desire 

and pleasure by redirecting the desire for freedom into the sphere of production and 

consumption. Civilization would come to mean, for Washington, the “moral and religious 

growth” for growth’s sake, for the sole purpose o f “want[ing] more wants” (Washington 

“Religion” 56) and thus needing to strive “endlessly.”

A degree of “thrift” is recommended by Du Bois, which may seem Puritanical, 

and Du Bois will also criticize “indifference, or shiftlessness, or reckless bravado” (103), 

a cynicism and indifference to striving that may result from a history of slavery and 

subsequent witnessing of endless compromises to achieve freedom. However, Du Bois 

does not base a moral and religious system upon instrumentalization and the utilitarian 

anxiety over the security of wealth as a foundational tenet of the possibility for freedom. 

Even on the level of material well-being, Du Bois lived through these ambiguities with 

grace. He had commented that he was not “afraid of life” and had long made the decision 

to take risks, financial or otherwise, in order to pursue his life’s work with integrity, 

although this risk taking, he realized, the “rather specious monetary independence[,]” 

may in the end cost [him] dearly, and land [him] in time upon some convenient street 

comer with a tin cup” {Dusk o f Dawn 792).

Perhaps dialoguing with Washington, and sharing in the interest of America’s 

origins, and the hegemony of the work ethic, Du Bois insinuates another understanding of 

his own New England “puritanical” upbringing. Du Bois thanked his “partial Puritanism”
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for “never mak[ing] him afraid of life.” Du Bois acknowledged a “placidity” and serenity 

in the face of uncertainty present in a non-absolutist, partial “Puritanism.” He saw in 

Washington’s fully puritanical work-ethic the fear of letting go of the need to control the 

future, or the outcome of events. Du Bois praised his background for offering the 

“courage” to “live[] completely, testing every normal appetite, feasting on sunset, sea and 

hill, and enjoying wine, women and song” (Dusk o f Dawn 792). Moreover, Du Bois 

points out in Darkwater that a lack of faith in present exchanges and fear o f future 

economic uncertainty undermined democracy: “Democracy has failed because so many 

people fear it. They believe that wealth and happiness are so limited that a world full of 

intelligent, healthy, and free people is impossible, if  not undesirable” (90). While it is true 

that Du Bois is not well-known for his tendencies toward excess, and he seemed 

Victorian in many respects, as Lewis points out in his biographies o f Du Bois, what Du 

Bois seemed to mean by “partial Puritanism” was the “courage” and faith to live as a 

whole person, one who was at-home with his “limited,” publicly oriented, and 

considerable talents.

It was also this courage that he sensed in slave culture, despite the obscurity of the 

talents in a climate of laissez-faire selfhood and the doctrine of the work ethic. Du Bois 

displays a regard for the slave culture and its chosen actors, the “Preacher and Teacher,” 

whom Washington, the one who most recently is portrayed as more in touch with the 

masses, could only imagine as expressions of laziness. For Du Bois, the “Preacher and 

Teacher,” “embodied once the ideal of this people -  the strife for another and ajuster 

world, the vague dream of righteousness, the mysteiy of knowing”; they lived a “simple 

beauty and weird inspiration” that was replaced by “a quest for cash and a lust for gold” 

{Souls 114). In contrast to Washington, Du Bois does not criticize the moral degeneration 

or backwardness of the former slaves, although he does draw attention to the tendency to
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succumb to resignation or “doubt” in a world that valued little the ordinary and 

communal achievements that public space could promise.

Ironically, for the puritan Du Bois, he considered the phenomenon of “laziness” at 

some length, not always in a critical mode, because a more relaxed pace of “human 

doing” (275) not only represented resistance to the white work ethic, but also presented 

another, more local and epistemological orientation toward work. He looked at laziness in 

terms of a total situation of slavery, thus in a critical mode, but not in a criticizing mode. 

The lingering mode of work evoked the possibility for a “black work ethic,” an ethic that 

epitomized the communal exchange that may have been possible, Du Bois implies. In 

The Souls o f  Black Folk, Du Bois begins to reflect on what is considered to be “laziness” 

when he considers the stereotypical “shiftlessness” of the former slaves: “Shiftless? Yes, 

the personification of shiftlessness. And yet follow those boys: they are not lazy; to

morrow morning they’ll be up with the sun; they work hard when they do work, and they 

work willingly. They have no sordid, selfish, money-getting ways, but rather a fine 

disdain for mere cash” (179).

This acknowledgment of the dignified relation to work will develop into a more 

sustained commentary on the so-called “primitives” of Africa who are not impressed with 

the imperialistic human beings of the West. As he remarks in Dusk o f  Dawn, “I began to 

learn: primitive men are not following us far, frantically waving and seeking our goals: 

primitive men are not behind us in some swift foot-race. Primitive men have already 

arrived.” Even if  Du Bois does not directly articulate this vision in The Souls o f Black 

Folk, he begins to express this conviction, particularly because it is in this book that he 

alludes to and plays with the double meanings of time, progress, and space. “These folk 

have the leisure of true aristocracy -  leisure for thought and courtesy, leisure for sleep 

and laughter” (647), Du Bois remarks. That “aristocratic” spirit parallels the “simple 

beauty and weird inspiration” that Du Bois argues in The Gifts o f  Black Folk “brought to
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modem manual labor a renewed valuation of life” (54) and “certain spiritual values not 

yet fully realized” (53).

However, when the “renewed valuation of life” and everyday exchange turned 

into an impossible metaphysic of salvation and American progress, the former slaves, Du 

Bois comments, faced the temptation of succumbing to resignation, fatalism and doubt. 

Du Bois therefore chides American protestantism for having prepared the slaves to 

anticipate an absolute End of Days or an apocalypse that would come with legal 

emancipation. He claims that “Away back in the days of bondage they thought to see in 

one divine event the end of all doubt and disappointment: few men ever worshipped 

Freedom with half such unquestioning faith as did the American Negro for two centuries” 

(Souls 46). Although Du Bois praises the “worship” of freedom, it can become 

meaningless and fatal without a public space. This new faith in freedom and salvation 

that equated progress with Providence led some to believe that “when Emancipation 

finally came,” it was “a literal Coming of the Lord” (220). Evidently, this did not seem to 

be the case, but for Du Bois, as I have implied, perhaps the best possibility for salvation 

did momentarily occur in the foundation of public space and the experience of a 

restoration to and remembrance of plurality and novelty.

But in order to achieve the grand ideal of “progress” and privatized freedom, 

Washington had shifted the burden of slavery onto the shoulders of black folk, primarily 

because he followed the “American assumption,” an assumption that could not be applied 

to the history of chattel slaves. The issue of moral degeneration or incapacity is applied to 

the slaves, as an innate quality, while Du Bois repeatedly remarks that the possibility for 

freedom for the slaves and their success at it, must be a “burden [that] belong to the 

nation, and the hands of none of us are clean if we bend not our energies to righting these 

great wrongs” (94). The newly freedmen’s attempt to found freedom in the “transition 

from slavery to freedom” (125), must not “simply [be] seconded, but rather aroused and
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encouraged, by the initiative o f  the richer and wiser environing group” (93). For Du Bois, 

the fate of the nation depended upon this sharing of the “burden.” Considering the 

situation and success of those who were in chains for three hundred years through the 

lenses o f the “American assumption” would not only be misguided because of an unequal 

starting point, but also because the individualist way of measuring freedom was false. If 

the surrounding group seems “wiser,” as Du Bois points out, it does not “require any 

fine-spun theories of racial differences to prove the necessity o f such group training after 

the brains o f the race have been knocked out by two hundred and fifty years of assiduous 

education in submission, carelessness, and stealing” (191). And yet, there was more 

dignity in slave culture for Du Bois than he sometimes implies. The “new birthright” 

promised in the transition from slavery to freedom required that their novel ways of being 

in the world, and their novel expressions of truth and beauty would be heard.

Washington’s program o f moral improvement insinuated that black people would 

eventually integrate into the individualist structure of Americanism and its instrumentalist 

ideology of progress. Du Bois, on the other hand, redefines the “meaning of progress” 

throughout his work, and most specifically, in his chapter “Of the Meaning of Progress” 

in The Souls o f  Black Folk. For Du Bois, the slaves manifested the negative truth of the 

“meaning of progress,” and, to be sure, invoked fear in the hearts of those who had so 

deeply imbibed theories of racial hierarchies that coincided with a white exceptionalist 

work ethic. According to him, when Reconstraction “failed” and the former slaves failed 

to prove themselves human, or equivalent to the “American self,” based of the work ethic 

as it was, the elucidating cry rang out; “Be content to be servants, and nothing more; what 

need of higher culture for half-men? Away with the black man’s ballot, by force or fraud, 

— and behold the suicide o f a race! Nevertheless, out of the evil came something of 

good.” This “good” was the “sobering realization of the meaning of progress” (51). This 

meaning for Du Bois is “necessarily ugly” {Souls 105), and the form of self it epitomized
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had little to do with the “souls” o f the nation, or the ordinary, and plural meaning of 

American democracy. Du Bois once again uses his “deflationary strategy” to play with 

and redefine the meaning of progress outside of the futuristic parameters of 

instrumentalism. The revised meaning of progress for Du Bois can be understood as an 

awareness of the “‘swift’ and ‘slow’ in human doing, and the limits of human 

perfectibility” (275).

The particular danger for Du Bois is that this black work ethic that is aware of the

need for communal reflection on the methods of “advancement” and progress, will lose

sight of the sacredness in such human discussion. As a result of conquest by an American

“assumption” that “is the arrogance of peoples irreverent toward Time, and ignorant

toward the deeds of men” (274), the descendants of slaves might succumb to a sense of

resignation, purposelessness, “indifference, or shiftlessness, or reckless bravado” (103).

At this point, Du Bois is fairly genuine about his sense of betrayal in the “missed

opportunity” to realize what was promising in American democracy and the everyday

“progress” that could be acknowledged in reverence toward time, the time of the former

slaves “new birthright,” (62) plurality, and novelty. As he writes.

It is a hard thing to live haunted by the ghost of an untrue dream; to see 
the wide vision of empire fade into real ashes and dirt; to feel the pang of 
the conquered, and yet know that with all the Bad that fell on one black 
day, something was vanquished that deserved to live, something killed that 
injustice had not dared to die; to know that with the Right that triumphed, 
triumphed something of Wrong, something sordid and mean, something 
less than the broadest and best. All this is bitter hard; and many a man and 
city and people have found in it excuse for sulking, and brooding, and 
listless waiting. (Souls 110)

Du Bois touches on a couple issues in this passage: the religion of passive submission

and indifference that had replaced the “Right” American dream, and the point that this

religion is based upon “listless waiting” for an inevitably deferred, futuristic ideal of

freedom.
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While Washington’s position and policies were almost diametrically opposed to 

Du Bois’s vision, sentiment, and intellect, Alexander Crummell’s life and thought 

presented a great temptation for him. For Washington, the tools of civilization are 

acquired through the practice of the Protestant work ethic in manual labor; he promoted a 

progressivist movement on economic levels, complemented by a benign Christianity that 

monitors substantial sins, ensuring that the “eternal striving” was the way to salvation. In 

contrast, Crummell espoused a merger of civilization and Christianity that engaged the 

highest “talents” of the Negro. He attempted to cleanse Christianity of its racism and 

prepare Africans and those of African descent in America for an authentic role in the 

history of scripture and history. It was from Crummell that Du Bois derived the term 

“talented tenth.” Crummell shared with Du Bois an enthusiasm for an intellectual 

meaning of black culture. It was from Crummell that Du Bois derived the notion of 

“talent” as a critical and positive meaning of race leadership.

Let me first deal with the genesis of “talent” and the “representative character” for 

Du Bois, and in the next section, I will address the aesthetic form of novelty in the 

Spirituals. Du Bois wrote in an 1897 speech to the American Negro Academy, “The 

Conservation of the Races,” “[Talent] must be representative in character; not in that it 

represents all interests or all factions, but in that it seeks to comprise something of the 

best thought, the most unselfish striving and the highest ideals” (823). But this “best 

thought” is not simply an attempt to romanticize the strong man or cultural elite, as a 

strategy to oppose Washington’s acceptance of servitude and his tendency to turn a “by

path [work] into a veritable Way of Life” (80). When Du Bois writes “Way of Life” in 

capitals, he seems to refer to the phenomenon of this-worldly salvation. By opposing 

Washington’s submission to white ideals and not simply turning to the opposite, i.e. 

Alexander Crummell’s romanticization of an African-Christian civilization, and race- 

spirit, Du Bois poses his own concept of grace and of the way the chosen few would
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“thoughtfully comprise something of the best thought.” In other words, they would 

express a re-birth and novel way of being in the world by acknowledging their exchanges 

and contacts.

Yet, as I have said, Crummell’s concept of “talent” was a temptation for Du Bois. 

Crummell was a complex character and towering figure in the tradition of African 

American leadership. He was bom in New York in 1819; he was proud of his pure, and 

undiluted and “freed” African blood. His father’s genealogy was of Timanee Chiefs in 

West Africa, while his mother’s “ ancestors for several generations were free New 

Yorkers.” Crummell studied at a “school established by Quakers with Henry Highland 

Garnett,” and then “went to a school in 1835 in Canaan, New Hampshire, where a school 

had been established by abolitionists without restriction as to race or sex.” The city’s 

population did not approve of the schooling of blacks and tore down the school. Again, 

when Crummell “applied for admission to the General Theological Seminaiy of the 

Protestant Episcopal Church in New York” in 1839, “the trustees declined his 

admission.” But Crummell pressed on and was “nevertheless ordained to the diaconate in 

Boston by Bishop Griswold.” He was later ordained in 1844 and “in 1851 he went to 

England” to study at Queen’s College, Cambridge. Then he traveled to “Africa where for 

twenty years he labored as a clergyman and educator,” and “returned to the United States 

permanently in 1873.” Crummell was founder of the American Negro Academy, which 

supported “men of African descent, for the promotion of scholarly works,” and “the 

aiding of youth of genius in the attainment of the higher culture at home and abroad” 

(Cromwell 132-134).

Although Du Bois honored Crummell in The Souls o f Black Folk more that any 

other figure, in his chapter “Of Alexander Crummell,” we should keep in mind that Du 

Bois fundamentally disagrees with the plans for African colonization, or the colonizing 

mindset. He would also later criticize those who seemed to think of themselves as
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“American” and with no link to a more “primitive” and uncivilized “Africa.” As he later 

notes about the older, liberal members of the NAACP, who “felt themselves Americans, 

not Africans. They resented and feared any coupling with Africa” {Dusk o f Dawn 755). 

Though Crummell never feared Africa, to be sure, he had little regard for the uncivilized. 

Crummell was the founder of the American Negro Academy at the turn of the twentieth 

century who coined the term “talented tenth” in opposition to Washington’s 

accomodationist policies. In this respect, the idea of an idealistic black nationalist elite 

was created by those who were in a position to know the implications of the protestant 

work ethic left without higher ideals and human dignity. Crummell was also one of the 

founders of the African Methodist Church and supported the foundation of Liberia and 

Sierra Leone, non-slave colonies to which Abolitionists carried “civilization.” 

Nonetheless, Du Bois would understand the desire to leave America on a civilizing 

mission to Africa to retrieve and construct particular race spirit as more admirable than 

following Washington, but as another compromise, a compromise on the issue of 

uncertainty and novelty. For Du Bois, “’primitives’ have already arrived” and he has an 

understanding of “humanity” that pre-exists an introduction to Christianity or what goes 

under the banner of “civilization.”

In at least one respect, as Sundquist notes, Crummell and Washington were alike: 

“Crummell shared the view with Washington that civil rights activism was secondary to 

acquisition of the tools of civilization” (515). Washington had demeaned the souls, 

according to Du Bois, and had eliminated the necessity to acknowledge the totality of the 

human character, not simply the body used for labor, but the mind and its reflective 

capacities. While I have argued that he admired abolitionists, he knew that they had also 

compromised by attempting to assimilate to the American “mission,” and they had 

spoken in the terms o f achieving a universal self and equality of mind and body with the 

white forces of civilization. On the other hand, there were the movements for African
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Colonization, of which Du Bois comments “schemes of migration and colonization arose 

among [the slaves]; but these they refused to entertain, and they eventually turned to the 

Abolition movement as final refuge” (85). Crummell’s life paralleled these choices, and 

he moved back and forth between the races, striving for a total redemption and healing of 

apocalyptical history.

In The Souls o f  Black Folk, Du Bois applauds Crummell’s determination. 

Crummell was “not admitted to the seminary” (236) because of his race, but he did not 

succumb to the “temptation o f Despair” (237). His “talent” was to find another way to 

“heal”’ the wounds of a history of racism and suffering. Let us note that this “healing,” 

though it will take a different and more historical form for Du Bois, was undoubtedly the 

driving force, duty, and meaning of life for Du Bois. As he writes in Black 

Reconstruction, “War and especially civil strife leave terrible wounds. It is the duty of 

humanity to heal them” (713). Crummell believed that the achievement of a racially pure 

black spirit and nationalism would usher in the salvation — the former slaves’ manifest 

destiny. Du Bois admired this planned program of racial pride and uplift, but he did not 

share Crummell’s verve for “civilization,” or rather, he did not understand civilization in 

a normative sense whereby the “primitives” become human when they acquire the 

prescriptive morality and laws associated with Christianity.

In his inaugural address to the American Negro Academy, Crummell claimed that 

the “special undertaking” was “the civilization of the Negro race in the United States, by 

the scientific processes of literature, art, and philosophy, through the agency of cultured 

men of this same Negro race.” Crummell saw the “special race problem” as a result of a 

lack of “civilization.” In marked contrast to Du Bois, Crummell proclaimed that anyone 

could see, “as a race in this land, we have no art; we have no science; we have no 

philosophy; we have no scholarship.” There may be exceptional “individuals,” but on the 

whole, descendants of slaves had not “attain[ed] the role of civilization.” While
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Washington thought it was necessary to acquire “money,” Crummell argued that “’man 

cannot live by bread alone but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God. 

And civilization,’” rather than having to do with acquiring the “’machinery”’ of 

“’material things,”’ was the “’ability to grasp the grand general conceptions of being.’” 

Without the idealist grasp of the universals of “’lofty civilization,”’ “’men are sure to 

remain low, debased and groveling’” (qtd. In Cromwell 134-135). Du Bois also used 

Crummell’s rhetoric in The Souls o f  Black Folk, and he writes, “The function of the 

university is not simply to teach bread-winning, or to furnish teachers for the public 

schools or to be the centre of polite society; it is above all, to be the organ of that fine 

adjustment between real life and the growing knowledge of life, an adjustment which 

forms the secret of civilization” (117). The attitude of “adjustment” between “real life 

and the growing knowledge of life,” offers the reader another understanding of 

“civilization” as an arena for exchange, rather than as a process of acquisition by which 

one escapes sub-human “groveling.”

Du Bois understood and sympathized with Crummell’s religion, and he describes 

his meeting Crummell as a moment in which he “began to feel the fineness of his 

character, -  his calm courtesy, the sweetness of his strength.” “Instinctively I bowed 

before this man,” Du Bois writes, “as one bows before the prophets of the world” (234). 

Coupled with Crummell’s universalist beliefs about civilization, he thought of the races 

as separate, but pure “families.” According to Wilson Moses, Crummell used “Christian,” 

“mystical, telelogical rhetoric” and was a representative of an Ethiopianism which 

prophesied a “Rising Afiica” and the apocalyptic “impending doom of Western 

civilization” (94). This “impending doom,” nonetheless, was because civilization had 

been “hypocritical” and had failed to achieve the moral and cultured ideals that it 

prophesied; Crummell was not challenging the normative concept of “civilization.” Many 

critics follow Moses in tying Du Bois closely to Crummell, particularly given his own
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use of this rhetoric. Yet, while Du Bois sympathized, and even at times supported the 

need for a positive recovery of the meaning of racial identity, he would interpret schemes 

of Romanticizing Africa as another form of cynicism, and for “the black man who is tired 

of begging for justice and recognition from folk who seem to him to have no intention of 

being just and do not propose to recognize Negroes as men” {Dusk o f  Dawn 697).

Given Du Bois’s own criticism of leadership, there is a profound sense of pride

that borders on vanity, with which Du Bois paints Crummell’s “pilgrimage:” “A voice

and vision called him to be a priest, - a seer to lead the uncalled out o f the house of

bondage” (237). This sense of “leading” the ‘uncalled’ into the virtues of Ethiopianism

sits uncomfortably next to Du Bois’s own criticisms of the “civilizing” mission:

“Depravity, Sin, Redemption, Heaven, Hell, and Damnation are preached twice a Sunday

after the crops are laid by; and few indeed of the community have the hardihood to

withstand conversion” (214). Here, Du Bois understands the type of “conversion” usually

offered to the former slaves as a critique of moral and substantial sins and an effort at

purification and indoctrination. More to the point, “[w]ar, murder, slavery, extermination,

and debauchery, -  this has again and again been the result of carrying civilization and the

blessed gospel to the isles of the sea and the heathen without the law” (187). As Eric

Sundquist points out,

Crummell warned that black Americans spent too much time on the 
aesthetic and too little time on studies that would ‘furnish that hardy 
muscle and strong fibre which men need in stem battles of life,’ that 
tenacity and endurance that are ‘the special need o f a new people, running 
a race which they have never before entered upon; and understanding 
civilizing achievements, from which their powers and capacities have been 
separate for long centuries. (515)

However, the difference between Crummell and Du Bois was a bit more subtle, since Du

Bois would also at times speak of “civilization, decency, humanity.” The difference was

that Du Bois had a notion of the human, not a humanism, but a primordiality by virtue of
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the fact of birth and natality. This acknowledgment of infinite natality promised in birth 

the capacity for religion and “civilization.” This capacity does not make one religion 

normative. Sundquist also notes that Du Bois tended to “elevat[e]” the “aesthetic,” and I 

argue that this elevation situates Du Bois’s notion of racial talent within an historical and 

revolutionary space. Crummell, as with Washington, yielded to the “temptation” of 

thinking that he held the destiny of other humans in his hands. In this pride and vanity, he 

formed a meaning of Manifest Destiny for his own clan while fighting with similar 

meanings in others.

Du Bois had no major “quarrel with Crummell” (Sundquist 515). However, 

Crummell, according to Du Bois, had to face “three temptations”: “the temptation of 

Hate,” “the temptation of Despair,” and “the temptation of Doubt” (233), and although 

Du Bois honors Crummell in The Souls o f  Black Folk, ending the chapter with a 

resounding “’Well done!”’ as the “morning stars s[i]t singing” at Crummell’s life’s work, 

he implies that Crummell perhaps fell prey to doubt. One of the greatest temptations for 

Du Bois, and one that he at times seems to experience, is the “temptation of doubt”: 

“Doubt struck the deepest” (239). This is a “doubt” that can lead to a misunderstanding 

about the ordinary, plural and therefore contingent and “occasional,” “end” of one’s 

“striving.” This doubt is because Cmmmell, in a different yet similar way to Washington 

“shifts the burden” of slavery onto the victims. Cmmmell’s focus is uniquely and 

singularly on the “moral” advancement of the race. In Du Bois’s words, “deep down 

below the slavery and servitude of the Negro people he saw their fatal weaknesses, which 

long years of mistreatment had emphasized. The dearth of strong moral character, of 

unbending righteousness he felt, was their great shortcoming, and here he would begin” 

(238). The doubt that Cmmmell shows is when he shifts “from a preoccupation with 

slave suffering to an emphasis on negro moral deficiency,” as Gooding-Williams 

comments (213). Gooding-Williams also points out that Du Bois’s thought is “essentially
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rooted in the experience of slavery” (203). By situating the character of freedom already 

apparent in a position of captivity Du Bois does not mean to value the private 

consciousness excluded from public discussion, or to romanticize chattel slavery. Rather, 

he locates another world and community marked by the knowledge of a Limit, thus 

suggesting a communal form of soul that is not bound up with the fear of slavery that 

came to shape the post-revolutionary, individualist American self.

We will recall that Du Bois stressed the plural and “unlovely” condition of 

humanity, and he would note in Black Reconstruction that ‘we rule by junta; we turn 

Fascist, because we do not believe in men; yet the basis of fact in this belief is incredibly 

narrow” (382). The post-Reconstruction South had shown that “it still did not believe in 

intelligence,” save as an “exception” (697). At the time Crummell is pursuing his life 

mission, however, all that is being asked for is the recognition of the probability of black 

intelligence, and Washington has sacrificed even that minimum goal. Du Bois admires 

Crummell because Crummell fought for the recognition of black intelligence, not in 

deference to white power, but for itself. Nonetheless, two points make Du Bois’s own 

ultimate revolutionary sensibility differ from Crummell’s. On the one hand, to be sure, he 

fought for this recognition, be it on “exceptionalist” terms; however, Du Bois will note 

that one “becomes provincial and centered upon the problems o f a particular group, a 

‘race’ man.” In this sense, there is a particular “’group imprisonment within a group’” 

that can be fed by “unreasoning resentment and even hatred, deep disbelief in them and 

refusal to conceive honesty and rational thought on their part” {Dusk o f  Dawn 651). The 

rhetoric of “belief ’ and “disbelief’ increasingly annoyed Du Bois because he knew, as 

one who was a descendant of a great-great-grandfather who fought in the revolutionary 

wars, though he could not “prove” it since records were not kept for slaves, that the 

terms of such empirical or rational “proofs” were usually dictated by those in power.
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It would not do, however, to romantically oppose the cold legalism and hypocrisy 

of American democracy and revert to metaphysical proofs of racial counter-superiority. 

Race as a metaphysic returns one to the stifling ambiguity of the prison-house: the 

“entity” of a “group” is a “metaphysical hypothesis that had its uses in reasoning but 

could not be regarded as corresponding to exact truth. No such group over-soul has been 

proven to exist” (Dusk o f  Dawn 679). What was needed, rather than “belief,” was 

“knowledge of one’s ov/n ignorance” (28), and the knowledge of a limited capacity for 

certainty that informed what it meant to be “human.”

On the other hand, Du Bois tells the reader of Souls that he underwent this feeling

of being a race “problem” and was tempted to succumb to a belief in his own superiority

out of resentment toward the “white” group:

then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different 
from others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out 
from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter no desire to tear down that 
veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived 
above it in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. (Souls 44) 

The “resentment” is a particular problem for the African American intellectual, one that

Du Bois also portrays through his “would-be savant,” John Jones, in the chapter, “Of the

Coming of John.” Many critics have read the chapter as a commentary on the “dilemma

of the black intellectual.” Inasmuch as John Jones is not theologically “religious,” he

does not seem to be a depiction of Alexander Crummell, and perhaps has more in

common with Du Bois.

From a more secular position than Crummell, Jones shares certain metaphysical 

overtones about the race’s salvation that sound like ironic idealizations of his role, his 

calling to lead “his people,” a calling that is his “manifest destiny” (254) and salvational 

life purpose. While critics may read Jones’s role as a “dilemma” or “problem,” Du Bois 

insinuates that many of Jones’s progressive and providential ideals contribute to this 

problem. When Jones returns to his Southern hometown of Altahama, after studying up
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North, and becoming well-versed in the ideals of the “French Revolution,” and 

“progress,” he eventually “perishes” (254). Of course, he perishes because he has taken 

the law into his own hands and has violently retaliated by killing a white man who has 

raped his sister. To be sure, the reader is aware of the injustice and daily violence that the 

community faces, which almost makes it impossible to act with grace.

But Du Bois implies that John Jones, prior to his retaliation, had come to sense 

race more sharply in the North than he had in the South, had noticed the “Veil that lay 

between him and the white world,” and “a tinge of sarcasm crept into his speech, and a 

vague bitterness into his life; and he sat long hours wondering and planning a way around 

these crooked things” (251). Jones succumbs to doubt and asserts a counter-superiority to 

both white people and to those he views as “backward” in his hometown of Altamaha. 

The black townsfolk anticipate Jones’s return and invite him to speak at church. In 

another sense, Jones “perishes” because he cannot mediate between the knowledge that 

he has obtained up North, in the New York university, and the experience of the “souls of 

black folk.” Jones’s speech reflects his feeling of superiority. He asks the congregation, 

“’What difference does it make whether a man be baptized in a river or washbowl, or not 

at all? Let’s leave all that littleness, and look higher’ to his ideals of “’wealth and work,”’ 

“’banks and businesses’” (clearly not Du Bois’s foremost ideals) (256). The narrator 

comments that Jones suddenly “realized with amazement that all unknowingly he had put 

rough, rude hands on something this little world held sacred” (257). This “little world” is 

Du Bois’s extraordinary community and to them, Jones “spoke an unknown tongue, save 

the last word about baptism” (258). Jones lacks the capacity to participate in his 

community, and Jones’s death are usually read as evidence of the black intellectual’s 

alienation from his community. The problem with Jones’s northern ideals, however, are 

not commonly brought to the fore in criticism, and he is left as a symbol of an attempt to 

mediate between racial worlds.
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Sundquist offers this reading and in notes in his commentary on the Spirituals and 

the relation of music and the epigraphs to each of the chapters in The Souls o f  Black Folk, 

he points out that the Spiritual “I’ll hear the Trumpet Sound” introduces the chapter “Of 

the Coming of John.” The ordering is significant because, as I have pointed out, Du Bois 

plays with the meaning of the Trumpet sounding and judgment day, repeatedly noting 

that freedom may arrive with “the blast of a Trumpet,” but that power of God acting 

meant little without public exchanges and “gifts.” The meaning of John Jones’s line at his 

death, “’I’m going North,”’ implies a violent death and form of redemption -  the trumpet 

at the apocalypse. Going North would have suggested the escape to fi-eedom, from the 

time of the underground railroad to the Great Migration, following Reconstruction’s 

failure. Going North for Du Bois instead signifies the “stillborn fellowship” that Jones’s 

arrogance guarantees.

At issue is the relation to “slave culture,” and, according to Sundquist, Crummell 

had, with his form of black nationalism and ideals of a great Afncan civilization, 

“dismiss[ed] slave culture.” Crummell had commented that “’The past.. .  is forever gone; 

and it has no teachings either for the present or the future.. . .  We know [it] know was but 

chaff and sawdust! ’” (qtd. Sunquist 516). Crummell was bom in the North, as a “son of 

an African who had escaped slavery” and he had a “pride in [an] undiluted Afncan 

heritage” (516), certainly not an appreciation for a culture carved out of in the midst of a 

condition of captivity.

CrummelTs teachings offer a plan of moral improvement that also echoes the 

reasons for his own exclusion from the seminary. As Du Bois writes of CrummelTs 

fellow Bishops, “They were not wicked men, -  the problem of life is not the problem of 

the wicked, — they were calm, good, Bishops of the Apostolic Church of God, and strove 

toward righteousness” (236-237). He implies that their striving for righteousness is 

essential to their “problem,” and their exclusion of Crummell. Later in the chapter, Du
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Bois writes about Crummell, in a plea to honor and remember his story, “herein lies the 

tragedy of the age: not that men are poor, — all men know something of poverty; not that 

men are wicked, -  who is good? not that men are ignorant, -  what is Truth? Nay, but 

that men know so little of men” (243). The lack of space for exchanges and listening to 

each other is the tragedy for Du Bois, The questions, “what is Truth?”, “who is good?” 

one imagines are not questions that Crummell shared with Du Bois.

The program of moral works and “civilization” coincides with the futuristic 

ideology that is part o f the problem with America’s rhetoric of manifest destiny. The 

focus on the future when freedom will be achieved has increased the sense of resignation, 

only held off by the strong who by “dogged” strength alone do not capitulate to doubt.

Du Bois writes: “What can it expect but crime and listlessness, offset here and there by 

the dogged struggles of the fortunate and more determined who are themselves buoyed 

by the hope that in due time the country will come to its senses” (Souls 202). The 

possibilities for redemption have been placed within a teleology of absolutism, and this 

longing for perfection would inevitably contribute to an ideology of victimization and 

apathy, or a sense of resignation and indifference, or violent retaliation and the 

construction of exclusionary identities that, to be sure, could not succeed in mediating 

between worlds.

Ethiopianism as advanced by Crummell seems to focus almost exclusively on the 

moral uplift, through “self-help” (Moses 279), of a “historic race,” that, to echo Du 

Bois’s familiar lines about white history, compromises with truth in the past to guide 

present policy. While Du Bois would, to be sure, sympathize with the need for “moral 

character” and “dignity,” he did not suggest that there would be an absolute manifestation 

of these ideals o f a singular character produced through education. The cross-cultural 

meetings that occurred during the slave trade and the “discovery” of different worlds, 

promise a form of religion, a form o f Christianity, that “would undergo characteristic
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change[s] when [it] entered the mouth of the slave” (Souls 273). It was also, Du Bois later 

notes in The Negro, “through Africa that Christianity became the religion of the world” 

(77). Du Bois’s true ideal of freedom is a fragile possibility produced through minglings, 

“contacts” and the conglomerate interaction of plural cultural orientations. As he writes 

in Color and Democracy “Americanization has never yet meant a synthesis of what 

Africa, Europe, and Asia has to contribute to the new and vigorous republic of the West; 

it meant largely the attempt to achieve a dead level o f uniformity, intolerant of all 

variation” (72). The desire to achieve uniformity can be understood as a corollary to the 

Christian assimilative aspect of consent and conformism to the ideals of the Redeemer 

nation.

To be sure, Du Bois also commented on great African civilizations that pre

existed the slave trade and contact. But his commentary is not intended as a romantic 

celebration of ancient civilizations, or as an effort to integrate and show that Afncan 

civilizations were just as great as the European, as Anthony Appiah suggests. ‘‘‘ Likewise, 

Du Bois’s comfort with European “culture” did not contradict his valuation of African 

culture, slavery, and cross-cultural contact. As Sterling Stuckey points out, “it w as.. .  no 

integrationist impulse that led Du Bois to seek mastery of European culture and to urge 

other blacks to do so. His efforts here represent a new dimension of Negritude thought, 

since he was convinced that black Africa more than fertilized the field of European 

culture” (Slave Culture 279). Nevertheless, the modes of contact Du Bois examines, even 

after The Souls o f Black Folk, tend to subvert the ideals of “civilization” that consist in 

moralism or histories of great men and heroic geniuses, or spirits. He suggests that 

participatory democracy or public space was not a “European creation,” as with other 

forms of culture. In Dusk o f  Dawn, he writes “I place black iron-welding and village 

democracy, and yellow printing and state building, side by side with white representative 

government and the steam engine, and unhesitatingly give the palm to the first” (659).
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The point he was refuting was that history had depicted European civilization, where 

‘“ Everything great, everything fine, everything really successful in human culture, was 

white’” (qtd. Stuckey 263). Du Bois was attempting to challenge the idea of 

homogeneous and Romantic origins that pitted cultures and races against one another.

The only way to do that was to recognize the so-called “black” nature of all races, the 

intermingling and darkening that must serve as the “origin” for the novel exchanges in a 

revolutionary Republic.

Du Bois’s insight is that the ideals o f the “American Republic” have fallen by 

eliminating, not so much a space for a cultured elite that would pose themselves against 

Washington’s “hewers of wood” (46), but rather that a “space in between,” a space for 

“birth not abortion” (119) has been sacrificed: the “sanctuary of Love” has been 

“profaned by the “greed of gold” (Souls 111). In a similar vein to Arendt, Du Bois 

comments on the utilitarianism and striving to produce, or in order to build civilization, 

that has eliminated the ability to reflect on the desired ends of “culture.” As Villa puts it, 

“Utilitarianism -  for Arendt, the philosophy of the modem age -  makes the ‘in order to’ 

the content of the ‘for the sake of,’ and this establishment o f utility as meaning generates 

meaninglessness” (198). For Du Bois, the “wanting of more wants” that Washington said 

was needed for the former slave, has made the work ethic and the this-worldly salvation 

promised by it a stifling “paradox” (88) that eliminates the space between means and 

ends and turns the “by-path” -  work -  into its own normative mode of salvation. Du 

Bois’s public and talented soul confronts the “paradox that the knowledge his people 

needed was a twice-told tale to his white neighbors while the knowledge which would 

teach the white world was Greek to his own flesh and blood” (46). Du Bois suggests that 

this paradox and mystery of American democracy, every white person knows; it is a 

“twice told tale.” How to get them to recognize the revolutionary aspects of their 

democratic foundations, however, is another matter -  “Greek to his own flesh and blood.”
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The end of culture is obvious, though it seems that the “mystery” will only be revealed to

a select few: Du Bois’s “talented tenth.”

As Du Bois writes, “’Training for life teaches living; but what training for the

profitable living together o f black men and white? [ . . .  K]nowledge to all display its

treasures to many, and select the few to whom its mystery of Truth is revealed, not

wholly by birth or the accidents of the stock market, but at least in part according to

deftness and aim, talent and character” (124). All of Du Bois’s discussion of “deftness,”

“talent,” and “character” must be read in conjunction with his sense that leadership must

come from “within the veil,” that this “character” is marked by its “simple faith and

reverence in a dusty desert of dollars and smartness” (52). This character had also been

recognized by Du Bois in the public spaces and “friendships” offered in Reconstruction.

The New England crusade aided in the emergence of “character” not by providing “alms”

or “cash,” primarily. As he remarks.

This was the gift of New England to the freed Negro: not alms, but a 
friend; not cash, but character. It was not and is not money these seething 
millions want, but love and sympathy, the pulse of hearts beating with red 
blood; — a gift which to-day only their own kindred can bring to the 
masses, but which once saintly souls brought to their favored children in 
the crusade of the sixties. (131)

In this passage, we sense a difference in the structure of the communal bond of the

“Republic” from a social contract of sorts, or a monetary exchange. Du Bois highlights

the “gift” because with a gift-based culture there is an assumption that life is given to

everyone by the creator. These gifts and talents of life are present in all to be exchanges

to the wider group. Through the gift, the entity of a group becomes possible. This is not

simply an exchange based on reciprocity or equivalence, but it requires that one must

extend one’s particular gift to others, since one has been given life. I will soon address

this passage at more length, and the significance of the presumed “New England”

revolutionary legacy being left in the hands of the former slaves. Du Bois’s attention to
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“gift” here is not racial or biological, but public character. The “cultured elite” are not on 

a quest for civilization and do not desire the revelation of mystified, and paradoxical 

“power of the cabalistic letters” (49), but rather, an understanding “not simply of letters, 

but of life itself’ (129).

Du Bois later remarked that in his conception of a “talented tenth,” he was 

disputing Washington’s ideals for wealth and eventual integration into America, Initially 

he did not foresee that an “aristocracy of talent” would not address the problem of 

“leadership and authority within the group, which by implication left control to wealth -  

a contingency [he] never dreamed” {Dusk o f  Dawn 712). The “cultured” talented tenth 

were supposed to challenge the “vulgarization” of humanity by the rise of a gospel of 

wealth. Recent criticism that confuses Du Bois’s persistent attention to “character” and 

“talent” is often blind-sided by its own doctrines of individualism and the essential 

“equality” or homogeneity of opinion in the United States.

Du Bois made observations similar to De Toqueville’s in demanding a “flight 

from mass to class,” in a less economic-hierarchical sense, and he attacked the “tyranny 

o f the majority” in the United States. He attended to the limits of political 

enfranchisement as well, within the parameters of “representative democracy” whereby 

voting would be the single manifestation of fi-eedom. In Darkwater, asked “has the 

minority, even though a small and unpopular, and unfashionable minority, no right to 

respectful consideration?” Du Bois pointed out that “no group of twelve million black 

folk, even though they are at the physical mercy of a hundred million white majority, can 

be deprived of voice in their government and deprived of the right to self-development” 

(154). By “self-development” he meant character and the knowledge of “life itself.” In 

Darkwater Du Bois seems convinced that the “two great part[y] system will dissolve” 

and that “we are gradually coming to realize that government by temporary coalition of 

small and diverse groups may easily become the most efficient method of expressing the



312

will of man and of setting the human soul free” (153). The “talented tenth” are local 

manifestations of “character” and usually did not indicate “African American leaders,” 

“race men,” but most often encompassed possibilities inherent in the entire slave 

population. As he writes, “ability is always rare, and black folk in this land are but a 

tenth” (151), meaning that the “talented tenth” could be chosen from the entire former 

slave population. I interpret Du Bois’s attention to the entire former slave population here 

as symbolic of his concern for the position of the minority -  the symbol of it manifested 

in racial “others” -  and the inability of representative democracy to constitute authority 

based on this acknowledgement of revolutionary novelty and plurality.

Du Bois called for the freedom of the whole person, or the need for self- 

actualization, in a “representative” character that is grounded in the public, “the freedom 

of life and limb, the freedom to work and think, the freedom to love and aspire” (Souls 

52), and this call for talent resonates with Arendt’s idea of distinction. We will recall 

Arendt’s “’passion for distinction,”’ or “emulation” and the almost erotic attraction to the 

public, to the pleasurable “desire to be heard, talked of, approved, and respected” (On 

Revolution 116) that I argued was present in Edwards’ public space and notion of 

salvation that was for the glory of God and his infinite plurality. For Du Bois, like 

Edwards, that freedom needed public space and a corresponding disposition. Du Bois 

also uses the expression a “finer type of courage” (Black Reconstruction 116) to describe 

freedom and creative talent in the former slave population.

The “way” of civilization Du Bois saw Washington submit to, and Crummell

succumb to in “doubt, “ he writes,

often omits the sixth, seventh, and eight commandments, but substitutes a 
dozen supplementary ones. She has, as Atlanta shows, growing thrift and 
love of toil; but she lacks that broad knowledge of what the world knows 
and knew of human living and doing, which she may apply to the 
thousand problems of real life to-day confronting her. (117)
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In The Souls o f  Black Folk, as elsewhere, Du Bois celebrated the life o f those who live 

behind the veil: there were the Josies (97), the students he taught in the “Black Belt,” and 

the “yonder black boy,” or the “would be savant” who felt with Du Bois that “to live was 

a serious thing” (Dusk o f  Dawn 582), who had “an ambition to live ‘like folks’” (Souls 

98X

Their honoring and participation requires a constant storytelling: “how little we

really know of these millions, — o f their daily lives and longing, o f their homely joys and

sorrows, of their real shortcomings and the meaning of their crimes! All this we can only

learn by intimate contact with the masses” (164). Du Bois sensed a knowledge of a limit,

a knowledge of their “shortcomings” in his “little world” and “grew to love them for their

honest efforts to be decent and comfortable, and for their knowledge of their own

ignorance,” their lack of “affectation” (98). Du Bois acknowledges the world of

“striving” and the public space they created “together.” The racial bond or “problem”

may now unite the group together, but he emphasizes the principle of plurality in his

“world” that speaks “in various languages” in his final Autobiography, in almost identical

lines to The Souls o f  Black Folk'.

1 have called my community a world, and so its isolation made it. There 
was among us but a  half-awakened common consciousness, sprung from 
common hardship in poverty, poor land and low wages; and, above all, 
from the sight of the Veil that hung between us and Opportunity. All this 
caused us to think some thoughts together; but these, when ripe, were 
spoken in various languages. Those whose eyes 25 and more years before 
had seen ‘the glory of the coming of the Lord,’ saw in every present 
hindrance or help a dark fatalism bound to bring all things right in His 
own good time. (120-121)

The tendency toward doubt and resignation overtakes the more meaningful acceptance of

plurality that lay at the heart of a “black work ethic” and the celebration of novelty.

Twenty-five years earlier, at the dawn of Reconstruction, the “glory” was expressed in

Souls who simply by virtue of sharing in the possibility for a “new birthright,” the
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promise and “passions” that “now, suddenly, violently,” arrived “in the midst o f the 

stricken and embittered population of their former masters” (Souls 63), were “gifted with 

a second sight.”

The “gifts” they offered were not the refined, heroic products of craft or 

workmanship, or necessarily an elite education, but the gift o f sensing the possibility that 

they had something to say to the world: this was the innate “racial” gift promise in a civil 

religious orientation that stems from a faith in novelty and they pose the possibility for 

dignified exchanges. These were gifts of body and spirit, story and song, which we know 

Du Bois thinks are the sustenance of the nation: “Are not these gifts worth the giving...  

Would America be America without her Negro people?” (276). Du Bois only seems to 

suggest the intellectual or moral incapacity of the former slaves when he earlier writes 

that the ffeedmen “found the world a puzzling thing: it asked little o f them, and they 

answered with little, and yet it ridiculed their offering” (103). Since we know he reveres 

these “little” gifts, he can only be commenting on the very human, and non-metaphysical 

nature of the nation’s revolutionary possibilities for exchange.

For Du Bois, the “end” of culture, which I already pointed out was to be “co

worker in the Kingdom of Culture,” also led to the idea of exchange that constituted the 

American Republic. He argued that freedom required the courage to “foster and develop 

the traits and talents of the negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other races, but 

rather in large conformity to the greater ideals of the American Republic” (52). The 

“greater ideals of the American Republic” are understood as the glorification of diversity. 

As such, the “conformity” to these ideals is not integrationist. Moreover, Du Bois 

clarifies that the goal of public space, and the space within which to celebrate “birth, not 

abortion” (119), is primarily left for the former slaves to accomplish. They are able to 

“bear it, in the name of an historic race, in the name of this land of their fathers’ fathers, 

and in the name of human opportunity” (Souls 53). The link to the past “in the name o f ’
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is different than the attempt to restore the original spirit of the forefathers that we 

witnessed at work with Johnson and earlier antebellum reformers, or Washington’s 

futuristic and silent work ethic.

Du Bois’s use of “in the name o f’ also situates his desire for culture as the 

celebration and honoring of the past, and as a vision that strives to memorialize the 

ancestors. This process of memorialization challenged the idea of wanting to portray 

oneself or a culture within the terms of Euro-American history. Those terms, Du Bois 

saw, whether to follow Washington in hoping for the eventual equality on economic 

terms, or, to follow a more cultured “hero,” such as Alexander Crummell, in fighting for 

the “separate but equal” cultural and religious status of African-Christian civilization, 

would both compromise on the terms of plurality that must serve as the principle for 

cross-cultural contact and re-birth in a revolutionary era and the “American experience.” 

His ongoing attempt to describe a new form of democracy, based on an “old” principle of 

plurality, first appeared in The Souls o f  Black Folk, and in the ambiguities he experienced 

in representing collective, new “souls” in an age that wanted caricatures of Uncle Toms 

or African “heroes.”

iv. The Time of Memories and Melodies: Du Bois’ Aesthetic of Beauty in the New

World

The difficulty, of course, with this philosophy [of American 
exceptionalism], is that history loses its value as an incentive and example; 
it paints perfect men and noble nations, but it does not tell the truth. {Black 
Reconstruction 722)

This race talk is, o f course, a joke, and frequently it has driven me insane 
and probably will permanently in the future; and yet, seriously and 
soberly, we blacks are the salvation of mankind. (“The White World,” 
Dusk o f  Dawn 657)
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I have discussed Du Bois’s view of the dangers of resignation, cynicism, 

resentment or romanticization for the former slave population. These dangers are 

outweighed in Du Bois’s mind by the conviction that the descendants of slaves have a 

“message for the world” (45), and are the “salvation of mankind,” if they do not succumb 

to “doubt” and disbelief in a disbelieving age -  “just as though God were really dead” 

(174). While New England “friendships” in Reconstruction presented a possibility for 

public space, it was now time for the descendants of slaves to draw on their own 

resources to locate the hope of public space and novelty: “It was not and is not money 

these seething millions want, but love and sympathy, the pulse of hearts beating with red 

blood; -  a gift which to-day only their own kindred and race can bring to the masses, but 

which once saintly souls brought to their favored children of the sixties” (131).

Du Bois returned to a similar aesthetics of “blackness” that meant the recognition 

of a limit -  rather than the acquisition of a mystified racial essentialism as history, destiny 

and “progress” fulfilled the prophesies. The acknowledgement of a limit made the 

authentic need for creative memory and storytelling possible and necessary, and was 

momentarily manifested in cross-cultural contacts, and exchanges. These exchanges 

appeared in the space of the Spirituals, revivals and “awakenings” that were the public 

spaces for the slaves in their captivity. The Spirituals, Du Bois commented, “conceal 

much of real poetry and meaning behind conventional theology and unmeaning 

rhapsody” {Souls 272). The “’devil of doubt’” in the final chapter, “Of the Sorrow 

Songs,” is the obvious doubt that “can whisper ‘Jesus is dead and God’s gone away” and 

the Spirituals “rebuke[]” this devil. The “soul-hunger” yet remains in the songs, “the 

restlessness of the savage, the wail of the wanderer, and the plaint is put in one little 

phrase: ’My soul wants something that’s new, that’s new’” (271). In Black 

Reconstruction we encounter a “great song” and a “new song” that is not derivative of 

Afiica nor of America, but “swelled and blossomed like incense, improvised and bom
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anew out of an age long past, and weaving into its texture the old and new melodies in 

word and in thought.” This song is the same song in Souls, with the same echo and 

“message” that the “white Southerners” cannot understand, and the “white Northerners 

listened without ears” (124). This historical and revolutionary time of novelty finds its 

home in the structure of the Spirituals, as a communal manifestation o f exchanges, 

requiring a re-birth similar to Edwards’s primordial disposition of beauty that must 

structure the glorification of God.

Similar to Edwards, Du Bois does not situate God’s or humanity’s end as a 

disposition toward morality or goodness, though both authors believed in the “good life,” 

a way of living tied to the negotiation of moral norms in collective discussion and 

appreciation of social harmony. As I already indicated, the “strivings” are not performed 

in the name of instrumentalism or monetary reward, but, on the contrary, Du Bois 

considers the strivings as fi-ee “gifts” and “offerings” that nevertheless bound the nation 

to the scene of gift-giving and novel exchanges. He “offers” his “little book” to the 

“gentle reader,” in an act of faith and, particularly, in an act of remembrance and 

glorification of the “plural” voices and “souls” behind the veil. In his words, “Gentle 

Reader.. .  I pray you, then, receive my little book, in all charity, studying my words with 

me, forgiving me, forgiving mistake and foible for sake of the faith and passion that is in 

me, and seeking the grain of truth hidden there” (41). In “The Afterthought,” he also 

pleads, “O God the Reader; vouchsafe that this my book fall not still-born into the world 

wilderness. Let there spring, Gentle One, from out its leaves vigor o f thought and 

thoughtful deed to reap the harvest wonderful” (278). This act of offering and binding the 

reader to an inevitably flawed, yet thoughtful exchange of tales and deeds indicates Du 

Bois’s different style of history writing. Du Bois, as Blight points out, “not only turned 

toward art and polemicism, but he had turned toward the construction of a counter

memory in American history” (54). Du Bois was too well aware o f the distorted and
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biased depictions of American progress and “great men” in an age that prided itself on 

scientific, “evolutionary,” objectivity to share the same conception of “truth” as his 

academic compatriots. Du Bois’s understanding of revolutionary history was rooted in a 

qualitative, aesthetic sensibility, rather than a quantitative narrative of progress.

Therefore he does not offer a narrative based on the glorification of African American 

“heroes” on the one hand, or, the allegorical pilgrim’s progress to obtain the “promised 

land,” on the other.

While one o f Du Bois’s twelve chapters in The Souls o f  Black Folk is titled “Of 

the Meaning of Progress,” the book itself does not progress, from beginning to end, as a 

sequential narrative would. It is a “challenge to the theory of progress in America, told by 

a narrator who must ride a Jim Crow car in and out of this Tittle world’ that Du Bois 

seeks to plant in American memory” (Blight 55). The challenge is not only thematic, but 

structural; we are offered a series of twelve essays, and one short story that concurrently 

put forth a similar and repetitive theme. Du Bois offers a revisitation and repetition of 

same story -  the missed moments for everyday salvation, in different guises, contexts, 

and occasions. He writes in the preface, “let me tell again in many ways, with loving 

emphasis and deeper detail, that men may listen to the striving in the souls of black folk” 

(53).

As Blight argues in his paper on Du Bois’s counterhistorical vision of “America,”

In Souls Du Bois takes his reader on many journeys to sacred places of 
memory, similar, at least imaginatively, to what Pierre Nora has called 
lieux de mémoire. In his ironic autobiographical tale, ‘Of the Meaning of 
Progress,’. . .  Du Bois the schoolteacher ushers us, ‘once upon a time,’ to a 
remote, segregated hill town in eastern Tennessee, where a bright but 
poverty ridden young black woman Josie dreams of an education. (55)

“Lieux de mémoire” was a phrase used by Nora in his study of French history and

the problems of national memory. Nora wrote that these “sites o f memory” exist
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‘where memoiy crystallizes itself at a particular historical moment, a 
turning point where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up 
with the sense that memory has been tom -  but tom in such a way as to 
pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a 
sense of historical continuity persists.’ (qtd. Fabre and O’Meally) 

According to Genevieve Fabre and Robert O’Meally, the danger in the “modem”

period is the sense of “uprootedness and drift” in the wake of the distmst of master

narratives. Yet, “the desire to retrieve the past still endures” (7). In stereotypical visions

of culture and tradition, the privileged groups were the only ones with a “history” of

civilization, while the “folk,” to use Du Bois’s phrase, “were stuck with nothing but

impulsive, affected memory” (8). Du Bois attempted to dismpt this dichotomy of history

and memory, primitive and civilized, and offered a different conception of the meaning

of time and space through his vision of novelty and re-birth in slave culture and religion.

Du Bois asks “Would America be American without her Negro people?” This

question implies that the history of an American character or people is not simply built on

the backs of slaves, but also has appropriated a culture and called it “white” American.

This appropriation, however, has falsely depicted the “meaning of progress” -  newness —

and America as understood by the chosen slaves. According to Du Bois in the chapter,

“Of the Faith of the Fathers,” almost all of white-American culture had borrowed or

appropriated aspects of slave music, whether as “debased imitations,” or as what he later

comments on as “blackface” and “minstrelsy.” As Blight points out, during Du Bois’s

post-Reconstruction era, the nation had been involved in what Du Bois perceived as

“historical amnesia” and willful forgetfulness, “organized forgetting” (65), about the role

the slaves played in the revolutionary meaning of America. The evolutionary narrative of

one long march toward white union between North and South eclipsed the plurality and

ambiguity of authentic American freedom. Clearly, for Du Bois “the study of Negro

religion is not only a vital part o f the history of the Negro in America, but an interesting

part o f American history” (213). And again, “there are to-day no truer exponents of the
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pure human spirit of the Declaration of Independence than the American Negroes; there 

is no true American music but the wild sweet melodies of the Negro slave; the American 

fairy tales and folklore are Indian and African” (52). Blight points out that Du Bois’s tale 

of the promise of freedom carried in slave culture, “is no romantic tale set amidst the 

humble poor and the blue Appalachians” because “it is a tragic narrative.” I would add 

that Du Bois’s narrative is not only counterhistory because it is “tragic” and marked by 

slavery and oppression, but also because the limit in the “gift” and “hope” o f novelty 

undermines a homogeneous narrative of progress.

Thus, Du Bois remarks that although it is true that “tragedy” may be the

overarching meaning of the “limit” in the context of a history of slavery, the Spirituals

were memorials of a possibility for something new, a recognition of “wonder” and

“awakening” that “adapted, changed, and intensified” but only in force. The structure and

aesthetic form, “melody,” and “human life and longing” were ever-present from the

founding of the “new world,” because they were “bom on American soil”:

The Music of Negro religion is that plaintive rhythmic melody, with its 
touching minor cadences, which, despite caricature and defilement, still 
remains the most original and beautiful expression of human life and 
longing yet bom on American soil. Spmng from the Afiican forests, where 
its counterpart can still be heard, it was adapted, changed, and intensified 
by the tragic soul-life o f the slave, until, under the stress of law and whip, 
it became the one true expression of a people’s sorrow, despair, and hope.

(212)
Du Bois’s orientation toward time and the meaning of genuine freedom as a 

recognition of plurality requires attention to an aesthetics of performance, improvisation, 

and re-birth that he believes is the locus of revolutionary meaning in the Declaration of 

Independence and the founding documents of the Republic. The Spirituals are not simply 

quaint folkloric epigraphs included as marks of the authenticity of a primitive peasant 

culture o f ex-slaves. If The Souls o f Black Folk outlined a trajectory o f scholarship and 

activism for Du Bois, it is the poetic stylistics of the Spirituals that equally set forth a new
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modality of epistemology, cultural psychology, and historical memory. The Spirituals as 

musical and poetic express a form of human ordering and imagination that is prior to the 

discursive -  a prior form that allows the discursive mode, in all o f its analytical and 

logical power to still bear the concrete uniqueness of specificity and plurality.

The anonymity of the Spirituals attests to a prior and continuous, anonymous

collective, much in the way that language does. T hrou^  these “black and unknown

bards,” Du Bois writes, the structural ordering and meaning of a culture was given: “Ten

master songs, more or less, one may pluck fi'om this forest o f melody” (268). As Donald

Matthews points out, it is the “style” of Afiican American religion that made the

difference for Du Bois (44). Understanding the critical meaning of the gift-giving that

bound the nation to the “souls of black folk” involved a recognition of the extent to which

“American civilization” had been influenced by and depended on the slaves

performances and offerings:

Little of beauty has America given the world save the rude grandeur God 
himself stamped on her bosom; the human spirit in this new world has 
expressed itself in vigor and ingenuity rather than in beauty. And so by 
fateful chance the Negro folk-song -  the rhythmic cry of the slave -  stands 
to-day not simply as the sole American music, but as the most beautiful 
expression of human experience bom this side the seas. It has been 
neglected, it has been, and is, half despised, and above all it has been 
persistently mistaken and misunderstood; but notwithstanding, it still 
remains as the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift 
of the Negro people. (265)

The “rude grandeur God himself stamped” on nature, in effect, had been romanticized

and sublimed, while the only “culture” and historical meaning that American possessed

was the “Negro folk-song.” Moreover, the anonymity of the Spirituals spoke to a

collective space for souls and worship, rather than an individual self or a history of great

men.
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The limit involved in a historical community, in the context o f an American

vision of individualist progress, had been misconceived as indicating a primitive and

emasculated character. In the following passage, Du Bois comments on the transition

from what he considers a meaningful “fatalism,” or the willing acceptance of a limit in

community, to passive resignation:

The long system of repression and degradation of the Negro tended to 
emphasize the elements of his character which made him valuable chattel: 
courtesy became humility, moral strength degenerated into submission, 
and the exquisite native appreciation of the beautiful became an infinite 
capacity for dumb suffering. The Negro, losing the joy of this world, 
eagerly seized upon the offered conceptions of the next; the avenging 
Spirit of the Lord enjoining patience in this world, under sorrow and 
tribulation until the Great Day when He should lead His dark children 
home, —this became his comforting dream. His preacher repeated the 
prophecy, and his bards sang, -

‘Children, we all shall be free 
When the Lord shall appear!’

This deep religious fatalism, painted so beautifully in ‘Uncle Tom,’ came 
soon to breed, as all fatalistic faiths will, the sensualist side by side with 
the martyr. (219)

We should recall the earlier passage quoted in which Du Bois stated that humanity’s 

nature was “unlovely” and plural. The American perfectionist seemed afraid of this 

plurality and Original Sin of fallenness or limitedness but for Du Bois, no freedom seems 

possible without an acceptance of plurality and limits. Thus, although Du Bois’s The 

Souls o f Black Folk is primarily a study of the promise of American freedom as contained 

in the souls of former slaves, he equally posits a religious orientation prior to 

enslavement that can accept the limits of progress and providence. In the above passage, 

the misunderstanding of relations to time and ethics produce a sense of superiority in one 

race, which values the singular will and heroic self over and above “courtesy,” “moral 

strength,” and the “native appreciation of the beautiful,” or what might be called the 

power of passivity. The “native appreciation of the beautiful” does not refer to the
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beautiful scenery, the “rude grandeur,” but rather bears similarities with Edwards’s 

notion of the need for public celebration and appreciation. As Haroutunian pointed out, 

“reward” for Edwards was “appreciation” or public recognition of “the virtuousness or 

viciousness of an act. When such recognition is adequate, there is just reward.. . .  Upon 

all this, the ‘freedom of will’ has no bearing” (228).

Du Bois seems to at times celebrate the submissiveness of “meekness” of the 

“Uncle Tom” character, of which critics have sometimes accused him. At the same 

time, he criticizes the futuristics and dangerous waiting game for freedom that such a 

resigned, slave theology would produce -  a life of the “lowly” slave. This resignation 

worked against Du Bois’s negotiation of occasional and everyday, concrete memories 

and present enactments of freedom in American history -  “to-day.” (The reader of Souls, 

to be sure, will be struck by Du Bois’s repetition of “to-day” and “now,” as can be seen in 

many of the quotes I have chosen.) While Du Bois challenges compensatory resignation 

to an apocalyptical redemption, the willingness to leam, to experience “novel ways of 

being” becomes a powerful form of passivity that may heal the wounds of civilization. 

This willingness enables the “appreciation” of an element of contingency, openness, 

interaction, passivity, exchange, and “courtesy” that Du Bois saw manifested in slave 

culture in particular, which needed to be brought to American culture in general.

Du Bois was more than aware that the best way to represent the oppressed as

American citizens was not to offer the image of Uncle Tom. What was needed was a

vision of heroic, great men, who contained the same self-determining powers that white

America was celebrating at this time. As he somewhat ambiguously and problematically

noted in his criticism of Washington,

[I]n other periods of intensified prejudice all the Negro’s tendency to self- 
assertion has been called forth; at this period a policy of submission is 
advocated. In the history of nearly all other races and peoples the doctrine 
preached at such crises has been that manly self-respect is worth more
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than lands and houses, and that a people who voluntarily surrender such
respect, or cease striving for it, are not worth civilizing. (87)

Du Bois’s attention to a “manly self-respect” and need for “civilizing” contradicts his

sense of the danger in what is called “civilization,” that “primitive people have already

arrived,” and that “manly self-respect” and autonomous selfhood might be a doctrine

intrinsic to this mission. It also seems to contradict his celebrations of a “finer sympathy

and love between some masters and house servants which the radical and more

uncompromising drawing of the color-line in recent years has caused almost completely

to disappear” (206). Du Bois is subtle in his use of rhetoric and polemics, which was his

mode of history writing, a method that often made others accuse him of distorting facts

and letting his polemical tone get in the way of objective truth. Du Bois had noted the

“emasculating effects of caste distinctions” (94) on the former slave population, and yet

he begins the next chapter, “Of the Meaning of Progress,” with a lazy “once upon a

time,” “wondering” and “wander[ing]” in his narrative, and offering a tribute to the

“dark-brown face” of Josie (97), with her humility and “shadow o f unconscious

heroism.” (98). If  Du Bois does momentarily draw attention to the “beauty” of Uncle

Tom and a specific form of fatalism, he does so strategically, and in an effort to

overcome that fear of slavery and emasculation that seemed to terrorize the Northern

white American population. Later, in Darkwater, which offers particularly polemical and

“romanticized” images of African Americans, Du Bois asks, “Who shall be Artists and

who shall be Servants in the world to come? Or shall we all be artists and all serve?

(104). He is asking for a non-instrumental orientation toward culture for all Americans.

Du Bois was sensitive to the particular situation in the South that retained a 

positive moment in American history, now shunned in the failure of Reconstruction, 

which the North often ignored in its criticism of “the submission and subserviency o f  the 

Southern Negroes” because they “offer[ed] no other means by which a poor and 

oppressed minority can exist side by side with its masters” (224). They offered only a
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“radicalism” (224) and “bitterness” (225) that could not speak to possibility for 

exchanges or relationships between the races that existed in the past. Ashis Nandy points 

out that the West’s experience of colonization and confrontation with other traditions has 

usually valued the heroic response of such figures like the Aztec priests, who, “said in 

response to a Christian sermon that if  as alleged the Aztec gods were dead, they too 

would rather die. After this last act of defiance, the priests were dutifully thrown to the 

war dogs” (107). It is the weakness and anti-heroic passivity signified in those who 

interact with and consent to Christianity and the “west” that is feared. In Nandy’s words, 

“Better to be a comical dissenter than to be a powerful, serious but acceptable opponent. 

Better to be a hated enemy, declared unworthy of any respect whatsoever, than to be a 

proper opponent, constantly making ‘primary adjustments’ to the system” (111). Nandy 

echoes a similar point made by Du Bois in Black Reconstruction: “How extraordinary,” 

Du Bois writes, “and what a tribute to ignorance and religious hypocrisy, is the fact that 

in the minds of most people, even those liberals, only murder makes men. The slave 

pleaded; he was humble; he protected the women of the south, and the world ignored 

him. The slave killed white men; and behold, he was a man!” (110).

In many respects, without wanting to “compromise” on what he saw as an 

ordinary and non-heroic American form of freedom, Du Bois presented images of the 

meek and “courteous,” that were misunderstood as compromising cowards. His memories 

and revisions of history present slaves who were authentic, and thus took the interactions 

with the Christian religion, particularly a Calvinist-based stress on worship and 

conversion, with absolute seriousness. The dangers in a form of fatalism that Du Bois 

values are a result of the resignation derived from the American deferral o f freedom and 

plurality, or God’s glory being eclipsed. For some, religion “instead of worship, is a 

complaint and a curse, a wail rather than a hope, a sneer rather than a faith” (222). He
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often presented in slave culture a “willingness” to slavery rather than a compromise to 

one’s soul:

in yonder Vale of the Humble stand to-day a million swarthy men, who 
willingly would

. bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor’s wrong, the proud mean’s contumely,
The pangs of despised love, and law’s delay.
The insolence of office, and the spurns 
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,’ -  

All this and more would they bear did they but know that this were 
sacrifice and not a meaner thing. (241)

The issue of sacrifice and a limit had to be brought into the meaning of revolution and the

exclusion o f the slaves.

The anxiety that some critics express towards Du Bois’s valuation of slave culture 

was also shared by his contemporaries, i.e. Crummell, and, as Du Bois points out, many 

white writers in the South also bemoaned the passing of a “certain type of Negro,” more 

specifically, to draw on Sunquist’s observations, a certain type of “plantation mythology” 

that was “dominated by neo-Confederate nostalgia” and sometimes “blithely 

reinscrib[ed] racist norms within the crucial work of cultural preservation” (476). The 

“’childlike”’ and “’quaint”’ perceptions of the Spirituals, or “Sorrow Songs” made their 

valuation seem suspicious, and Du Bois’s use of the word “quaint” to describe the 

“Sorrow Songs” in the final chapter of Souls also appeared to support the “common 

assumption that the spirituals not only represented a passing stage in black American 

‘thought’ but occupied a distinctly lower rung on the evolutionary ladder o f culture” 

(477). To be sure, Du Bois writes that it is the simplicity and “quaintness” that he 

appreciates in the Songs: “Caricature has sought again to spoil the quaint beauty of the 

music and has filled the air with many debased melodies which vulgar ears scarce know 

from the real” (267). The “quaint” quality is only misunderstood as Plantation mythology
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and cheerful resignation, and Du Bois is again speaking to a situation of 

misunderstanding between cultures.

The term “sorrow songs” also implies an obscure faith that seems to exist in the 

Christian rhetoric only to challenge and eventually liberate a group from captivity. They 

seem to stand as melancholy laments and a rather inarticulate, not quite finished, cultural 

expression, given the situation within which they were produced. Indeed, Du Bois writes, 

“in these songs. . .  the slave spoke to the world. Such a message is naturally veiled and 

half articulate. Words and music have lost each other and new cant phrases of a dimly 

understood theology have displaced the older sentiment” (270) The confusion here is that 

he is speaking of “‘minstrel’ songs” and “‘gospel’ hymns,” and “‘coon’ songs” (270). On 

the one hand, he criticized resentment and “melancholy brooding” and, on the other, he 

was well-aware o f the stereotype: “God created a tertium quid, and called it a Negro, -  a 

clownish, simple creature, at times even lovable within its limitations, but straightly 

foreordained to walk within the Veil” (122). The “vulgar ears” that can “caricature” and 

misinterpret dignity and courtesy as a “quaint,” “primitive” or a emasculated, childlike 

disposition betray their own history of contact, in which they were given freedom and a 

culture.

Du Bois’s emphasis on a meaningful fatalism can be considered next to his 

decision to call the Spirituals “Sorrow Songs.” Because Du Bois used the term, the 

“Sorrow Songs” applied to the “spirituals,” critics have also taken this to mean that Du 

Bois views the sorrow songs as, in Sundquist’s words, “infused with the coded language 

o f protest, escape, and liberation” (477), and the beginning of a “folk” nationalism. 

Sundquist works to define the transnational and diasporic, revolutionary implications of 

Du Bois’s use of the spirituals. But, to acknowledge Du Bois’s use of a powerful 

passivity in slave culture — without apologizing for it — it is necessary to attempt to 

understand the meaning of the hardness of life expressed in religious terms, as Charles
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Long has argued, that Du Bois felt was the foundation of freedom. “Escape and 

liberation” for Du Bois were ambiguous propositions and supported the idea of a 

“stillborn fellowship” that he interpreted as the “problem.”

One way to counter the entire “master-slave” dialectic at work in the problematic 

of presenting either active heroes or passive servants was to undermine the dialectic of 

passive and active, self and other, by turning to an in-between space: the moments of 

reciprocal exchange and the possibilities for a “new religion” in the scene of Christian- 

based awakenings. Du Bois writes that behind this ethical dilemma “still broods silently 

the deep religious feeling of the real Negro heait, the stirring, un guided might of 

powerful human souls who have lost the guiding star of the past and seek in the great 

night a new religious ideal. Some day the Awakening will come.. . ” (225). Du Bois’s 

championing of the possibility for a new religious ideal also does not indicate his belief 

in a Hegelian dialectic, whereby the slave contains the truth of humanity because he has 

confronted a limit as a consequence of his oppression; the limit was confronted as a non

human hiatus, God, and the authenticity of the revolution, but then, was misinterpreted by 

those who wished to re-create a hierarchy as submission to a human master. Although the 

“new religious ideal” may not have the “guiding star of the past,” or a Romantic origin, 

the “human souls” form a collective sense of pow er-a  “wheel within a wheel” (113)- 

and diversity informs Du Bois concept of the “other.” That collectivity echoes Du Bois’s 

earlier scenes of possibility through contact between worlds. Though the future is 

referred to it reaches back into moments of the past pregnant with possibility.

From one perspective, the slave values are taken to be indebted to African virtues, 

which are also connected to a theological structure for Du Bois and survive in spite o f  

slavery rather than as a consequence of it. In other words, the limit experienced in contact 

is God’s diversity and not simply the overawing human master. As he writes.
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The larger humanity strives to feel in this contact o f living Nations and 
sleeping hordes a thrill of new life in the world, crying, ‘If the contact of 
Life and Sleep be Death, shame on such Life.’ To be sure, behind this 
thought lurks the afterthought of force and dominion, — the making of 
brown men to delve when the temptation of beads and red calico cloys.

( 121-122)
The limit and experience of novelty and spontaneity is the cross-cultural contact 

between civilizations in the “new world” experience, with race slavery having little to do 

with the missed opportunity for revolutionary exchanges and public spaces. Thus, 

inasmuch as Du Bois wanted to retrieve an “African” civilization and national 

inheritance, it was in the effort to give Afiica a central importance in the shaping of the 

new world. The recognition of Africa was not simply because of the labor that was 

expropriated, but also because of the revolutionary possibility for novelty manifested in 

the experience of discontinuity, rupture, and spontaneity in the meeting between worlds. 

Rather than a battle between Europeans, and a break with the “Old” world to found and 

“discover” the “new,” novelty is occasioned by the interactions with Africa and “other” 

colonized civilization.

Therefore, Du Bois does not need to “prove” African civilization exists, so much 

as he believes that the lack of recognition of its “gifts” in the new world experience and 

Atlantic slave trade has contributed to the failure to remember and the failure of 

revolution. The slaves carried the “hidden meaning” and memories o f the non

instrumental, revolutionary “end” of time: beauty. According to Du Bois in Darkwater,

There is something in the nature of Beauty that demands an end. Ugliness 
may be indefinite. It may trail off into gray endlessness. But beauty must 
be complete — whether it be a field of poppies or a great life, — it must 
end, and the End is part of the triumph of the Beauty. I know there are 
those who envisage a beauty eternal. But I cannot. I can dream of great 
and never-ending processions of beautiful things and visions and acts. But 
each must be complete or it cannot exist for me. (247)
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Beauty is distinct, and “satisfies,” while it is “always new and strange” (247). The 

aesthetic appears in music here, as in Souls, and is opposed to “ugliness” which is 

limitless and grounded in “continual birth,” the very same original plurality, which is a 

primordial condition and Du Bois’s revolutionary orientation. Thus, “birth” and natural 

plurality signifies little on its own, unless it achieves a “beautiful end. Death” (248), as a 

“reasonable thing” (247). The idea that the meaning of value is achieved in the 

completeness of an aesthetic act, and Du Bois’s attention to “satisfaction” is reminiscent 

of Calvinistic attention, particularly Edwards’, to God’s chief end in creation and 

therefore the converted disposition toward the public space of authentification and 

enjoyment.

The limitless ideal of progress and absolute harmony disintegrates in the familiar

“turns” (273) of phrases in the Spirituals. The beautiful “fatalism” changes, however,

under the pressure of a work oriented protestantism:

Of death the Negro showed little fear, but talked of it familiarly and even 
fondly as simply a crossing of the waters, perhaps -  who knows? -  back to 
his ancient forests again. Later days transfigured his fatalism, and amid the 
dust and dirt the toiler sang: ‘Dust, dust, and ashes, fly over my grave, / 
But the Lord shall bear my spirit home.’ (273)

The metaphor of crossing water is of course a reference to the Atlantic slave trade, and

the crossing brings African retentions into the cross-cultural contact in the new world, the

possibilities for exchange before a resignation or terror leading to apathy set in. The

familiarity with “endings” and death also suggests that the confrontation with a limit was

a “mystic” (273) and ecstatic occasion. The religious and “visible rite of baptism,” also

associated with the water in the Baptist faith, as Du Bois notes, “appealed strongly to [the

Africans] mystic temperament” (217).

Michel Sobel has studied the specific syncretisms of African and Baptist faiths in 

the American South, and Du Bois’s attention to ordinary endings, in both the experience 

of death, and the completeness of a beautiful act or performance, resonates with a West
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African sense of time. The present time, as Sobel points out, is “an ongoing continuum” 

(21), in the “strangely modified Calvinism” {Trabelin ’ On 90) of the slaves. In West 

African faiths there is “almost no concern with the future” and “no concrete words or 

expressions to convey the idea of a distant future” (17). Du Bois, somewhat unfamiliar 

with African retentions or religion at the time of writing Souls, although he did refer to 

some elements of the Spirituals as “planted in Afiican soil,” seemed to read the 

understanding of time through his civil religious and Calvinist framework. Indeed, later 

in The Negro, Du Bois will clarify that in slave culture he is speaking o f a “simple 

Calvinistic creed” (113). Nonetheless, since Du Bois is convinced that the words and 

forms of the Spirituals carry the truth of the Revolution, he was able to read the condition 

of the slaves, and the permanent waiting position as part o f an “ongoing continuum.”

The past was waiting to be renewed, re-interpreted and re-bom. This does not imply that 

the past could be absolutely redeemed or that elements of it were “usable.” The content 

will always change.

The “contingent” and moral relativism in Du Bois’s own Calvinism may have 

allowed him to appreciate how creatively the slave population inflected their own West 

African traditions and concepts of religious experience into the Christian narratives 

through the signal understanding of conversion as a communal and limited event. Even as 

we have continuity, slave culture stressed open choices in the past and therefore limited 

renewal and variation in contrast to absolute change; if  there was little sense of a distant 

future, “language can be at the most related to two years hence” and, according to 

Thomas Luckman, later ‘“events lie beyond the horizon of what constitutes actual time’” 

(qtd. Sobel 17). African descendants were able to find ways to adapt their beliefs about 

spiritual journeying and limited truths to the Christian apocalyptical narrative of 

conversion -  at the end of days — by turning it into an experience of the everyday 

concrete embodiments of exchange. Memory inherent in the rhythm and structure of
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the Spirituals also values the limits in what any an authentic vision of the future would 

be.

In Du Bois’s persistent emphasis on the idea of “thinking together,” and beauty as 

a contextual and limited “new song,” we can sense the revised perfectionism as “talent” 

and appeal to public taste that enables meaningful exchange of opinion and aesthetic 

action in the model of slave music. We will recall that in Souls he speaks of his little 

community in the South, whose “common hardship” “caused [them] to think some 

thoughts together” (102). In his final Autobiography the same reflections appear, after his 

discussion of the “song” in “a Southern Negro revival.” He repeats the passage almost 

word for word from Souls and stresses “think[ing] some thoughts together” (120). In 

another context, he will write of the Congo Valley, quoting other anthropologists who 

noted that the towns possessed “‘a nation of thinkers’” {Black Folk Then and Now 97). 

The “ongoing continuum,” unlike the static past or the endless future cannot be a space of 

abstracting the “Truth,” but rather one of indeterminacy, interaction and more simply, of 

what might be called “thinking.” In this instance, he highlights the interpretive 

disposition of each participant.

The interactive song was Du Bois’s “first experience of the autonomous creation 

of the slave community” (Long 183). Long’s point about Du Bois’s confrontation with 

the community inherent in slave religion helps us understand the publicness of Du Bois’s 

experience of religion and beauty. Du Bois’s public experience of religion contrasted the 

tendency of one of his mentors, William James, who seemed to characterize the 

confrontation with a limit, or what Long calls, following Rudolph Otto, “mysterium 

tremendium,” as a solitary experience (177). James describe the confrontation with 

radical contingency that is at the core of religious experience as an “objective form of 

otherness.” James writes about his own conversion:
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‘Suddenly there fell upon m e.. .  a horrible fear o f my own existence. 
Simultaneously there arose in my mind the image of an epilectic patient 
whom I had seen in the asylum, a black-haired youth with greenish skin, 
entirely idiotic.. . .  This image and my fear entered into a species of 
combination with each other. That shape am I, I felt, potentially.’

(qtd. In Long 183)
Du Bois, on the other hand, characterized a similar confrontation with “mysterium

tremendium” but that experience is situated within community. At his first attendance of

an African American revival, Du Bois commented that

‘A sort of suppressed terror hung in the air and seemed to seize us, — a 
pythian madness, demonic possession, that lent terrible reality to song and 
word. The black and massive form of the preacher swayed and quivered as 
the words crowded to his lips and flew at us in singular eloquence.’

(qtd Long 183)
Within the confines of a “double consciousness” or split existence based on the “race

problem,” Du Bois first experiences this communal experience of religion as “demonic

possession” and in the terms of “objective otherness” that James defined. However, as

Du Bois begins to study the “wheel within the wheel” or the Other that is present in the

other’s community, his “demonic possession” turns into beauty, contingency and

“singular eloquence.”

How was that “autonomous creation” and “singular eloquence” made? We can

consider the “production” of a “new song,” by referring to Dena Epstein’s historical

analysis of “How a new Song Was Created” in a Black regiment near Petersburg,

Virginia in 1864. Although Du Bois is not only using the paradigm of battle to derive his

public “souls,” the representative nature of the event and gathering is significant, given

that Du Bois’s history writing stressed the meaning of the revolutionary battles for the

slaves, and their concrete embodiment of freedom. Epstein writes;

Any striking event or piece of news . . .  was followed by long silence. 
They sat about in groups, ‘studying,’ as they called i t . . . .  When the spirit 
moved, one of their singers would uplift a mighty voice, like a bard of old, 
in a wild sort of chant. If he did not strike a sympathetic chord in his
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hearers, if they did not find his utterance the exponent of their idea, he 
would sing it again and again, altering sometimes the words or more often 
the music. If his changes met general acceptances, one voice after another 
would chime in; a rough harmony of three parts would add itself; other 
groups would join in, and the song became the song of the command.

(293)
The pluralistic sense of community appears in the idea of “studying,” or what Du Bois 

called “thinking together.” This aesthetic and political arena becomes one in which tlie 

subjectivism or privatized “self’ is sacrificed for the purpose of the public construction of 

meaning and a contextual, limited sense of “aesthetic” judgment, as the agreement o f the 

group on the appropriate expression of their “beauty.” The forms of music to which Du 

Bois refers have very little sense of seamless harmony, and use part-singing and 

syncretisms instead.

Du Bois’ recurrent stress on the lack of harmonizing implies that the form of 

talent he suggests is negotiated through a reflective and philosophically relational self and 

not simply through imitation or consent. For example, what is curious in The Souls o f  

Black Folk is Du Bois’s attention to “melody.” In “The Forethought” Du Bois writes of 

“some echo of haunting melody from the only American music which welled up from 

black souls in the dark past” (42). And in the final chapter, he declares in what many 

have considered a romanticized identification with Southern blacks, in Zamir’s words, 

one “marked by a representational hesitancy” (146), that while in Nashville he confronted 

“Jubillee Hall,” “a temple builded of these songs towering over the pale city” (265). The 

characterization of the “temple” is troubled by the “bricks [that] were red with the blood 

and dust of toil.” Nevertheless, the aesthetic foundation “towers over the pale city,” and 

in contrast to Zamir’s claim that in these passages Du Bois locates a transcendent racial 

“bond” (148) that he will later criticize, I find that this homogenous sense of race feeling 

is challenged in the early passages on the sorrow songs. For Du Bois presents a cultural 

understanding of aesthetic and public space when he acknowledges these “bursts of
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wonderful melody, full of the voices of my brother and sisters, full o f the voices of the 

past” (265). The tower is “full” of plurality and not of the homogenous, endless 

“harmony” of a universal spirit. The meaning of his use of “melody” becomes more 

explicit in Black Folk Then and Now, when, in his effort to redefine civilization, he 

quotes Sweeny on African art. He writes, “‘the general distinction between native African 

and European music is this: that European music (since about A. D. 1600) is built on 

harmony; all other music on pure melody. In fact it is non-European music which has 

made us remember what pure melody really is.’” Then he acknowledges the style of 

“‘antiphony (the alternate singing of solo and chorus), part- singing, and highly 

developed rhythm’” (116). The significance o f melody allows us to sense the plural and 

performative public space Du Bois claims as the “only American music” (Souls 42). That 

the tower is “full” indicates that for the everyday work of freedom, everyone must come 

forth to add his or her voice and judgment to the story. This requires that public spaces 

are maintained and founded for interaction, so that small ends and achievements are 

performed and not the manifest destiny of Zion.

The contextual and specific appreciation of the beauty in public action challenges 

the idea of autonomous identity and moral exemplarity that characterizes the singular and 

mastering “mission” of the Redeemer nation. Du Bois’s form of aesthetic as a “full” and 

heterogeneous exchange becomes a sign of this re-orientation toward appreciation of a 

public, plural space. We will recall John Jones’s Trumpet sounding, and we should note 

that earlier in New York Jones attended the opera Lohengrin, and in the midst of his 

alienation from white people in the audience, “rose high and clear the music of 

Lohengrin’s swan. The infinite beauty of the wail lingered and swept through every

muscle of his frame, and put it all a-tune If he could only live up in the free air where

birds sang and setting suns had no touch of blood!” (252). After John Jones retaliates in 

violence for his sister’s assault by one of the white townspeople, it is Wagner’s “Song of
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the Bride” that rings in his ears. Since the reference to Wagner appears as the fulfillment 

of a death wish, it is unlikely that Du Bois intends a simple parallel between German folk 

culture (of which Wagner is not an apt expression, in any case). Wagner and John Jones 

seem to both long for an escape from suffering and ambiguity. Jones longs to “be firee” 

(263) and join in a “natural” national community.

Berman offers a reading of the Wagner references in “Of the Coming of John,” 

which theorizes a different understanding of Du Bois’s Wagner references. He writes that 

despite the perplexity of placing Jones’s lynching next to the “bridal march,” “it would be 

too facile to see this as a parodie deflation of what was surely already one of the most 

trivialized fi-agments of popular Wagneria” (128). He argues that “disallowing a union of 

the human and the divine, Lohengrin remains consequently deeply unchristian, despite 

the Grail story, and despite the depiction of paganism as obsolete” (129). Yet, as I have 

argued throughout these pages, “disallowing a union,” i.e. an ordinary and everyday 

relation to the redeemer through meaningful, communal religious experience, was, 

without question, “Christian,” and “paganism,” did not encapsulate Du Bois 

understanding of melodious and publicly derived truths. The understanding of the 

aesthetic, the disharmony and syncretism that undergirds African forms of music stands 

in sharp contrast to Wagner’s “infinite beauty of the [swan’s] wail” (252) and the 

“mightier harmony [which] swelled away” (253). Jones is enchanted by the operatic 

promise of the infinite and harmonious accord and he does not seem to reconcile himself 

with the community in any significant way. Moreover, it is precisely absolute “harmony,” 

“endless” wail that offers a sublime feeling of limitlessness and the achievement of a 

purity that becomes the problem for Du Bois in his discussion of the spirituals.

The Spirituals, in contrast to opera and the harmony usually required in classical 

performance, emerge by virtue of discussion and “improvisation,” and although Opera 

may invoke improvisation in various performers, the composer sets the score, in isolation
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from the plural community. The audience usually maintains its spectatorial distance, or, 

does not participate in the content of the performance. Du Bois’s characterization of 

Lohengrin as “infinite” leaves the reader questioning his uncritical acceptance of 

Wagner’s aesthetic and German romanticism. For in his own idea of representative 

thinking and communal / aesthetic judgment, Du Bois presentation of aesthetic taste is 

contextual, interactive, and does not seek to escape or evade plurality, which Wagner’s 

operas usually do. A full discussion of the different aesthetic expression of national 

community, o f course, would require a more careful analysis of Wagnerian opera, but Du 

Bois at least indicates the varying structure of aesthetic, religious truth.

The limited and beautiful “ends” are all that human beings are capable of, i.e. 

human ends, and Du Bois invites the “gentle reader” to an appreciation of freedom and 

novelty marked by a limit. He simultaneously empowers the American metaphysical 

narrative and disrupts its sense of deferred absolutism by unveiling ordinary cultural 

aesthetic accomplishments, the “gifts of the slaves.” The African-American Jeremiad 

pleads with a “headstrong, careless people,” whom he also claims is “irreverent toward 

Time and the deeds of men.” This claim for irreverence toward time suggests a reading 

fundamentally at variance with the way in which time and the larger vision of American 

history is conceived. We are called to “lie and listen and leam of a future fuller than the 

past, and hear the voice of Time” (116). The future is “fuller,” and therefore more 

inclusive but does not overcome the past; “progress” is calculated not through 

chronological or linear progression, but rather through a repetitive and intimate relation 

to the past, one of incremental journeying, stressing that his is a “tale twice told but 

seldom written” (42). Nevertheless, he will “tell it again in many ways, with loving 

emphasis, and deeper detail, that men may listen to the striving in the souls of black folk” 

(53). Listening and hearing as forms of understanding take priority over the more 

objectivized and spectatorial sense of sight. The Spirituals come to signify a lost moment
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of coordinated judgment, on the one hand, and authentic actions, on the other, where 

people are capable of taking responsibility for their words.

Du Bois understood the fragility of freedom, and for him an ultimate “End” in 

capital letters, would also be the end to freedom, that continual desire for “another juster 

world” (114), which the acknowledgement of more gifts in a fuller public promotes. In 

the famous last words of Du Bois, read by Kwame Nkrumah, ‘“Time is Long’” (qtd. 

Rampersad 291), we glimpse the vision of the eternal and the necessity of adding one’s 

interpretive voice to history. This echo is certainly not indicative of a manifest 

chauvinism, nor of passivity or resignation, but rather, a common theme for Du Bois — 

that America’s flight from this everyday relation to time is the tragedy of our age. The 

need to formalize public spaces is implicit.

Although Du Bois supported the idea of Independent African states and the 

recognition of racialized identity, it decontextualizes and belittles his thought to assume 

that he was uncritical of the form of nation to develop, or the continued existence of 

nations and races as categories of thought. He recognized risks on both sides of the racial 

divide, assimilation or essentialism, but until African Americans and Africans were 

acknowledged as human beings there would be no talk of an end to racialized thinking. 

Familiar with his mentor Crummell’s singular hopes in African colonization, in Dusk o f  

Dawn he writes, “American Negroes have always feared with perfect fear the eventual 

expulsion from America. They have been willing to submit to caste rather than face this. 

The reasons have varied but today they are clear: Negroes have no Zion” (777). He 

repeated as much in The Souls o f  Black Folk thirty-seven years.earlier. And yet possibly 

the best articulation of this message, the “meaning of the swift and slow in human doing, 

and the limits o f human perfectibility” (275), is heard in the conversive and personal 

relation to Zion in the Afiican “quaint[]” turn of the Bible phrase, “Weep, O captive 

daughter o f Zion,” into “Zion, weep-a-low . . .  As in olden time” (273). If the reader is at
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a loss at deciding whether Romantic “African” heroes and the recognition of a

metaphysical race spirit would constitute national religion and aesthetic truth for Du

Bois, we are left with musings on the contingent meaning of “souls” in Du Bois’s quest

for “ultimate justice of things”:

The minor cadences of despair change often to triumph and calm 
confidence. Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, 
sometimes assurance of boundless justice in some fair world beyond. But 
whichever it is, the meaning is always clear: that sometime, somewhere, 
men will judge men by their souls and not by their skins. Is such a hope 
justified? Do the Sorrow Songs sing true? (274)
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Notes

1 Du Bois knew Lippmann personally and both were students of William James. Ross 
Posnock notes that, although the terms “intellectual” and “public intellectual” were first 
applied to James, Lippmann and Du Bois “turned” to the public as a result of James’s 
influence and radical pluralism that “abandoned the insulation of a spectator theory of 
knowledge” (339). Indeed, Du Bois writes, “ At Harvard I started in with philosophy and 
then turned toward United States history and social problems. The turning was due to 
William James. He said to me, Tf you must study philosophy you will; but if  you can 
turn aside into something else, do so. It is hard to earn a living with philosophy’” (582). 
Evidently, James’s advice spoke to other economic and practical (pragmatic) issues, and 
Du Bois’s gratitude to James’s is not only for opening his eyes to “radical empiricism,” 
though his economic situation was a struggle in any case. Du Bois also points out that his 
break with the “ivory tower of race” was because, “first, one could not be a calm, cool, 
and detached scientist while Negroes were lynched, murdered and starved; and secondly, 
there was no such definite demand for scientific work of he sort that I was doing, as I had 
confidently assumed would be easily forthcoming” {Dusk o f  Dawn 603).

2 Cornel West notes, “In the same year, 1963, he died -  the very day that 250, 000 people 
gathered in Washington, D. C., to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., immortalize the black 
Emersonian quest for the American dream. Like Malcolm X and later even King himself, 
Du Bois concluded that this dream was more a nightmare for those whose measuring rod 
is the plight of most black Americans” (149).

3 Du Bois comments about the betrayal and difficulties he suffered after being accused of 
‘failure to register as an agent for a foreign principal’ during the McCarthy period. His 
mail was tampered with, his passport taken away, he was unable to publish, and 
forbidden to speak at various Universities. As he writes, “I lost my leadership of my race. 
It was a dilemma for the mass of Negroes; either they joined the current beliefs and 
actions of most whites or they could not make a living or hope for preferment. Preferment 
was possible. The color line was beginning to break. Negroes were getting recognition as 
never before. Was not the sacrifice o f one man, small payment for this? Even those who 
disagreed with this judgment at least kept quiet. The colored children ceased to hear my 
name” {Autobiography 395).

4 In Black Reconstruction Du Bois discusses the specifics of the “codes” in each 
Southern State following Andrew Johnson’s accession “but representing the logical result 
o f attitudes of mind existing when Lincoln still lived” (166). Those codes varied, but in 
general dealt with the new status of the slaves, by “mak[ing] Negroes slaves in
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everything but name. They were given certain civil rights: the right to hold property, to 
sue and be sued. The family relations for the first time were legally recognized. Negroes 
were no longer real estate.” “Yet,” Du Bois continues, “in face of this, the Black Codes 
were deliberately designed to take advantage of every misfortune of the Negro. Negroes 
were liable to a slave trade under the guise of vagrancy and apprenticeship laws; to make 
the best labor contracts, Negroes must leave the plantations and seek better terms; but if 
caught wandering in search of work, and thus unemployed and without a home, this was 
vagrancy, and the victim could be whipped and sold into slavery. In the turmoil of war, 
children were separated from parents, or parents unable to support them properly. These 
children could be sold into slavery, and ‘the former owner of said minors shall have the 
preference’” (167).

5 See Gomel West (American Evasion 143).

6 Along with others, James makes it appear as if Du Bois’s statements about his shift in 
critical outlook, away from a hierarchical notion of leadership, occur very late in his life. 
This is misleading since Du Bois claims that the “age of miracles” in his life “began with 
Fisk and ended with Germany” (Darkwater 14). Further, the oft referred to statement, “I 
was blithely European and imperialist in outlook; democratic as democracy as conceived 
in America” is quite clearly remarking on his 1888 graduation speech on Bismark 
delivered at Fisk (Dusk o f Dawn 577). Marable Manning also notes that Du Bois’s shift 
in theoretical and political outlook, his own democratization of his concepts about 
selfhood was evident in Souls.

Ironically, it is Booker T. Washington who has in recent years received accolades 
from theorists who strive for more “democratic” ideals and a closer relation to the 
“masses.” This is not a new phenomenon. As Manning also notes, “The theory of the 
Talented Tenth was used by Du Bois’s enemies as proof of his isolation from the masses. 
In fact, despite Washington’s homilies about rural life and the poor, the real elitist was 
the Tuskegeean. The Tuskegee Machine was comprised of entrepreneurs, editors, small
bankers, ministers, and politicians who acted in their material self-interest Frequently
they used accomodationist rhetoric simply to win the financial favors o f wealthy whites. 
As Du Bois commented years later, Washington ‘had no faith in white people, not the 
slightest, and he was most popular among them because is he was talking with a white 
man he sat there and found out what the white man wanted him to say, and then as soon 
as possible he said it’” (51).

7 In Dusk o f Dawn Du Bois writes “the democracy which the white world seeks to defend 
does not exist. It has been splendidly conceived and discussed, but not realized” (677).
He also describes racialization and imprisonment within these categories as an “inner
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spiritual slavery” and he claims that until these categories are broken, nothing like 
“democracy,” “the grand equality” can exist (654).

8 A Haroutunian points out, “Hopkins had allowed himself to be dominated by the moral 
emphasis, and thus completely vitiated Edwards’ conception of sinfulness as a lack of the 
sense of divine glory.” By engaging too forcefully with liberals in the debates over man’s 
effort and “striving” for grace, Hopkins “focus[sed] attention on [Calvinism’s] enemies 
instead of its God” (62). We will see Du Bois face some of the same problems, as critical 
reactions to his work show. He often places an overwhelming amount of stress on moral 
responsibility, and though polemical and posed at the “white world,” at times that white 
world and its imagined prizes can become the limit and God. In The Souls o f  Black Folk, 
Du Bois equally begins to consider another limit within the veil in the “souls,” one that 
makes it necessary to “strive” but that striving is marked by the recognition of plurality 
and another Other guaranteed by that principle.

9 As Vincent Harding points out, even Frederick Douglass, the leading black abolitionist, 
did not address the meaning of black freedom particularly well, and followed Northern 
white Americans to a certain extent when he attacked Southern slavery. As Harding 
writes, “All through the middle years of the war, Frederick Douglass wrote of his hope, 
representing a thousand more than himself. But like so many other black — and white — 
people, Douglass was frantically vague concerning what the mechanisms for the 
transformation of America would be. Indeed, one of his greatest weaknesses in this 
period was the persistence of his earlier tendency to focus on slavery and the South as the 
major enemies of black freedom” (243).

10 Joel Kovel makes this point at length in his book, Red-Hunting in the Promised Land: 
Anticommunism and the Making o f  America.

11 Du Bois assumed that the treatment of slaves and native Americans belonged in the 
same category of the “problem,” and that the freedom of the Republic depended upon 
their freedom. He notes in the opening of The Souls o f Black Folk that “the American 
fairy tales and folklore are Indian and African” (52). Of course, the intermixtures 
between Native American and African Americans are well-known, though the former 
tend to be placed in a more “heroic” racist category for their failure to adapt to slavery. 
Moreover, a nation that refused to acknowledge racial ambiguities would be frightening 
disavowal of humanity in general. As Du Bois would point out in Darkwater: “But what 
o f the darker world that watches? Most men belong to this world. With Negro and 
Negroid, East Indian, Chinese, and Japanese they form two-thirds of the population of the 
world. A belief in humanity is a belief in colored men. If the uplift o f mankind must be
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done by men, then the destinies of this world will rest ultimately in the hands of the 
darker nations

What, then, is this dark world thinking? It is thinking that as wild and awful as 
this shameful war was, it is nothing to compare with that fight for freedom which black 
and brown and yellow men must and will make unless their oppression and humiliation 
and insult at the hands of the White World ceases. The Dark World is going to submit to 
its present treatment just as long as it must and not one moment longer” (49).

12 In a different, but related context, Toni Morrison notes that the evil of slavery led to 
serious ideological problems in the development of an American self and its concept of 
freedom. Freedom in the literary imagination was opposed to slavery and darkness, or 
those associated with the evil. According to her, “we should not be surprised that the 
Enlightenment could accommodate slavery; we should be surprised if  it had not. The 
concept of freedom did not emerge in a vacuum. Nothing highlighted freedom — if it did 
not in fact create it — like slavery.

Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities. For in that construction 
of blackness and enslavement could be found not only the not-free but also, with the 
dramatic polarity created by skin color, the projection of the not-me. The result was a 
playground for the imagination. What rose up out o f collective needs to allay internal 
fears and to rationalize external exploitation was an American Africanism -  a fabricated 
brew of darkness, otherness, alarm, and desire that is uniquely American” (38).

13 While Du Bois unquestionably discusses his genealogical and “cultural” (636) 
connection to Africa, he equally notes his “American” inheritance: “At the same time I 
was firm in asserting that these Negroes were Americans. For that reason and on the basis 
of my great-great-grandfather’s Revolutionary record I was accepted as a member of the 
Massachusetts Society of the Sons of the American Revolution, in 1908. When, however, 
the notice of this election reached the headquarters in Washington and was emphasized 
by my requesting a national certificate, the secretary, A. Howard Clark of the 
Smithsonian Institution, wrote to Massachusetts and demanded ‘proof of marriage of the 
ancestor of Tom Burghardt and record of birth on the son.’ He knew, of course, that the 
birth record of a stolen Afiican slave could not possibly be produced. My membership 
was therefore, suspended” {Dusk o f  Dawn 638). He continues his point about the 
interracial origins of America, and America’s greatest “heroes” in other writings as well, 
though he discusses this most pointedly in Dusk o f Dawn. In Black Folk Then and Now, 
he writes “many white men of the highest distinction in Europe and America had Negro 
blood, but to this day prejudice is too bitter even to mention the fact, while documentary 
proof is usually impossible. But this was not always so” (124).
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14 Appiah argues that Du Bois spoke of particularly “racial messages” as innate, 
biological capacities. He expresses his conviction that religion and theological jargon 
somewhat automatically imply “Zionism,” and Du Bois’s use of this rhetoric when 
discussing civilization is a threat in “the practical world of politics because a racialized 
Zionism continues to be one o f the threats to the moral stability of Israeli nationalism” 
(286), and so forth. I would note that Du Bois may speak of a “turning” of the phrase 
“Zion” in the Spirituals and speak of “messages” and “gifts,” but these were entirely 
cultural. I would repeat the following quote, since Appiah may have overlooked the 
subtlety in Du Bois’s use of religious rhetoric: “American Negroes have always feared 
with perfect fear their eventual expulsion firom America. They have been willing to 
submit to caste rather than face this. The reasons have varied but today they are clear: 
Negroes have no Zion. There is no place where they can go today and not be subject to 
worse caste and greater disabilities from the dominant white imperialist world than they 
suffer here today” {Dusk o f Dawn 111). Du Bois does not imply that Afncan Americans 
should strive to build a “Zion” of their own in order to oppose white American 
“Zionism.” Rather, he continually claims that “America” is as much their “home” as 
Africa -  their “revolutionary” Republic.

Moreover, Appiah insinuates that Du Bois did not take “culture” or a concept of 
“civilization” “seriously”: “talk of ‘race’ is particularly distressing for those of us who 
take culture seriously. For, where race works -  in places where ‘gross differences’ of 
morphology are correlated with ‘subtle differences’ of temperament, belief, and intention 
-  it works as an attempt at a metonym for culture; and it does so only at the price of 
biologizing what is culture, or ideology” (287). Cynthia Schrager has discussed this fear 
of the “potential complicity of the mystical register in Du Bois with nineteenth-century 
pseudoscientific racialisms and pernicious nations” (555). Schrager aptly points out that 
inasmuch as poststructuralist critics like Gilroy and Appiah critique Du Boisian 
“mysticism,” they reinforce the very same scientific bias and claims to objectivity they 
would like to destabilize. Appiah also claims that there is no need to understand the 
“theological underpinnings” to Du Bois’s rhetoric; it is enough to know he uses 
Romantic, Christian rhetoric, thus we should not inquire into the structure or meaning of 
it. Gilroy also points out that “Because religion marks these petty ethnic differences with 
special clarity, its overcoming signified the utopian move beyond ethnicity and the 
establishment of a new basis for community, mutuality and reciprocity (29). O f course, I 
disagree with both dismissive equations of theology or religion with chauvinisms or 
ethnic nationalisms, and the secular rhetoric that poses itself as “utopian” is strikingly 
universal. Du Bois may have stressed “blackness” but that shared history of slavery also 
stood for a long memory of missed possibilities for exchanges that were based on a plural 
and mixed “origin” of humanity. As Du Bois remarks in The Negro, “The mistake is 
continually made of considering these types as transitions between absolute Caucasians
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and absolute Negroes. No such absolute type ever existed on either side. Both were 
slowly differentiated from a common ancestry and continually remingled their blood 
while the differentiating was progressing. From prehistorical times down to to-day Africa 
is, in this sense, primarily the land of the mulatto. So, too, was earlier Europe and Asia; 
only in these countries that mulatto was early bleached by the climate, while in Africa he 
was darkened” (13).

15 I am implying that it is not necessary to suggest with West that a ‘“germ theory’ [of 
racial development] had its political analogue in his doctrine of the Talented Tenth.” 
West argues Du Bois promoted both simultaneously. While the Afro-American masses 
are busy giving the world its meekness, humility, and joviality, the Talented Tenth are 
providing leadership and guidance for these spiritual masses” {Prophesy Deliverance! 
76). Moses also argues that Du Bois carries on this tradition of the Uncle Tom in his 
black nationalism and exceptionalism {BlackMessiahs and Uncle Toms 113). Du Bois at 
least seems “genuine” about his own “character” as a “contingent” and “humble” one, 
and his point seems to be that the white race suffers from metaphysical moral perfection 
or an impossible notion of redemption, which leads them to distort the nature of others’ 
“gifts” of spiritual values that are formed from ordinary and everyday structures of 
community and rationality. The “gifts” given by Africa to the Europeans therefore were 
missed, misunderstood and taken as signs for the white races’ natural and divine right to 
rule. For a discussion of these Afncan virtues see Sundquist (513).

16 In continued search for this dignified humility, in Black Folk Then and Now, Du Bois 
writes: “Ceremony and courtesy mark Negro life. Livingston again and again reminds us 
of ‘true African dignity,’ ‘When Illifian men or women salute each other, be it with a 
plain and easy curtsey (which is here the simplest form adopted), or kneeling down, or 
throwing oneself upon the ground, or kissing the dust with one’s forehead, no matter 
which, there is yet a deliberateness, a majesty, a dignity, a devoted earnestness in the 
manner of its doing, which brings to light with every gesture, with every fold of clothing, 
the deep significance and essential import of every single action’” (118).

17 Sundquist notes, ''The Souls o f  Black Folk belongs only in limited ways to the debate 
over African retentions, Du Bois’s contribution appearing to be occasionally insightful 
but relatively minor. Indeed, he writes at times with quizzical detachment” (480). 
Nonetheless, at the time Du Bois is writing, his “elegantly concise description of the 
American transmutation -  or ‘tragic intensification,’ as he puts it -  o f original Afiican 
son into black American sorrow song was a description in small o f The Souls of Black 
Folk itself, an act of cultural transfiguration that melded Afncan and white American
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traditions into a distinctly African American cultural form, as had the spirituals 
themselves” (481).

18 See Dena Epstein’s discussion of the cross-cultural and conglomerate nature of the 
spirituals, particularly the chapter “conversion to Christianity,” where she comments that 
“one can hardly overstate the importance of conversion to Christianity in the 
acculturation of blacks in the New World. It was an essential precondition for the 
emergence of the Negro spiritual” (100). For a discussion on the differences between 
Afncan and European conceptions of time see Mechal Sobel, The World They Made 
Together. Sobel also discusses the development of the Afro-Baptist faith through this 
cross-cultural interaction and various Alfricanisms in this tradition in her book Trabelin ’ 
On: The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith.

19 To be sure, the confrontation with contingency has frightening, “demonic” dimensions 
for the youthful Du Bois. On the passages on “pythian madness,” Zamir comments that 
“the feelings of the young Du Bois reproduce the same exoticism that led the white 
middle-class reading public at the turn of the century to seek out works that revealed how 
‘the other half lived” (148).
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Conclusion
The Irony of the American Self

Yet with steady beat,
Have not our weaiy feet
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?

(James Weldon Johnson, “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing” (The Negro National Anthem))

R. B. Lewis’s The American Adam was published in 1955; within the next year. 

Perry Miller’s Errand Into the Wilderness was published. Thus over a two year period 

two of the most seminal texts about American cultural beginnings and subsequent 

processes appeared. Both texts deal with historical and literary documents. Miller’s 

discussion of the meaning of “errand” in the Puritan rhetoric opens up a range of 

interpretations of the mission of the American enterprise: what was the original errand 

and how and why did it change? For Miller, the American story begins within the context 

of an explicit Christian theological tradition, though profound changes within this 

tradition begin to take place almost immediately. In less than one hundred years, the 

Puritans are in the process of turning into Yankees.

Lewis is equally aware o f the religious dimension of American cultural 

beginnings; as a matter of fact he begins his text with this comment: “This book has to do 

with the beginnings and the first tentative outlines of a native American mythology” (1). 

(By “native American mythology” Lewis meant European-American mythology, and not 

aboriginal peoples or their mythology.) Miller’s text begins with the Puritan venture and 

takes us to Emerson while Lewis concentrates on the nineteenth century, with allusions to 

the Puritan and Enlightenment heritages in the American cultural discourses. While 

Miller provides us with powerful methodological and metaphorical languages for 

understanding American beginnings with his discussion of the meaning of “errand,” the
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First Great Awakening, and the several adaptations of Calvinism to the American milieu, 

Lewis, with his attempt to decipher an American mythology, offers an intriguing thematic 

order of the meaning of the temporal, cultural, and literary structures o f what emerges as 

American.

Taking his point of departure from Emerson, Lewis accepts the distinction of the 

“party of Memory,” and the “party of Hope,” but he then adds a third party, the party of 

Irony. As he writes, “We might begin by noticing that Emerson saw no dialogue at all 

[between the part o f Past, (Memory) and the part of Hope, (the Future)] but only a 

‘schism,’ a split in culture between two polarized parties: ‘the party o f the Past and the 

party of the Future,’ as he sometimes called them, or the parties ‘of Memory and Hope, 

of the Understanding and the Reason’” (7). In another vein, it is the party o f the Past, of 

Memory, and nostalgia that kept alive a sense of the inherited sin which might be 

attributed to the Calvinist tradition of the Puritans. The party of Hope and the Future was 

optimistic and relied on the Enlightenment estimation of Reason and the entrepreneurial 

cleverness of Yankee traders and plantation managers. Lewis’s party of Irony is 

represented by the elder Henry James, who lived a “tragic optimism,” with “tragic 

collisions” occurring between the optimism of Innocence and the limitations of existence. 

Such collisions enabled “an awareness of the heightened perception and humanity which 

suffering made possible (something unthinkable among the nostalgic)” (8).

To be sure, these definitive texts have since their publication undergone critical 

commentary and debate but they have also marked a style of American literary historical 

criticism. Though the style of this criticism often situates the text historically, the major 

issue in the criticism tends to be the internal constitution of the American consciousness 

or “self.” The other meaning of events and their relationship to the formation of culture 

with the ideational, economic, and political seldom are brought to the fore. On the 

political level the locus is the American Constitution as a body of originary and
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processual legalities that justify the freedom of the American individualist self. One is 

hard put to find any discussion of the meaning of the American Revolution as both a 

founding and continuing event within the life of the nation; Americans seldom refer to 

their country as a “revolutionary democracy.”

This understanding of America as a revolutionary democracy must, in the light of 

its actual absence, begin with the capacity for interpretive irony, a capacity that bears 

similarities with Edwards’s actual notion of conversion. The meaning of revolution, 

conversion, “errand,” and expressions of re-birth must be skeptical and ironic. One 

cannot, after all, begin completely anew, and, to refer back to Arendt’s use of Augustine, 

being bom may be the most radical act of novelty, but re-birth must be an ironic 

experience because while an event is an entirely unique hiatus, and places one within the 

contingency of the non-rational, it must justify itself by calling on the resources of a past 

it has already broken with. I found this awakening to contingency, limits and novelty in 

both Hannah Arendt’s and W. E. B. Du Bois’s critical understanding of the American 

Revolution, in their different ways. It was from Hannah Arendt’s political theory that I 

began my inquiry with a different set of questions and expectations in mind that were 

essential to understanding the locus of freedom in the American Revolution and founding 

events. As a Jewish immigrant she captured another reading of the American Revolution, 

though she sounded like a lone voice in the wilderness next to the tendency to either 

denigrate and negatively critique the issue of founding, or, in the style of conservatives, 

to celebrate the valuation of the private set forth in the Constitution. It would be 

understandable, 1 thought, if  Arendt felt little interest in locating the possibilities for a 

secular religion of revolutionary re-birth and founding in the so-called Christian events 

that preceded the Revolution. However, 1 began from a literary, cultural perspective and 

all of the authors who shared Arendt’s passion for freedom and public space shared a 

New England locale. By Du Bois’s time the actual theological issues that ordered the
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revolutionary capacity for re-birth and conversion had to have been imbibed by the 

culture at another level besides the understanding of American culture as premised upon 

moralism.

From one point of view my dissertation rehearses some of the themes of the 

history of American literary criticism because in many respects I inherit this tradition. I 

have, however, attempted to undertake an innovation within the body of this criticism. In 

regard to the similarities, I have also reaffirmed the importance of the Puritans by 

beginning my work with Jonathan Edwards and the First Great Awakening. In like 

manner, I have dealt with the problematic constitution of the American self in my chapter 

on Melville. I have also seen the meaning of America as expressing a religious dimension 

in the formation of its meaning of nationhood through my discussion of American Civil 

Religion. I discussed that meaning from an understanding of “conversion” in Edwards’ 

work to the problematics of the ambiguities in Melville’s Pierre, to the intellectual 

activist life of Du Bois as it was especially expressed in The Souls o f  Black Folk, and 

Black Reconstruction.

My fundamental intervention to the American literary historical style can be seen 

in the chapter devoted to W. E. B. Du Bois. By situating Du Bois as a major voice in this 

conversation about the nature and meaning of America I have had to read both Edwards 

and Melville in very different ways. This intervention should not be seen within the terms 

of a vulgar multiculturalism, the simple inclusion of a minority voice as a practice in 

political correctness. To be sure, minority voices are seldom taken seriously in 

discussions of the nature of American letters, but their absence has implications beyond 

their “non-appearance.” As Toni Morrison has shown in her Playing in the Dark, the 

invisibility of one o f the most important peoples, debates, and institutions in its negative 

relationship to a new meaning of freedom in American shows up in many and varied 

places in American institutions, letters, and ideologies. Americans seem to believe
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equally and simultaneously in the principles they are deceiving as in the act of deception

itself. These acts of self-deception are costly. As she writes,

For some time now I have been thinking about the validity or vulnerability 
of a certain set of assumptions conventionally accepted among literary 
historians and critics and circulated as ‘knowledge.’ This knowledge holds 
that traditional, canonical American literature is free of, uninformed, and 
unshaped by the four-hundred-year-old presence of, first, Africans and 
then Afiican-Americans in the United States. It assumes that this presence 
-  which shaped the body politic, the Constitution, and the entire history of 
the culture -  has had no significant place or consequence in the origin and 
development of that culture’s literature. Moreover, such knowledge 
assumes that the characteristics of our national literature emanate from a 
particular ‘Americanness’ that is separate from and unaccountable to this 
presence. There seems to be a more or less tacit agreement among literary 
scholars that, because American literature has been clearly the preserve of 
white male views, genius, and power, those views, genius, and power are 
without relationship to and removed from the overwhelming presence of
black people in the United States The contemplation of this black
presence is central to any understanding of our national literature and 
should not be permitted to hover at the margins of the literary imagination.

(5)
It is Du Bois who allows me to see clearly the struggle for a revolutionary democratic 

society as one of the major problematics of both the American culture and self. While the 

Puritan “errand” might have expressed the initial dynamic of the European settlement, 

Edwards sense of community and limitation demands reflection and concerns the proper 

status of the human within the context of a community in conversation; reading Du Bois 

meant that I had to read Edwards’s Calvinism differently, and reading Edwards meant 

that I had to understand Du Bois’s points about revolutionary freedom in a different way. 

Edwards can be seen as a premonition of the American Revolution. The Revolutionary 

War and its successful execution set the stage for the formulation of a Constitution of 

Freedom and here the institution of slavery as legal institution became the test of the 

meaning of any modem notion o f freedom. The Constitutional Convention defines the
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first of a long series o f equivocations regarding the meaning of democratic freedom 

within the Republic.

We can revisit the notion of irony at this point as introduced above by Lewis. 

Lewis’s text was published in 1955, but prior to this text, in 1952, the most famous and 

influential Calvinist theologian since Edwards, Reinhold Neibuhr, published a text called 

The Irony ofAmerican History. If  we follow Neibuhr’s understanding of irony, it would 

by no means be ironic that the Southerners were able to maintain political power -  most 

particularly, Virginians -  in the government by counting their slaves as the basis for 

representation while simultaneously not admitting they were human beings, and making 

them legally chattel. This is the type of false irony that tends to naturalize one’s authority 

to rule. This compromise is better called tragedy, and nowhere had a serious mode of 

irony been experienced which would allow them to provide spaces for exchange in the 

light of contingency as a continuous, processual, basis for revolutionary democracy. As 

we saw in the chapter on Pierre, the deception and confusion that arose in the name of 

compromise for constitutional union and its ironic “ambiguities” had marked the 

formation of the post-Revolutionary self.

Neibuhr, a person in the tradition of Edwards, distinguished between the

American “tragic” and the “pathetic.” “Pathos,” he wrote, “is the element in an historic

situation which elicits pity, but neither deseives admiration nor warrants contrition.

Pathos arises from fortuitous cross-purposes and confusions in life for which no reason

can be given, or guilt ascribed.” The tragic for him,

is constituted of conscious choices of evil for the sake of good. If men or 
nations do evil in a good cause; if they cover themselves with guilt in 
order to fulfill some high responsibility; or it they sacrifice some high 
value for the sake o f a higher or equal one they make a tragic choice. Thus 
the necessity of using the threat of atomic destruction as an instrument for 
the preservation of peace is a tragic element in our contemporary situation.
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Tragedy elicits admiration as well as pity because it combines nobility
with guilt, (vii)

We see the relevance of Neibuhr’s sense of the tragic element in American militarism 

that is clouded in rhetoric of civilization, “freedom,” and democracy. Recently, after the 

attack of the World Trade Center that occurred in September last year while I was 

attempting to finish this work, I noticed President Bush’s rhetoric, and his recurrent use 

of the word “resolve” to unify American public opinion. “Our resolve is strong,” he 

repeated and in so doing implicated himself in the Republic’s rhetoric of self-deception 

of viewing self-determination and conscious choice — “resolve” -  as the source of its 

binding. Pierre Glendinning also had “resolve” but failed to bear the weight of 

responsibility for the ambiguous sins of his past that had been revisited upon him. What 

were presented to Pierre were fictive ambiguities that told him it was necessary for him to 

compromise in order to naturalize authority; these were ambiguities o f self deception, and 

the narrator presented these ambiguities in a mode of gothic melodrama, a style that 

turned tragedy into farce. Melville, as the primary ironist in the nineteenth-century, 

comes closest to experiencing both modes of irony, the false irony and ambiguity that 

works to compromise and naturalize authority, and the genuine irony that enables one to 

create a revolutionary democracy out of the confrontation with contingency and a limit.

The narrator critiqued Pierre’s “resolve” by using an ironist mode o f writing of 

Pierre. And without the narrative stylistics of Pierre we would have tragedy: A young 

aristocratic man is about to marry an equally aristocratic woman, meets a poor working 

girl and decides to sacrifice his life happiness for her. It doesn’t work out and he loses 

everything, while the two, like Romeo and Juliet, commit suicide because of the cruel 

ways of the world. And yet we laugh at Pierre’s foolishness, with the nagging feeling that 

the laughter is inappropriate and misplaced. Neibuhr says that his mode of authentic 

“irony is something more than comedy.” According to him, for authentic irony, a
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hidden relation is discovered in the incongruity. If virtue becomes vice 
through some hidden defect in the virtue; if  strength becomes weakness 
because of the vanity to which strength may prompt the mighty man or 
nation; if  security is transmuted into insecurity because too much reliance 
is placed upon it; if  wisdom becomes folly because it does not know its 
limits -  in all such cases the situation is ironic.

But the most distinguishing feature o f irony, for Neibuhr, is that “the person involved in

it bears some responsibility for it.” Furthermore, “it is distinguished from tragedy by the

fact that the responsibility is related to an unconscious weakness rather than to a

conscious resolution” (viii). In contrast to feeling that Pierre’s situation is truly ironic, we

cannot quite believe that Pierre makes decisions out of an unconscious weakness; even if

they are rash, all of Pierre’s decision are conscious, private, and occur behind closed

doors. He is aware that he is engaging in the deception and confusion, but goes ahead

with his compromising plan in the name of civilization and ideal virtue. The fact that the

book is ironic deserves further commentary because there seem to be two modes of irony

that can be ascribed to the narrator’s critique and recognition of Pierre’s folly. The first

mode of irony is the most troublesome feeling of resignation and ironically arises in the

tenor of one of Melville’s recurrent lines of King Solomon’s: “’All is vanity.’ ALL. This

willful world hath not got hold of unchristian Solomon’s wisdom yet” (Moby Dick 535).

On the one hand, the arrogant and mocking narrative voice, which Bercovitch has 

described, warns Pierre of his unconscious vanity, folly and “Pride,” the pride of the 

Glendinning legacy. If the irony were to remain at this level, we would have the most 

basic use of irony. In our own time, Hayden White in his Metahistory reintroduced irony 

as one of the basic structures in modem historiography. On the American scene terms 

such as “irony,” “dilenuna,” “ambiguities,” have emerged as a form of stylistics that 

enables one to undertake the meaning of the formation of a “free self’ within the orders 

of the institution of slavery on the American scene and colonialism and imperialism on 

the international level. To be sure, the ironical mode could lead to problems in its veiy
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presuppositions. As White points out, “Irony presupposes the occupation of a ‘realistic’

perspective on reality, from which a nonfigurative representation of the world of

experience might be provided.” A heightened awareness of the “problematical nature of

language itself has become recognized. It points to the potential foolishness of all

linguistic characterizations of reality as much as to the absurdity of the beliefs it

parodies.” Certainly, Melville’s book takes us through this mode of irony, from a critique

of the revolutionary ideals to the vanities of the book-writing tribe of “Young

Americans.” If he were to remain at this level, and by and large he does, we would be left

with the presupposition of an enlightened self standing behind the veil, commenting on

the failures of language, and sinking into skepticism. To be sure, this mode of irony, with

the language of dilemma and ambiguity, allows the American self to constitute itself, and

keep its purity intact, while avoiding responsibility. This ironist would seem to forfeit

coming to terms with the fact that these dilemmas are now at the very source of his

existence. According to White,

irony can be used tactically for defense of either Liberal or Conservative 
ideological positions, depending on whether the Ironist is speaking against 
established social forms or against ‘utopian’ reformers seeking to change 
the status quo .... Irony tends to dissolve all belief in the possibility of 
positive political actions. In its apprehension of the essential folly or 
absurdity of the human condition, it tends to engender belief in the 
‘madness’ of civilization itself and to inspire a Mandarin-like disdain for 
those seeking to grasp the nature of social reality in either science or art.

(38)
This “Mandarin-like disdain” permeated Melville’s book in tone, until the reader 

finally comes across the moment of double-irony when the narrator tells us he will “now” 

“drop all irony, if  hitherto any thing like that has been indulged in -  those fugitive things 

of Master Pierre’s were the veriest common-place” (257). The narrator reveals that the 

greatest men of genius who make their mark and “become the foolish glory of the world, 

are not only very poor and inconsiderable to themselves, but often positively distasteful.”
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The major problem with Pierre is that he has so little knowledge of the meaning of Sin as 

contingency, in Edwards’s terms, so little knowledge of his inability to be good and know 

the truth of the heart.

Pierre’s fundamental hypocrisy and false irony is that he wants to believe he is as

good, brilliant and pure as much as, or more than, he wants the world to believe in his

goodness. Minds of a “comparatively inferior” nature, the narrator comments, like

Pierre’s, possess an equal sense of self-disgust, equal to the greatest men. But Pierre’s is a

disgust of a complex nature, one that can be appreciated in its disdain for being reduced

to a source of entertainment, but one that is equally problematic in its desire for

“originality” and greatness in the terms of natural purity. For the laughter evoked from

such a mode of ironic humor and political detachment, that simultaneously would cling to

the purity of a self behind the mask, must sound like “hollow” laughter to the critical

ironist, who takes seriously public esteem that arises in the context of a recognition of

“care” for a life based on contingency:

bom of unwillingness and the bill of the baker; the rickety offspring of a 
parent, careless o f life herself, and reckless of the germ-life she contains. 
Let not the short-sited world for a moment imagine, that any vanity lurks 
in such minds; only hired to appear on the stage, not voluntarily claiming 
the public attention; their utmost life-redress and glow is but rouge, 
washed off in private with bitterest tears; their laugh only rings because it 
is hollow; and the answering laugh is no laughter to them. (258)

We return to Edwards’s sense that the audience’s applause is only disgraceful if  it “is not

founded on any just view o f things, but on humor, mistake, folly, and unreasonable

affections. Such applause deserves to be disregarded, — But it is not beneath a man of the

greatest dignity and wisdom, to value the wise and just esteem of others, however inferior

to him {God's Chief End A ll). The loss of a space within which to appear authentically

elicits a mood of “slippery” and “alluring” “sadness” for the narrator of Pierre. Clearly,

the value of the disdainful ironist and the sentimental moods that dictate his performance
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have come at the expense of a sense of public “American” “soul.” The narrator in Pierre 

continues to critique his sadness: “we become sad in the first place by having nothing

stirring to do; we continue in it, because we have found a snug sofa at last I too begin

to loungingly expand, and wax harmlessly sad and sentimental” (259), The authentic 

ironic mode allows Melville to take some responsibility for being implicated in the lonely 

values of private freedom that place the solitary truth of the “heart,” which must reside on 

the “snug sofa,” above public action.

That a desire for applause and estimation from the public realm had been lost in 

America returns us to Arendt’s point that “When, in America, the poor became wealthy, 

they did not become men of leisure whose actions were prompted by a desire to excel, 

but succumbed to the boredom of vacant time, and while they too developed a taste for 

‘consideration and congratulation,’ they were content to get these ‘goods’ as cheaply as 

possible” (70). Now, we can understand why Melville might snub his nose at those who 

have reduced the desire for excellence, re-birth and public exchange to “social necessity” 

(Pierre 258) for the writer. It is also in the reduction of a public realm to social values 

and sentimentality that one loses the possibility for public appearance, or what Arendt 

described as a place within which “being and appearance” would meet. In this space it is 

impossible to speak of “hypocrisy,” as Pierre does because that self is created in the 

public realm and the truth of it cannot reside on the sofa. Another level of irony then 

appears when Melville critiques the either/ors and dichotomies that are needed to 

maintain the American private self. On the one hand, “It is impossible to talk or to write 

without apparently throwing oneself helplessly open,” and on the other, “the Invulnerable 

Knight wears his visor down.” The critique of the reduction of speech, performance, and 

storytelling to apolitical moods based on sentimentality could display the loss of a 

revolutionary spirit and soul in America.



358

Speech, for Melville, had been further depoliticized by the creation of the 

entertainment industry, wherein “improvisation” had become nothing more than a way to 

pass the time”: “Still, it is pleasant to chat; for it passes the time ere we go to our beds; 

and speech is further incited, when like strolling improvisatores of Italy, we are paid for 

our breath. And we are only too thankful when the gapes of the audience dismiss us with 

a few ducats we earn” (259). Yet, Melville’s “desire for self-disclosure” (to use a phrase 

of Arendt’s, On Revolution 280), elicited in his note that it is in fact “impossible to talk or 

write without apparently throwing oneself helplessly open” seems more like a public 

statement about the nature of freedom in speech than it signifies a private desire, like 

Pierre’s to unmask the truth of his “hidden heart.” It is the word “apparently” that perhaps 

stops the reader from reading this statement as merely another cover for and plea for the 

truth of the modem selfs universal transparency. Shortly after Melville wrote Pierre, he 

had, according to Hawthorne’s notebooks, declared his desire for self “annihilation”: 

“’Melville, as he always does, began to reason of Providence and futurity, and of 

everything else that lies beyond the human ken, and informed me that he had ‘pretty 

much made up his made to be annihilated’; but still he does not seem to rest in that 

anticipation.’” Hawthorne regarded Melville’s restlessness as a desire for a “’definite 

belief” (qtd. Herbert 12). Hawthorne’s boredom and dislike for Melville’s talk about 

annihilation point to a different understanding of the meaning of Sin and Providence, and 

that difference is signaled by Hawthorne’s own inability to accept the lack of progress 

and goodness in Melville’s ironic vision of the deity.

It is perhaps with this sense of annihilation and a desire to throw oneself 

helplessly open that we are able to take fi’om Melville the critical irony implicit in the 

meaning of Original Sin. It is only by the Fall and Annihilation that one can have 

salvation and grace; it is only in that abject state that the divine appears. This is true 

irony, rather than false dilemma and contradiction. The skepticism about the nature of
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truth and reality and the capacity for language to disclose that arises from such a position 

can be authentic because the critic is located in-between reality and language. This 

critical mode of in-betweenness could open up a space for understanding and authentic 

exchange. As Melville noted even in Mohy Dick, “But even Solomon, he says, ‘the man 

that wandereth out of the way of understanding shall remain’ (i.e. even while living) ‘in 

the congregation of the dead.’ Give not thyself up, then, to fire, lest it invert tihee, deaden 

thee; as for the time it did me” (535). It was with this sense o f irony that Du Bois wrote, 

with a sense of exasperation and that although the issue had sometimes driven him mad, 

the slaves were the salvation of America. For genuine understanding to occur, there must 

be both knowledge of a limit and an esteem for one’s soul. The collision of Lewis’s party 

of Hope and Party of Memory and birth of the Party of Irony cannot turn into a method of 

preserving the authority of either side of this binary, resulting in mandarin disdain or 

resignation on the one hand, or a liberal faith in progress, on the other, but must arise as a 

new category that partakes of both.

This dissertation has been an attempt to view the American tradition in an ironic 

mode, weaving a new story in-between the Party of Memory and the Party of Hope. The 

tradition I have drawn on would normally proceed with the history of America as one that 

progresses from Puritans to Yankees, with the residue of Edwardeans, the Second Great 

Awakening and the expansion o f the country, and then the Civil War and the ending of 

slavery with the progression along the road to freedom. Returning to Edwards, I carried 

with me Du Bois and Arendt, with the conviction that whatever else “freedom” means, it 

is human and must be able to fit every mode of being, to encompass plurality, 

immediately and directly. Melville as a novelist and not a preacher, tended to see freedom 

in all of its elusive possibilities, and the definitions of freedom he saw manifested in his 

century frightened him. He feared for the loss of a possibility for American freedom, as 

much from those who propounded theories of Manifest Destiny, as from Abolitionists
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because both of these modes tended to understand freedom as a singularity, whereby each 

group was capable of having freedom in its own way. Although Du Bois is the latest of 

my authors, he speaks of the issue of beginnings, of the revolution itself and contemplates 

a “god” who can limit humanity in a mode of freedom that will acknowledge all 

immediately and directly. I began the dissertation with Hannah Arendt and as a 

philosopher of “hiatus’s,” “in-between spaces,” and abysses, she allows me to speak of a 

new possibility for American freedom, a possibility for public space that has its ultimate 

limitation in a Being beyond the human.
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