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ABSTRACT 

JOY L. SPICER 

COLLABORATION AS RHETORICAL ACTION: ANGELINA AND SARAH 

GRIMKES ' PRIVATE CORRESPONDENCE, PUBLIC ORATORY, AND 

DEVELOPMENT OF FEMINIST THEORY 

DECEMBER 2004 

This project augments the histories of nineteenth-century rhetoric by recovering the 

collaborative practices of Angelina and Sarah Grimke. It examines the rhetoric 

developed through the Grimkes' collaboration focusing on their written and oral texts, 

including unpublished writings. Archival papers examined in this study significantly 

increase the quantity of material to analyze. Therefore, this study more accurately maps 

the Grimkes' rhetorical strategies. The study shows that the Grimkes construct and 

maintain a feminist collaboration. In making this argument, the study follows several of 

the Grimkes' collaborative performances. First, it examines the Grimkes' own view of 

their collaboration as seen through private correspondence. Having explored the 

Grimkes' relationship, the study examines how the Grimkes respond to the exigencies 

and constraints surrounding prejudice against women as lecturers. Finally, in order to 

show the Grimkes' tactics for change, this study identifies their specific rhetorical 

teclmiques. 
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The study demonstrates that rhetorical analysis is a key tool for remapping efforts 

involving inchoate texts. In particular, it presents a more extensive view of an historical 

event of which we have only had a glimpse up to now: Angelina's three speeches before 

the Massachusetts Legislature. Because extant speeches from Angelina's public career 

consist of less than three thousand words, this remapping effort significantly increases 

our understanding of her rhetorical techniques. Moreover, this study shows intersections 

of the Grimkes' work and argues that their published feminist work is the result of a 

collaborative effort, not the work of Sarah alone. Examination of the Grimkes' works 

reveals that their collaboration resulted in shared metaphorical language that created a 

powerful ethos. This study invites students of history, communication studies, and 

feminist studies to see some of the rich nuances of the Grimkes' collaboration revealed 

through rhetorical analysis. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: TWO GO FURTHER 

And how ardently has the prayer been breathed, that God would prepare us for all he is 

preparing for us; that he would strengthen us in the hour of conflict, and cover our heads 

(if consistent with his holy will) in the day of battle! 

Angelina Grimke, 183 5 

Sarah and Angelina Grimke, the unlikely pioneers of two of the most important social 

movements in the nineteenth-century-abolition and woman's rights, 1 have long held the 

interest of scholars in history, communication studies, feminist studies, and rhetoric. 

Although they were partners, the sisters' relationship has largely been considered from a 

biographical standpoint-to date, there is no critical study on the sisters' relationship in 

terms of their collaborative work.2 Angelina is usually remembered as an abolitionist 

orator and Sarah as an early feminist writer. For instance, three important letters from 

Sarah's Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman are included in 

The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from Classical Times to the Present, yet the extent of 

Angelina and Sarah's collaboration is not noted, nor is Angelina given credit for her 

feminist ideas that Sarah extends in her own work. 



Along with the Grimkes' published letters and work, I have taken unpublished 

portions of letters, memoirs, notes, and lecture notes and examined them in light of 

rhetorical theory as they pertain to various collaborative performances: private 

communication, confrontational discourse, public oratory, and the creation of feminist 

principles. Other scholars have focused on the Grimkes' finished texts whereas I 

consider their work as a rhetorical process thereby presenting a more complete picture of 

the Grimkes' collaborative work. This study examines the rhetoric developed through 

the Grimkes' relationship by focusing on their written and oral texts as well as 

biographical and historical information. It augments previous studies of their individual 

achievements by discussing unpublished archival documents from the W eld-Grimke 

papers at the University of Michigan's William Clements Library.3 Examination shows 

that Angelina establishes duties and rights of women in her writings, and Sarah 

establishes equality of women and introduces gender theory in her work. 

The Grimkes have been of interest to scholars for the past fifty years. Lillian 

O' Connor, in Pioneer Women Orators (1954), gives a brief account of Angelina's 

speaking career and notes that Sarah's Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the 

Condition of Woman "form one of the most important initial constituents in the later 

movement for woman's rights" (32n). Much historical work from the 1960s through the 

1980s analyzed the Grimkes' rhetoric in terms of their contribution to the woman's 

movement the first half of the nineteenth century, such as Aileen Kraditor's well-known 
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work, Means and Ends in American Abolitionism (1967) in which she discusses the 

Grimkes' work in abolition and the early woman's movement. 

The first in-depth work on the Grimkes is Gerda Lerner's 1967 critical, historical 

work, The Grimke Sisters from South Carolina: Rebels Against Slavery, which places the 

Grimkes as forerunners of the feminist consciousness in the United States (Ceplair 365). 

Lerner's work is an insightful, detailed historical study, yet it is descriptive rather than 

analytical. In the 1970s, Ellen DuBois contributed two feminist works. "Struggling Into 

Existence-The Feminism of Sarah and Angelina Grimke" (1970) explains how domestic 

life conflicted with the Grimkes' activism, and "Women's Rights and Abolition: The 

Nature of the Connection" in Antislavery Reconsidered: New Perspectives on the 

Abolitionists ( 1979) describes women's critical consciousness of their position in society 

during the 1830s and 1840s and identifies it as "protofeminism." DuBois explains the 

political strategies, such as "agitation," that the Grimkes learned from Garrisonian 

abolition. For instance, woman's rights leaders used "agitation" to draw public attention 

to women's issues. Another important feminist work from the 1980s is Jean Fagan 

Yellin's chapter on Angelina Grimke in Women and Sisters: The Antislavery Feminists in 

American Culture ( 1989), in which she discusses the words and images that Angelina 

appropriates both from the Bible and the Constitution. In 1989, historian Larry Ceplair 

published The Public Years of Sarah and Angelina Grimke: Selected Writings, 1835-

1839. Ceplair's work is important because he includes many of Sarah and Angelina's 

letters previously unpublished in Gilbert H. Barnes and Dwight L. Dumond's work, 
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Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimke Weld, and Sarah Grimke 1822-1844 

(1934). Barnes and Dumond's work primarily documents Theodore Weld's letters and 

only includes the Grimkes' correspondence as it pertains to Weld. 

With the recovery of work of women abolitionists and early feminists, rhetorical 

scholarship in the Grimkes increased. In 1985, Phyllis M. Japp published "Esther or 

Isaiah?: The Abolitionist-Feminist Rhetoric of Angelina Grimke." In this essay, Japp 

demonstrates how Grimke adopts two conflicting biblical personas in her rhetoric: Esther, 

who uses supplication and Isaiah, who uses an imperative prophetic stance. Japp argues 

that Grimkes' rhetoric foreshadows contemporary feminist appeal. Karlyn Kohrs 

Campbell includes discussion of the Grimkes' work and critical analysis of Angelina's 

1838 address at Pennsylvania Hall in Volume I of her work, Man Cannot Speak for Her 

(1989), and she includes the text of the speech in Volume II. Women Public Speakers in 

the United States. 1800-1925: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook (1993), edited by Campbell, 

includes brief rhetorical analysis on each Grimke sister. The relation of women rhetors to 

their audience is analyzed in Susan Zaeske's "The 'Promiscuous Audience' Controversy 

and the Emergence of the Early Woman's Rights Movement" (1995). Zaeske argues that 

the Grimkes and other early women activists in the 1830s used an argument based on 

female benevolent nature to justify speaking to "promiscuous" (mixed men and women) 

audiences. Zaeske calls this stance a "rhetoric of gendered morality" (192). However, 

Zaeske's argument fails to reconcile statements such as Angelina's in "Human Rights 

Not Founded On Sex" in her Letters to Catherine Beecher. In this letter, Angelina refers 
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to "the anti-Christian doctrine of masculine and feminine virtues" (195), which suggests 

that she did not hold an argument that women are inherently more moral than men. In 

"Angelina Grimke' s Rhetoric of Exposure," (1997) Katherine Henry reveals ways in 

which Angelina used woman's vulnerability in public situations to her advantage. 

Angelina's strategy to exploit moments of vulnerability serves to undermine arguments 

that women should not be dependent of man's protection. Furthermore, Henry discusses 

how Angelina creatively responds to Beecher's delegation of private and public roles 

according to gender difference. 

Rhetoricians have become increasingly interested in the Grimkes' work. Recent work 

on Sarah includes Kirsten Vonnegut's analysis of her rhetorical accomplishments using 

the letter as a tool of empowerment in "Poison or Panacea?: Sarah Moore Grimke's Use 

of the Public Letter" (1995). Stephen Howard Browne analyzes Angelina's rhetoric in 

Angelina Grimke: Rhetoric, Identity, and the Radical Imagination ( 1999). Browne 

examines how Angelina uses social, political, and religious vocabulary to justify public 

moral action. I apply Browne's description of Angelina as a "moral agent" in this study. 

Jami Carlacio, in "'Ye Knew Your Duty, But Ye Did it Not' : The Epistolary Rhetoric of 

Sarah Grimke" (2002), discusses Sarah's discursive strategies to reframe the beliefs of 

religion and society to support her own arguments in her "Epistle to the Clergy of the 

Southern States." Jacqueline Bacon, in The Humblest May Stand Forth (2002) performs 

analysis of both Sarah's and Angelina's rhetoric in her chapter, "If I Was a Man, How I 

Would Lecture! White Women Rhetors in the Abolition Movement" (2002). The section, 
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"' I Do Feel and Do Pray for You': The Rhetoric of Sympathy"' discusses Angelina's 

strategy of sympathy in Appeal to the Christian Women of the South. Bacon's discussion 

on the limitation of free white women's rhetoric of sympathy with slaves is an excellent 

counterpoint to my discussion of the Grimkes' empathy with African Americans in 

Chapter II. She notes that white women's comparison of their situation to African 

Americans is problematic because it does not address enslaved women's particular 

experiences and concerns. In this study I draw from Bacon's discussion of indirect 

rhetorical strategies by noting where Angelina uses her rhetorical skill to give the 

audience a sense of arriving independently at her same conclusions. 

Despite the excellent work done on the Grimkes to date, the recovery and analysis of 

their work can be complemented with study of archival materials and new forms of 

analysis. The previous review of scholarship shows that at least some of their works have 

already been recovered, but unfortunately, much of the Grimkes' oratorical work is not 

extant-less than three thousand of Angelina's words spoken during her public career 

from 1835-1839 exist in contemporary literature. Rhetorical analysis of archival material 

significantly increases our understanding of the Grimkes' work and their collaborative 

relationship. Furthermore, previous scholarship has tended to focus on either Sarah's 

feminist rhetoric or Angelina's oratory and has not presented analysis of the Grimkes' 

collaborative work. This study works to eliminate this gap in previous research through a 

thorough examination of the collaboration revealed in the Grimkes' private 

correspondence, public oratory, and feminist writings. 
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This study shows that the boundaries of the Grimkes' work are less distinct than 

currently represented. Surprisingly, no study focuses on collaboration as the reason for 

the power and force of the Grimkes' confrontational discourse. Examination reveals that 

the Grimkes collaboration became a vehicle for constructing language. Consequently, 

rhetorical analysis provides the most befitting method to reveal how the Grimkes used a 

collaborative process to construct metaphors and create their ethos. 

In Gender and Rhetorical Space in American Life: 1866-1910 (2002), Nan Johnson 

notes the achievement of the Grimkes as public speakers in an era when women were 

usually confined to private, domestic space. Because there are so few female public 

speakers until the twentieth century, scholars should examine all of these speakers' 

writings as well as use all of the rhetorical sources available in order to gain the best 

understanding of these influential women from the early nineteenth century. We should 

turn to private writing, such as letters, diaries, and notes as well as to published texts, but 

also we should creatively use our tools of rhetorical analysis and apply methodology that 

gives us clearer, more complete pictures ofrhetors' work. Such efforts are what Cheryl 

Glenn calls remapping. This study seeks to acknowledge that the Grimkes collaborated 

with each other throughout their public career. Indeed, we see evidence of their 

collaboration by comments in their correspondence, in their invention process, in their 

division of labor, and in the content of their work. 

Chapter II applies Rogerian principles to describe the Grimke sisters' communicative 

relationship. I find that empathy is the foundation of the Grimkes' collaboration because 
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it is supportive in principle. I chose Rogerian argument as a device to uncover how 

empathy facilitated their collaborative process. Furthermore, Rogerian theory is 

appropriate for the purposes of this study because the Grimkes employ Rogerian 

principles of congruence, empathy, and genuineness throughout the invention process of 

their collaboration between themselves, with African Americans, with other abolitionists, 

and with feminists. Rogerian philosophy holds that clear communication begins with 

"attitudes and conditions" that promote understanding-genuineness, acceptance, and 

empathy (Baumlin and Baumlin 5). To provide an overview of the Grimkes' rhetorical 

collaboration I rely on unpublished comments from the Grimkes' correspondence and an 

unpublished memoir of a meeting of abolitionists which, I argue, functions as a rallying 

point that gives the Grimkes confidence to work for abolition, and they, in tum, motivate 

and mobilize others. The Grimkes' collaboration enables each sister to grow 

intellectually because as their interests expand to include woman's rights, they create a 

division of labor that allows for them to focus on their strengths-Angelina in speaking 

and Sarah in writing. 

Chapter III applies the ancient Greek concept, parrhesia, to the Grimkes' rhetorical 

stance. Parrhesia gives us a name for the Grimkes' type of discourse and a rhetorical 

method to examine confrontational discourse and collaboration together. We see that 

collaboration cultivates confrontational discourse because it gives the pair the strength to 

resist social pressure and confront dominant discourse. Parrhesia signifies the right, the 

duty, and the courage to speak the truth. Michel Foucault gives an in-depth exposition of 
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the concept in a published lecture series which the discussion follows closely to 

demonstrate that the Grimkes functioned as parrhesiastes. The Grimkes operated as 

parrhesiastes on two levels. They were "truth-tellers" and used the language of the 

concepts of parrhesia in their own discourse. As truth-tellers they have a commendable 

ethos and dispel false teachings, especially to receptive ministers so that the ministers can 

become reformers by teaching about biblical woman's rights arguments. As the Grimkes 

were confronted with prejudice held against women lecturers, they worked together to 

deflect criticism by educating men and women on woman's rights. The Grimkes had 

especially good success in "training" some ministers during in-depth discussions and 

private conversations. Furthermore, the Grimkes functioned with an acute awareness of 

kairos when planning their professional agenda and also when adapting to individual 

circumstances while lecturing together. 

When the Grimkes encountered resistance they always functioned as a collaboration. 

Chapter III includes discussion of two separate occasions in which the sisters 

collaboratively respond to criticism. In one letter, Angelina writes on behalf of her sister 

and herself to defend their feminist activities to Theodore Weld and John Greenleaf 

Whittier. In a unique exchange of letters, both Angelina and Sarah apply the technique of 

Socratic dialogue in their letters in order to instruct the men. On another occasion, Sarah 

writes a letter representing both sisters denying a minister's request that they stop 

speaking to mixed audiences. This study finds that despite detractors' efforts against the 
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Grimkes and despite their position of inferiority in power because of their gender, the 

Grimkes boldly tell the truth, functioning as parrhesiastes. 

Chapter IV analyzes different facets of the Grimkes' oral rhetoric in three sections, 

providing a methodology for uncovering the Grimkes' technique. The first part discusses 

the Grimkes' rhetorical strategies to reveal how the Grimkes' collaboration affects each 

of the five classical canons. Examination of the Grimkes' rhetoric confirms other 

scholarship that the canons overlap and that invention informs the other canons. I find 

that invention and memory are crucial to the Grimkes' collaboration because their 

resulting activities, discovering and explaining, are central to a collaboration. The 

Grimkes' ability to adapt and remain composed during unusual and adverse conditions is 

grounded in their use of memory. Each speaking situation is unique, calling for the 

speaker to begin with a fresh sense of authority. Discussion of arrangement reveals that 

through collaboration the Grimkes were able to proceed with the most effective speaking 

order and arrangement of topics. In addition, examination of the various issues 

surrounding style and delivery finds that factors such as the Grimkes' clothing, their word 

choice, voice, and gesturing affect their rhetoric. However, their respective speaking 

styles distinguish them more than anything else-Angelina's bold, charismatic style 

explains why she was the more popular speaker. 

The second part of Chapter IV discusses the rhetorical situation as it relates to 

audience. Whereas, in Chapter III, I specifically addressed the exigencies and constraints 

surrounding prejudice against women as lecturers, in this section I explore how audience 

10 



interaction influenced their discourse. 5 Correspondence between the Grimkes and Jane 

Smith reveals the Grimkes' resiliency as they adapt to each audience, and the study finds 

that the Grimkes use criticism, motivation, and administration as tactics of change. 

The final section of Chapter IV analyzes Angelina's speeches before the 

Massachusetts legislative assembly. There are only two incomplete extant texts of 

Angelina's speeches: one from her speech on her first day before the Massachusetts 

Legislature, February 21, 1838 and the other, her Speech at Pennsylvania Hall, May 16, 

1838. Using Angelina's archival lecture notes, I examine the context and delivery of her 

uniquely powerful performance before the Massachusetts Legislature. Contemporary 

audiences have only known a partial text of Angelina's exordium from the first of her 

three days of speaking before the legislature. The remapping of archival lecture notes in 

Angelina's hand works to fill in the missing gap of this historical event by referring to 

accounts of the lectures in the Grimkes' correspondence and through analysis of the 

lecture notes to develop a representation of each day's talks. Cheryl Glenn advises, "any 

remapping must locate female rhetorical accomplishments within and without the male

dominated and male-documented rhetorical tradition that it interrogates" (10). An 

examination of the Grimkes' collaborative partnership reveals a dynamic that contrasts to 

the romantic notion of solitary achievement. We see that even when Angelina speaks 

before the Massachusetts Legislature by herself, she relies on others' support, both for 

ideas and for emotional strength because empathy is the foundation of the Grimkes' 

collaboration. 
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Chapter V presents the textual evidence of the Grimkes' integrated ideas and applies 

Julia Kristeva' s theory of intertextuality. I show how the Grimkes create through 

collaboration a foundation for feminist theory. Examination of similar content, shared 

language, and intertextuality of the Grimkes' letters reveals that their process of 

discovery incorporates numerous textual elements such as scripture authorities, 

testimony, metaphors, emblems of slavery, and their extension of each other's work. I 

conclude that Angelina establishes duties and rights of women in her writings, and Sarah 

establishes equality of women and introduces gender theory in her work. The 

examination finds that Angelina often introduces ideas that Sarah later integrates in 

Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman, a feminist work, which 

I argue, is a collaborative effort, not the work of Sarah alone. 

Chapter VI discusses implications of the Grimkes' collaboration on the rhetorical 

tradition and comments on the role of rhetoric in the remapping process. This study 

demonstrates that we can make inchoate texts more complete by using rhetorical analysis 

on a variety of sources: letters, memoirs, notes, and newspaper accounts. 

To show the Grimkes' relationship I draw on the collaborative research of Lisa Ede 

and Andrea Lunsford. The study contributes to understanding of the Grimkes' 

collaboration and enables us to see how two historical figures depended on each other in 

their public oral discourse and collaborated to complete their written texts. Composition 

scholars, such as Ede and Lunsford, have increased awareness of the dynamics of 

collaboration and have documented collaborative practices consistent with feminist 
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approaches. In their work, Singular Texts/Plural Authors, Ede and Lunsford give a 

broad-based definition of collaboration: "any writing done in collaboration with one or 

more persons" ( 15). The following is a more specific definition taken from their survey 

on collaborative activity in several professions: 

[Collaborative] writing includes any of the activities that lead to a completed 

written document. These activities include written and spoken brainstorming, 

outlining, note-taking, organizational planning, drafting, revising, and editing. 

Written products include any piece of writing, from notes, directions, and forms to 

reports and published materials. Group writing includes any writing done in 

collaboration with one or more persons. (14) 

Ede and Lunsford note that researchers' emphasis on the outcome of collaborative 

activity rather than on the process of collaborative writing has resulted in a neglect of 

evaluating the various inventive activities that writers take part in with others and 

individually (14). 

This study investigates the Grimkes' wide variety of collaborative activities, including 

invention, speaking, and writing. Ede and Lunsford describe collaboration as a 

"dialogic" working relationship that is "loosely structured and the roles enacted within it 

are fluid: one person may occupy multiple and shifting roles as a project progresses." 

They also note that articulating objectives are a high priority in this approach, just as 

important as obtaining objectives. Further, they observe that participants 

characteristically benefit from "the creative tension inherent in multivoiced and 
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multivalent ventures" (Singular 133). This study of the Grimkes' collaboration attests to 

Ede and Lunsford's observations by showing how the Grimkes' roles shift as their 

objectives become redefined. Moreover, it contributes to our understanding of 

collaboration through analysis of a real life situation as opposed to an "artificial" 

situation set in the confines of a classroom, which is a critique of the student-centered 

social epistemic work of theorists, such as Kenneth Bruffee (Pounds 185). 

Biographical and Historical Context: A Collaboration in the Making 

In order to understand how the Grimkes worked together, it is necessary to review 

their lives in relation to early nineteenth-century culture. The Grimke sisters were 

brought up in Charleston, South Carolina. Sarah was born on November 26, 1792, and 

Angelina was born on February 20, 1805. After Sarah and Angelina moved out of their 

upper-class household in Charleston to live in the North, the abolitionist society that they 

joined recognized that these southerners would be an asset to their cause. As the pair was 

thrust forward by the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society into a 

speaking career in December, 1836, they broke social barriers along the way becoming 

pioneer female public speakers and the first females to speak to mixed audiences of men 

and women. Important factors that allowed these women to accomplish such 

breakthroughs were their mutual support and encouragement of each other as well as 

their ideological and spiritual connection with each other. Moreover, they were educated 

more than most females. Their education was part auto-didactic but also included 

rhetorical training under the leaders of the abolitionist movement. These leaders taught 
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the sisters how to generate and present written and verbal material so that they could 

become a productive force in reform. 

Although the Grimke sisters had brothers who were given formal education, they were 

not allowed the privilege. The Grimkes were educated in skills commonly taught to 

upper-class southern women designed to help ladies succeed in the social scene. Girls 

learned needlework, art, music, and manners as well as enough reading, writing and other 

skills that were required to run a household. However, their brother, Thomas, a Yale 

educated lawyer, influenced their education. Sarah even studied Thomas's lessons, 

which included math, science, history, and Greek (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 17; 

Bizzell 673). Sarah's strict father recognized her gift and allowed her to engage in home 

debates that were preparation for the sons' law careers. They undoubtedly were also 

excellent preparation for Sarah's role as a freedom-fighter. Catherine Birney notes Mr. 

Grimke' s comment that Sarah would have made the greatest jurist in the country if she 

were only a male (229). Sarah secretly studied law (The Grimke Sisters 28) and 

undoubtedly learned some principles that she could apply when preparing arguments for 

abolition and woman's rights. Angelina was also very fond of Thomas, and as a young 

adult, she enjoyed long discussions with him on political and religious topics. (Letter to 

Thomas, 20 Mar. 1832). She writes to him in February 1832 that one needs to have 

knowledge on the history of nations, natural history, philosophy, and geography in order 

to understand the Bible (Letter to Thomas Smith Grimke, 3 Feb). Angelina studied these 

topics and would write her brother her own conclusions, and she asked questions of him 
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as well. Thomas's sudden death in October 1832 resulted in the loss of one of the most 

influential people in the Grimke sisters' lives. 

Sarah and Angelina recall several formative instances from their childhood in 

conversations with Francis Birney that Catherine Birney documents in Sarah and 

Angelina Grimke: The First American Women Advocates of Abolition and Woman's 

Rights (1 885). One of their last works for the abolition effort, a contribution to Weld's 

American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses (1839) also documents the 

type of eyewitness testimony that the sisters would speak about in their lectures. In the 

latter text, both the Grimkes recall experiences from their childhood when they saw eye

opening, extremely disturbing incidents in which slaves were punished. Sarah recalled 

that when she knew a servant was to be whipped, she would shut herself up and pray that 

the punishment might be averted, and she sometimes saw her prayers answered in 

unexpected ways (Birney 10). Proud of her resistance to the slavery system, Sarah 

recalled secretly teaching her girl slave companion to read (Birney 12). Sarah's 

relationship with Angelina, who was twelve years her junior, helped her to retain the 

viewpoint of a child, one without prejudice or bent to the ideology of the slave system. 

Religion strongly influenced the sisters, and it was the vehicle through which both 

Angelina and Sarah came to their philosophy. In the time period surrounding her father's 

death, Sarah met and was influenced by several Quakers, including Israel Morris, who · 

gave her a book by Quaker, John Woolman, whose words of spiritual desperation and 

repentance expressed her own feelings (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 54) and drew her into 
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learning more about the Quaker religion. Sarah read Woolman repeatedly and acquired 

more books on the Quakers. She pursued correspondence with Morris for several months 

before moving to Philadelphia and converting to Quakerism one and a half years later 

(57). 

Although she had a modest income from her inheritance, Sarah had a strong desire to 

work and set her vision on a career in Quaker ministry. Lucretia Mott, the brilliant 

prototype of a public abolitionist woman, had been a member of the same Quaker 

meeting as Sarah and undoubtedly influenced her. However because one's ability to 

speak extemporaneously was the primary qualification for a minister, Sarah had a 

discouraging start as she was extremely shy and a poor speaker (Lerner, The Grimke 

Sisters 60). By all accounts, Angelina's temperament and personality contrasts to 

Sarah's. Angelina's outspoken, assured, and strong-willed personality ensured that she 

was quick to follow her convictions. 

While Sarah was exploring Quaker theology in Pennsylvania, Angelina converted to 

the Presbyterian church in South Carolina because of its "principle of liberality" (Lerner, 

The Grimke Sisters 68). Angelina spoke before her first audience on abolition when she 

went to the elders of the Presbyterian church imploring that they should speak out as a 

body against slavery. After the elders counseled her otherwise, Angelina went to 

individual church members and was troubled when they would agree with her in private 

but refused to take a public stand against slavery. It was under these circumstances that 

Angelina began to listen to Sarah's descriptions of the Quakers and experiment living as 
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one, herself. Angelina further distanced herself from southern ways when she embraced 

Quaker beliefs. The dress, the abolitionist philosophy, and the new "light" which she 

acquired (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 77) severely alienated her from family and friends; 

their refusal to be swayed created such a miserable environment that Angelina soon felt 

compelled to move north to Philadelphia. Throughout this difficult time in her life, 

Angelina felt that she would someday do something monumental. She writes: 

It is hard for me to be and do nothing. My restless, ambitious temper, so different 

from my sister's craves high duties and high attainment ... For a long time it 

seemed to me I did everything from a hope of applause. I could not even write in 

my diary without a feeling that I was doing it in the hope that it would one day 

meet the eye of the public ... I fear I am even proud of my pride (82). 

In this recollection, Angelina sees herself as the driving force of the two sisters and 

suggests an early awareness of her destiny. 

Initially, the sisters only read The Friend, the weekly newspaper of the Society of 

Friends, for information on current events (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 93), but then 

Angelina became more interested in abolition and started reading key literature: The 

Emancipator and The Liberator and attending antislavery meetings. Angelina attended a 

meeting on March 3, 1835 held by the famous British abolitionist, George Thompson, 

who argued for immediate abolition and encouraged female participation in the 

antislavery movement (120-1). According to Lerner, although Sarah did not attend the 

meeting, the sisters usually marked this meeting as the beginning of their involvement in 
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the antislavery struggle, which confirms that they also constructed a public image as 

collaborators (120). However, Angelina entered the discourse of the abolitionist 

community first with her letter of encouragement to William Lloyd Garrison that he 

published in The Liberator. 

The American abolitionist movement slowly gained momentum in Pennsylvania 

during the post-Revolutionary period as a conservative political move toward gradual 

abolition by sending elite teams of lawyers to convince the courts (Newman iii). Another 

group argued for colonization of liberated slaves to the west coast of Africa. A change in 

abolitionist tactics came when Garrison advocated immediate, uncompensated 

emancipation of all slaves (Scott, Natural Allies 46). Historians can place the modem 

movement of abolition with Garrison's opening publication of The Liberator on New 

Year's Day, 1831 (Walters 4). The first meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 

Society was held in Boston in January, 1832, and also in 1832, black women pioneered 

female antislavery societies in Salem, Massachusetts and in Rochester, New York (Scott, 

Natural Allies 46). 

Garrison organized a New England Anti-Slavery Society in which Maria Weston 

Chapman and three of her sisters set up an auxiliary society, the Boston Female Anti

Slavery Society (Scott, Natural Allies 46). In 1833, Garrison formed a national 

antislavery organization by holding a meeting in Philadelphia in December, and a few 

women, including Lucretia Mott, were invited to attend. Mott gave suggestions for the 

draft of the Declaration of Sentiments and Purposes though she was not asked to sign it. 
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Four days later, Mott joined black and white women of various denominations and 

formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, which gained the distinction of 

being one of the strongest of such societies (Bacon, Mothers of Feminism 103). Female 

societies soon were formed all over New England and in the Middle West, often in areas 

where females were attending meetings of male societies (Scott, Natural Allies 46). 

Subsequent female auxiliaries usually asked to be under the Boston Female Society, and 

they would ask the Boston women for specific advice ( 4 7). 

As a result of the radical shift to immediate emancipation (what was termed 

immediatism) a new tactic was implemented: dispatching traveling agents to organize 

local anti-slavery societies (Newman iii). Kraditor describes the movement's objective as 

providing resources for propaganda and agitation. Newman notes that these agents' 

lectures included "crafted emotional narrative" (iii); however, one such agent also 

participated in the following: distributing petitions, drafting constitutions for auxiliary 

societies, meeting with newspapers editors, debating colonizationists, and networking 

with local female activists (Newman 244-5). Agents' objectives included "agitating" the 

locals and forcing them to think about abolition through bold discourse. Agents 

evaluated the activities of local abolitionists, encouraged them, and gave 

recommendations. Another important work of the agents was to disseminate abolitionist 

material, such as The Liberator and The Emancipator. Although non-abolitionist papers' 

coverage sometimes advanced the cause of abolition (253), such as that in the Lynn 

Record, Essex Gazette, and the Salem Gazette (255-6), some angry journalists severely 
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condemned women public speakers. They were especially hostile toward the notion of 

mixed audiences of whites and blacks and women and men, calling them 

"amalgamationists" (262) because of their fear that mixed-race marriages would result. 

Women proved to be especially productive abolitionists. The Boston Female Anti

Slavery Society encouraged grass roots efforts and initiated a correspondence campaign 

to create union and cooperation among female abolition societies (Newman 265-6). 

Within the female societies, Anne Firor Scott notes, "women learned to be professionals 

before the traditional professions were open to them, and developed a recognizable 

female style of professional behavior that relied heavily on cooperation" (Natural Allies 

3). Newman notes that "The Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society urged local women to 

read and distribute anti-slavery newspapers in their communities, to support agents' work 

in the countryside, and, most importantly, to communicate with one another about 

strategies" (Newman 266). Angelina Grimke exemplifies this type of leadership when 

she argues for women to petition in Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States 

(1838). Furthermore, the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society knew women's written 

work was vital to inform the population-female anti-slavery societies were advised to 

consult, purchase, and distribute works such as Angelina Grimke' s 1836 Appeal to the 

Christian Women of the South (266-7). 

Women were not without fierce opposition, however. Critics argued that they should 

not have anything to do with a political subject (Scott Natural Allies 49), and public 

meetings were often visited by mobs who threw rocks and rotten eggs at them. Still, 
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leaders of the Lynn Female Anti-Slavery Society urged their members to boldly endure 

criticism and mockery and reminded the women of their obligation for "'instilling correct 

principles and awakening Christian feeling for the crushed and withering slave in the 

parlor, in the kitchen, in the school, in the walk, in the ride, and in every other situation 

where opportunity presents" ' (50). Subsequently, activism for the slave increased 

women' s awareness of their own oppressed position in society. 

Those who worked in the abolitionist movement, especially the leaders who 

constructed written and spoken texts, were drawn to the connection between the bondage 

of the slave and the bondage of woman as they looked at the language that was 

commonly used. Ellen DuBois argues that in the 1820s and 1830s, the end of the period 

known as the "early American Republic," was a period of "caste consciousness" for 

women since they "evidenced a critical awareness of the importance of their femaleness 

in determining their experiences; they began to think of themselves as united by the fact 

of their sex; and most important, they exhibited considerable discontent with their 

womanly lot" (239). According to Scott, plantation class women had their own issues of 

discontent: they felt that they had limited opportunities to learn, they had no privacy since 

servants were always around them, and they were overburdened with responsibility (The 

Southern Lady 46). The southern lady was expected to run a vast household, yet women 

were considered an inferior sex (60). The Quaker women of the North were advantaged 

in this regard since Quakers believed that women were the spiritual equals of men (Hersh 

255). In the South abolition activism was virtually nonexistent for women, yet they 
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theorized the term enslavement. Comparison of women's situation to slaves' was 

common in reference to married women's lack of legal rights and social constraints in 

what was considered woman's proper sphere (The Southern Lady 50; Hersh 252). 

Female abolitionists were the pioneers of the woman's rights movement. Sarah and 

Angelina Grimke, as southern female abolitionists, were especially qualified to 

understand the issue at hand. Garrison's abolitionist strategies also provided a model of a 

political framework for the Grimkes. DuBois notes, "As Garrisonians, women learned a 

way to view the world and a theory and practice of social change that they found most 

useful in elaborating their protofeminist insights" (241-2). DuBois explains that the 

nineteenth-century feminists learned from Garrisonian abolition tactics the theory that 

social change requires a simultaneous change--change in "people's ideas as well as in 

legal and institutional arrangements" (24 7). Thus, reformers sought not only a change in 

status of the oppressed but a change in attitude toward them. Feminists were able to use 

that framework to further their own movement. Specifically, feminists learned from the 

Garrisonians the necessity of critiquing entire institutions rather than individuals (242-3). 

Subsequently, the early feminists did not confront the majority of women who would 

oppose expanding woman's rights (251 ). 

Woman's rights advocates had to confront religious institutions since they were the 

authority that would publicly reprimand women who stepped out of their prescribed 

place. The famous 183 7 pastoral letter was just such a criticism and indirectly referred to 

the Grimkes' work. Sarah's Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of 
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Woman is largely a response to the pastoral letter and also is foundational to women's 

history as the first detailed feminist argument in the United States (The Feminist Thought 

5), yet as I will argue in Chapter V, Angelina also helped develop the thoughts espoused 

in Sarah's feminist work. Lerner notes that for most of the Grimkes' lives, "They shared 

living space and recreation, read the same books, discussed each other's writings, shared 

correspondence with friends and frequently copied each other's manuscripts" (The 

Grimke Sisters 11-12). It is the objective of the following study to examine ways in 

which the Grimkes' interactive relationship affects the rhetoric and discourse of their 

written and oral work and through that analysis, to enlarge our understanding of 

collaborative rhetoric. 
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Notes 

1The Grimkes were females from an elite slave-holding family in Charleston, South 

Carolina. 

2 The limited scholarship that addresses the Grimke sisters' relationship includes two 

biographies: Gerda Lerner's· critical biography, The Grimke Sisters from South Carolina 

and Catherine H. Birney's The Grimke Sisters; Sarah and Angelina Grimke: The First 

American Women Advocates of Abolition and Woman's Rights. Katherine Du Pre 

Lumpkin, in The Emancipation of Angelina Grimke, looks at the sisters' diaries and 

letters to show their relationship but without critical analysis. Also, Larry Ceplair 

discusses both women in his chapter introductions to the sisters' texts in The Public Years 

of Sarah and Angelina Grimke: Selected Writings, 1835-1839. However, most work 

considers the sisters separately; for example, Elizabeth Ann Bartlett's work on Sarah, 

Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and Other Essays (1988) and Stephen Howard 

Browne's work on Angelina, Angelina Grimke: Rhetoric, Identity, and the Radical 

Imagination (1999). The Humblest May Stand Forth: Rhetoric, Empowerment, and 

Abolition (2002) by Jacqueline Bacon includes rhetorical analysis of each of the 

Grimkes' work. 

3 The study draws on the Grimkes' published material, such as Angelina's Appeal to 

the Christian Women of the South and Sarah's Letters on the Equality of the Sexes anq 

the Condition of Woman. The discussion uses letters included in Gilbert H. Barnes and 

Dwight L. Dumond's Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimke Weld, and 
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Sarah Grimke, 1822-1844, a collection that largely focuses on Theodore Weld and 

documents only a portion of the sisters' letters. The study also uses artifacts from Larry 

Ceplair's, The Public Years of Sarah and Angelina Grimke: Selected Writings 1835-

1839. Although a very significant contribution to the Grimkes' work in the abolition 

movement, Ceplair' s text omits individual letters and information from letters that are 

pertinent to this study. The study evaluates artifacts from the collection's 26 boxes of 

archival material, which includes letters, journals, essays, diaries, and notes of the 

Grimke sisters. Box 1 through part of Box 1 7 is arranged by date. Remaining boxes are 

listed as Miscellaneous; Diaries: Sarah Grimke, 1819-35 and Angelina Grimke, 1828-31; 

Notebooks; Manuscript biography of Theodore D. Weld by his daughter Sarah Weld 

Hamilton; and Newspaper Clippings. 

4 As I discuss in Chapter III, the Grimkes did not take Weld' s advice because they 

continued to write on woman's rights. However, they hoped that repeated exposure to 

women speakers would eventually dispel prejudice against them. 

5See Lloyd Bitzer's article, "The Rhetorical Situation." 
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CHAPTER II 

JOINED TOGETHER IN SYMPATHY: EMPATHY, ETHOS, MOTIVATION AND 

MOBILIZATION IN THE GRIMKES' COLLABORATION 

It was a precious season of melding of hearts together[.] 

Angelina Grimke, 183 7 

The following account of Angelina and Sarah Grimkes' relationship is based on an 

examination of their letters and writings, archival as well as published. Angelina was a 

more prolific letter writer than Sarah, but since she often spoke for them both, we can see 

how the Grimkes thought and acted as a unit. Sarah does, however, write in many of 

Angelina's letters. Often, Sarah closes Angelina's letters, and in the letters to Smith, it is 

not unusual to see a note in Sarah's hand that asks for information that will help her with 

her lectures or writings. The following analysis of the Grimkes' private writings reveals 

that their childhood relationship evolved into a powerful collaboration through rhetorical 

training. Subsequently, they were able to accomplish what no woman had accomplished 

as they entered areas previously closed to women. 

The analysis in this chapter is informed by the concepts of empathy, ethos, motivation, 

and mobilization, and it examines the Grimkes' own idea of their collaboration according 

to comments in their correspondence. Throughout the various mediums of the discourse 
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that they shared, empathy was a major part of their collaboration because of its role in 

agreement, understanding, and shared feelings. First, I will use Rogerian argument to 

examine and compare the Grimkes' empathy in their private rhetoric and its role in their 

motivation. I will explain how the Grimkes operated in three dimensions of empathy: 

emotional, spiritual, and intellectual. Next, I will discuss how the Grimkes' empathy 

fueled a public rhetoric of mobilization. Finally, I will evaluate how formal training 

instigates the Grimkes ' public collaboration and show how the ethos that they gain gives 

them credibility to collaborate with African Americans and feminists. 

It is valuable to look at the Grimkes' collaboration using Rogerian terminology when 

describing their relationship and mutual influence. Examination of the Grimkes' 

language shows that the motivation for Angelina and Sarah's collaboration begins with 

empathy from a close, mother-daughter type relationship and later is inspired by an 

empathy with African Americans. After gaining ethos from learning "an empathic way 

of being" (Rogers 150), they express empathy with women. Likewise, Nathaniel Teich 

states: "Because Rogerian empathy is linked with attitudes of the initiator toward himself 

or herself (congruence) and toward the other (acceptance), we might say, in rhetorical 

terms, that empathy is linked to ethos-the personal character and presentational qualities 

of the initiator" ("Rogerian Empathy" 254). In this study we will observe how the 

Grimkes, themselves were mobilized through the direction and encouragement of other 

abolitionists and then how they began to mobilize others in their public speech. 

Consequently, analysis of the Grimkes' response to motivational exigencies provides 
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insight into how a movement is propelled as there is both a continuation of the movement 

and an increase in participants. 

Rogerian principles are appropriate to apply to the Grimkes' collaboration because the 

purpose of their application is to facilitate clear communication between people in which 

understanding arises. Real communication occurs, Carl Rogers states: "when we listen 

with understanding" (29). Roger's objective is mutual understanding that "attempts to 

unify thought and feeling in communication" (Baumlin and Baumlin 123). James S. 

Baumlin and Tia French Baumlin suggest Rogerian dialogic to comprehend 

communication between individuals ( 128). Thus, Rogerian principles function in the 

collaborative arena, and they are "attitudes and conditions" that are necessary to enable 

"genuine communication" ( 5). 

Besides empathy, the Rogerian terms congruence (genuineness) and unconditional 

positive regard, which includes "caring, prizing, and acceptance" ("Rogerian" 249) work 

well to describe the Grimkes' collaboration. Although Rogers states that "the three 

attitudinal elements [make] for growth," he maintains that "congruence is probably the 

most important element" (253) because it "involves letting the other person know 'where 

you are' emotionally" (Rogers 160-1 ). 1 The Grimkes expressed congruence as they 

shared philosophies and religious beliefs with each other. They ultimately accepted the 

same "calling" after they came to conclusions through a cognitive process and through 

interpretation of events. 
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The Grimkes' congruence when they shared confidences and respect for one another's 

opinion strengthened their collaboration. Because they read each other's letters, the 

Grimkes could speak for one another in their correspondence to others. Abolitionist, 

Theodore Weld respected this aspect of the Grimkes' relationship and promoted it. Once 

when he writes the word, "private," on top of a letter to Angelina, he has second thoughts 

and writes: "P.S. I have written over the top of this sheet. "Private"-not however 

because I have the least unwillingness that dear sister Sarah should see it if it is your wish 

and her desire. I suppose you and she have no secrets kept from each other and surely 

she has been to me as a very dear elder sister in the Lord in all Christian confidence and 

Christian love" (8 Feb. 1838; BID 532). Additionally, as collaborators, Angelina and 

Sarah give each other the right to a difference of opinion. At one particular time, they 

disagree on their support of an abstinence pledge to refrain from using slave products. 

Angelina tells Jane, "Thou mayest put my name to the Abstinence pledge, but not 

Sisters." Sarah explains in the same letter her reason for not supporting the abstinence 

pledge: "My dear Jane I do abstain from Slave labor produce as far as I can, just because 

I feel most easy to do so, but I cannot say my judgment is convinced-therefore I would 

rather not put my name to the pledge" ( 4 Feb. 183 7). However, the next month Sarah 

writes Jane, "I am now prepared to have my name set down to the pledge not to use slave 

labor produce[.] I find my testimony on the good cause greatly strengthened by keeping 

clean hands" (22 March 1837). Undoubtedly, Sarah also felt that public agreement with 

her sister created a stronger testimony as well. 
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Once they were living their "calling," the Grimkes shared resources and continued 

their mutual encouragement so that they supported each other's risky efforts, both radical 

behavior and radical positions. We can look at the Grimkes' partnership and see that 

joint work creates confidence and collaborative rhetoric when the participants are fully 

mobilized. The Grimkes' collaboration shows how a healthy collaboration allows each 

individual to grow while at the same time strengthening the outcome of the joint effort. 

At the height of the Grimkes' collaboration, they move into their strongest action marked 

by a division of rhetorical labor in which Angelina continues speaking on abolition and 

Sarah pens an argument on woman's rights. Lunsford and Ede's Study of collaboration 

also yields insight to the dynamics of the Grimkes' professional partnership. They 

contrast the "solitary, sovereign author-ity of the single writer" to the "multi voiced power 

of collaborative writers" (Rhetoric in a New Key 235). Consequently, we find that the 

Grimkes become independent and confident, but remain connected as what Lunsford and 

Ede call the "multi vocal" aspect of the collaboration comes into fruition. 

Empathy and Private Rhetoric of Collaboration 

Examination of the Grimkes' correspondence reveals empathy on multiple levels: the 

emotional level in which they express their feelings for each other, their supporters, and 

for African Americans, the spiritual level expressed as religious inspiration, and the 

intellectual level which appears in their working collaboration. The Grimkes established 

empathy through a mother-daughter type of relationship. Sarah was twelve years old 

when her sister, Angelina, was born in 1805 in Charleston, South Carolina and became 
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her legal godmother. She took care of Angelina as a mother would throughout 

Angelina's childhood. Angelina undoubtedly experienced psychological benefits that 

Heinz Kohut writes about regarding a developmental aspect of empathy: "Just as the 

child's primary empathy with the mother is the precursor of the adult's ability to be 

empathic, so his primary identity with her must be considered the precursor of an 

expansion of the self, late in life, when the finiteness of individual existence is 

acknowledged" (260). Accordingly, we see that empathy between the sisters is a type of 

rehearsal for empathy towards other groups of people. 

The Grimkes' correspondence reveals their private rhetoric of collaboration. They 

experienced similar dilemmas, and because of their mother-daughter relationship, they 

had a similar perspective. In their early years in South Carolina both participated in the 

flamboyant social lifestyle expected of upper-class Charlestonians. Sarah was the first to 

reject that lifestyle, and she influenced Angelina to turn from it when her younger sister 

was searching for direction. When Sarah converted to Quakerism in 1820, she 

maintained influence over her sister even after she moved to Philadelphia, and when 

Sarah returned for a visit, she converted Angelina to Quaker principles. On March 30, 

1822, Sarah describes how she and Angelina sewed beautiful clothes into a cushion as a 

symbol of "having relinquished the vanities of this world to such a better inheritance" (to 

E.G. Hasell; Birney 51-2). Sarah uses the third person in her memoir as she describes 

their actions and imagines the impression that the discovery of fineries used for pillow 

32 



stuffing would make on whomever eventually found them. This act describes the sisters' 

first time performing together in a collaborative effort. 

Even before Angelina and Sarah had a formal, public collaboration, they desired to 

participate in the same thoughtful activities. We learn from letters that by spring 1828, 

Angelina began attending Quaker Friends' meetings (Ceplair xvi), and during this time 

of introspection, Angelina expresses the sisters' empathy with each other; she states: "the 

only one who can feel with [her] is sister" (to Anna Rutledge). In a letter from 

September 5, 1828, Angelina writes that she retires in the evenings to her room and has 

"much satisfaction in believing that [Sarah is] at the same time employed in the same 

way" (to Sarah). During these days before a formal collaboration, both Sarah and 

Angelina spent much time alone and, therefore, were involved in the same sort of 

activities at the same time. They were both influenced by Fox's principle of "inward 

retirement,"2 with which Angelina states she completely agrees (to Sarah, May 1829). 

Angelina notes in a letter from 1829 that she "devotes a part of the day to her sister," and 

she "reads old letters from time to time" (to Sarah, March 8). Such practice functions to 

reinforce the sisters' connection. During these early years after the sisters ceased 

attending high society functions, Angelina eventually volunteered in benevolent and 

reformation societies in Philadelphia, which functioned as an empathic training ground. 

In addition to her service, Angelina educated herself by reading her Bible and 

commentaries, travelogues, and history while Sarah continued her influence over 

Angelina from afar. 
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Intimate, feminine language, in which the sisters express their feelings, characterizes 

the 'sisters' personal correspondence. Initially, Sarah was the leader of the relationship. 

Angelina even called Sarah her "mother" through her early twenties until the Quakers 

urged her to stop the practice. Angelina invited advice and direction from her sister, and 

when Sarah expressed disapproval of her involvement with abolition societies, she 

invited her to explain her viewpoint. Angelina inquired of Sarah in January, 1831 

whether she should continue attending societies: "My precious Sister I do need direction 

& preservation & if thou sees it clearer than I do I hope I may be willing to abide by thy 

advice & give up the Society if it is not right for me to engage in it." Angelina indicates 

that she would follow her sister's advice even if it meant giving up "all that is dearest and 

nearest to [her] earthly heart" (to Sarah, 24 Jan. 1831). The superlatives she uses express 

her fondness for the abolition cause. Nathaniel Teich notes that "a person who engages 

in the empathic process may well be affected and changed as a result" ("Teaching" 282-

3 ), and Angelina and Sarah both reflect that capacity to change-Angelina is willing to 

change, and we see that Sarah eventually changes her own mind. Angelina tells Sarah to 

pray, to "weigh her [decision] in the balance of the Sanctuary for [her]" (24 Jan. 1831) 

suggesting the confidence that she has in Sarah to become a mediator between her and 

divine will. In this period, Angelina is dependent on Sarah for encouragement and 

inspiration. She writes: "I cannot help wishing Dearest when I receive thy letter that I 

could impart to thee the same strength in thy letter that thou dost to me" ( to Sarah, 6 Jan. 

1832). Two and one half years later, Angelina still expressed the importance of her 
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relationship with others who pray for her, such as friends, African Americans, feminists, 

arid other abolitionists-prayer was a constant expression of support. 

Motivation for Mobilization 

The Grimkes were encouraged by the guidance of one supporter, Hannah Back.house, 

a Quaker abolitionist from England, at an opportune meeting. An unpublished memoir 

dated October 4, 1835 in Angelina's hand provides an account of the evening prior to 

Back.house's departure for England which both Sarah and she attended. The language in 

the account of this Quaker style meeting gives insight to the invention process of the 

Quakers because it reveals that religious empathy motivates them as they wait for 

inspiration. At this meeting, Backhouse inspired those present to go forward in their 

abolitionist efforts. She had toured the United States with her husband to work with 

American abolitionists, and her words motivated the sisters as she suggested that they 

could be part of a divine mobilization effort. Angelina describes Backhouse as inspired. 

She states that Back.house was "sent forth" by God and was "returning carrying her 

sheaves with her, in the fullness of the blessing of the Gospel of Peace" ("Account"). 

Backhouse, like many other English abolitionists, desired to encourage the Americans in 

their efforts. 

The Grimkes appreciated the tenets and practice of the Quaker style of worship 

despite Quakers' discouragement of Sarah's ministery.3 In such an atmosphere of 

worship, a spiritual empathy could be expressed. This meeting, in which Back.house 

spoke extemporaneously, was Quaker in style, and Angelina's words reveal feelings that 
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inspire spiritual empathy. She states: "it was evident that Jesus was in the midst of us" 

("Account") by the "calming influence of his gentle spirit" ("Account," emphasis mine). 

This quiet environment aptly describes the atmosphere that Quakers waited on before 

receiving inspiration to speak. Quakers believed that upon conversion, one had "a 

personal sense of Christ within oneself' which they considered an "indwelling Divine 

Light" (Berkin and Norton 117), suggestive of an experiential awareness. During 

worship, they would quietly wait for someone to give a spontaneous utterance. The 

atmosphere at this meeting was conducive to such inspired speech. Angelina once again 

describes the atmosphere using religious language saying that "A sweet & solemn silence 

ensued." She alludes to a supernatural occurrence of "power" and "demonstration of the 

Spirit" before Backhouse speaks. Angelina exalts Backhouse' s position to one of a 

religious messenger stating that "this faithful laborer for the 4th time since her arrival in 

the Country, declared unto us by the gift of discerning the hidden state of some among 

us." The mobilizing effort of Backhouse is incredibly persistent as she has literally 

expressed the American abolitionists' destiny on four separate occasions. Angelina's 

transcription of the address includes Backhouse's prophetic words: 

I believe there ar some now present who thro' the obedience of faith will be 

strengthened to stand in the forefront of the battle, some upon whom the Lord 

has laid his hand, & who, as faithfulness is abode in, will become pillars in the 

Church, some who will be led into paths they never knew before, paths which 

the vultures ey hath not seen neither, hath the lions foot trodden therein, 
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they will be led into the wilderness of temptation & trial but let them not be 

dismayed, for He who has sustained them in days that ar past, will still be near 

to comfort & support. ("Account"/ 

She concludes: "but let them not fear, for all things shall work together for good" 

("Account"). We see here that spiritual empathy fuels the rhetoric of mobilization 

because this meeting functioned as a rallying point which gave Angelina and Sarah 

confidence to go forth into the battle against slavery through their writing and speaking 

during their public career. 

The sisters, in tum, rallied others to live for the anti-slavery cause and their written 

texts persuaded others to mobilize. Soon thereafter, Mary Clark, secretary for the ladies' 

antislavery society of Concord, Massachusetts, writes Angelina concerning her 

"heartchuming" letter to William Garrison dated August 30, 1835.5 She states that those 

female abolitionists who read Angelina's letter to Garrison "will be animated with new 

fervor and new hope." Clark points out that Angelina inspires and attracts women to the 

anti-slavery cause, suggesting that spiritual empathy is the motivation. She states: 

Angelina's is the "voice of a kindred spirit, who seems to have had nearer access to the 

mercy seat, [and] was so opportunely sent." Clark assures: "We cordially respond to all 

the sentiments expressed in your letter. Thousands, we trust, are already willing and 

"prepared to meet the martyr's doom, rather than give up their principles" (22 Nov. 

1835). The letter undoubtedly served to encourage Angelina to continue her abolitionist 

work, also. 
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Angelina became inspired to write her Appeal to the Christian Women of the South 

while living with Quakers of a more liberal sect that supported the abolition of slavery 

and the equality of women (Ceplair 21). During the summer of 1836, Angelina was 

preparing herself for abolition service by spending a "tenure in study and writing" (to 

Sarah, 31 July 1836) in Shrewsbury, New Jersey with Margaret and James Parker and 

Sarah was the guest of Orthodox Quakers in Burlington, New Jersey. Angelina was 

living with Quakers who held more radical beliefs than the orthodox Quakers, an 

appropriate household to spark her more progressive views on women.6 Angelina's 

Appeal to the Christian Women enumerated ways in which women, themselves, could 

help to eliminate slavery. Angelina's revelation one day is expressed in her words: "'It 

has all come to me; God has shown me what I can do; I can write an appeal to Southern 

women."' Angelina suggests that she will establish ethos in her declaration that she will 

write a work in which, she states: '"they must hear me,"' which will inspire the women to 

influence the men in their lives on '"justice and humanity"' (qtd. in Birney 138). 

Angelina's use of the modals "must" and "will" indicate her reliance on a power outside 

of herself, and she trusts that this spiritually directed text will fuel empathy in others. 

Angelina's expectation is consistent with a Rogerian method. Paul Bator states: "the goal 

of the writer becomes one of facilitating change by striving for mutual understanding and 

cooperation with the audience." Furthermore, James Berlin explains that Rogers "[sees] 

writing "as an act that authenticates and affirms the self' (147; Halasek 145). Therefore, 
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Angelina's first major work works toward these ends: identification and affirmation of a 

new writer. 

Empathy Prepares the Grimkes for Public Oratorical Action 

The Grimkes frequently express sympathy and its importance in their communicative 

relationship. Jane Smith, a Quaker from Philadelphia, was a tremendous support to the 

Grimkes and kept up with all of their activities. During this period when Angelina and 

Sarah were increasingly empathic toward each other Angelina writes, "I wonder how my 

dearest Sister feels tonight. I feel my heart in sympathy with her." Angelina writes that 

she is glad that Sarah has another friend, Jane, with whom she could share her thoughts 

and gain support as well as confide to about herself: "I am truly glad my dear Jane is so 

near to talk to thee about me." She refers to Smith by using biblical imagery, saying that 

Sarah has "another sympathizing friend who sticketh closer than a brother" and one in 

whom "she may freely pour all her sorrows" (31 July 1836). Angelina's specific word, 

"sympathy," shows that Smith acted as a link between the two sisters when they were 

apart, and she could even take the role of the missing sister. 

Teich discusses the origins of the word empathy and states that Olinick's 1984 

etymological study concludes that "it would be more appropriate to refer to '"the 

sympathies,'" among which empathy would be a "'special case.'" When the Grimkes use 

the term sympathy, they use it to not only suggest '"feeling along with'" in a sympathetic 

sense, but most times they imply "'feeling within"' ("Backgrounds" 242) in an empathic 

sense. Rogers explains that significant empathy is "primarily attitudinal, carrying with it 
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an understanding of feelings, emotions, and perceptions" (59). Likewise, in a letter to 

Jane, Angelina shows trust in her friend as a communicator of her feelings. Angelina 

acknowledges: "thou knowest how I feel better than I express myself' (20 May 183 7). 

This comment illustrates a role of the empathic listener to clarify meanings "just below 

the level of awareness" ("Rogerian" 250), which is one reason that Smith is such a 

valuable friend and correspondent. 

Frequently during the sisters' career, they turned to Smith when they felt a need for 

direction and inspiration. The Grimkes sent reports of their meetings to Smith who 

"laidest such an injuction upon [Angelina] to write [her] all about it" (20 May 183 7). 

Both sisters were close to Smith and both appreciated her advice. Angelina writes to 

Smith: "I thank the dear for thy caution & advice, feel too much that I need it, and to 

know how to value it & thank thee for it, continue to watch over me in love, with a 

jealous eye" (25 July 1837). Angelina feels, as well as knows, Smith's efforts on her 

behalf, which is a result of the empathy that they have for each other. Smith's strong 

interest in the Grimkes' activities, together with her protective attitude toward them, form 

the basis of her relationship with the sisters. Not only does Smith hold the same values as 

Sarah and Angelina, the sisters can tum to Smith's perspective to provide a plumb line 

for such topics as their writings, religion, politics, and health. This type of collaboration 

is informed by what I refer to as intellectual empathy. 

Intellectual empathy as seen in the Grimkes' working collaboration also supported 

their research on slavery. Although Angelina talks about her fear of speaking out against 
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slavery, she suggests that she knows that not only will she need information for 

defending the cause, but Sarah will also. Angelina writes Sarah to bring a specific 

proslavery document when she comes to visit her. She states: "I feel as if I was now 

ready to examine it carefully, & believe we ought to understand what we are required to 

condemn." She states that "I will be looking for error in the spirit of[truth] & only with 

the view of promoting truth & I expect I shall have to pay pretty dearly ifI find it." (31 

July 1836). This type of research prepared the sisters to publicly refute the proslavery 

argument. 

During Angelina and Sarah's discovery process for their writings and lectures, the 

sisters share resources that they are studying. One time Angelina expresses her gratitude 

for books from Sarah. She states: "the books just came in time to help me with my 

Appeal" (to Sarah, 31 July 1836), but she laments that Sarah cannot read her work: "How 

much I wish I could have you here, if it were only for 3 or 4 hours, that we might read it 

over together before I send it to Elizur Wright" (31 July 1836; Ceplair 35; Birney 146).7 

Desiring critical feedback, she adds that "I read it to dear M[ argaret] & she states it 

carries its own evidence with it; still I should value thy judgment very much if I could 

have it" ( qtd. in Birney 146). Angelina acknowledges their collaboration: "I shall be glad 

if thou wilt join thy name with mine & I would have liked thee to do so in my Appeal but 

that it would probably bring out so much opposition & violence that I preferred bearing it 

all myself." Angelina correctly forecasted the controversy over her work because she 

was banned from Charleston. Although Angelina feels despondent, and fears that "some 
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trial must await [her] for which it was a preparation, she states that Sarah's 

correspondence is "full of comfort" (31 July 1836), so with Sarah's empathy, Angelina 

can continue going forward with her abolition work. 

Angelina's empathy and commitment to abolition are tested when she agrees to give 

up anti-slavery meetings for a year at Sarah's request because Sarah thought that 

Angelina was too involved in the cause. After her prolonged absence, Angelina credits 

Sarah's direction as the impetus for her own complete commitment to abolition. Rather 

than hurt her or cause her to leave the abolition cause, abstaining from attending societies 

confirms her allegiance to the cause. Regarding the intersection between Angelina's 

private life and her public persona, Katherine Henry contends that Angelina's sincerity is 

key and states: "a person is sincere only when her public demeanor is a transparent 

expression of her private feelings" (331 ). Therefore, we can see that Angelina's 

sabbatical from anti-slavery meetings was important for her own convictions. 

Angelina also depended on empathic support from Smith and Sarah to keep her 

steadfast in abolitionist convictions. She acknowledges that a visit from Jane would help 

her troubled mind (to Jane Smith, 18 Sept. 1836); however, she states that Sarah's change 

in feelings is evidence of the Lord's approval of her work in abolition. Angelina implies 

that God uses Sarah as an instrument and "having taxd my faith by her opposition is now 

pleasd to strengthen & confirm it by her application" (to Jane Smith, 18 Sept. 1836; 

Ceplair 82). She writes Smith of Sarah's words: '"It is the Lord's doing & it is 

marvelous in our eyes"' (18 Sept. 1836), indicating that Sarah is just as awed as Angelina 
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of the circumstances that have brought them in agreement. Angelina even feels that 

Sarah's agreement and support are the greatest evidence that she is called to speak for the 

slave). Not only does Angelina receive a heavenly mandate seen through spiritual 

empathy, but also an assurance of that mandate from her sister, Sarah. Undoubtedly, 

Angelina's renewed conviction inspires Sarah because at this transition point in August, 

1836, the women soon become mobilized as a team. 

During this time period, the sisters were still separated physically, and they were not 

yet operating in the strong collaboration that gave Angelina confidence. Elizur Wright 

invited Angelina, on behalf of the Anti-Slavery Society Executive Committee, to come to 

New York to speak at sewing circles of Christian women on her personal knowledge of 

slavery (Ceplair 22). However, after Angelina received Wright's letter, she informs 

Sarah she is not ready to give talks. Angelina had recently written her Appeal to the 

Christian Women and only sees her role as a writer. She feels unprepared to speak and 

writes to Sarah, "never did any poor creature feel more unfit to do any thing than I do to 

undertake [talks]" (31 July 1836; Ceplair 35). Therefore, Angelina needed Sarah's 

support to begin public work. 

James S. Baliman and Tita French Baliman explain that "there can be no claim of 

'understanding' outside an actual dialogic encounter between individuals" (128), and we 

see that during two key weeks of dialogue the sisters become redirected. After many 

years in which Sarah mentored Angelina by encouraging and advising her, Angelina 

intervenes in Sarah's life, in effect, mobilizing her. The Arch Street Quaker meetings 
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were a source of frustration to Sarah because of her persecution by the leaders as they 

criticized her speaking attempts, but during the summer of 1836, Sarah expressed her 

desire to step out and work with Angelina. In a letter to Smith, Sarah wonders "Perhaps 

the Lord may be pleased to cast our lot somewhere together" (11 Aug. 1836). Soon 

thereafter, Angelina responds to Sarah's tension and unhappiness from the Arch Street 

Quaker church meetings. During a time of inspiration as she was thinking about Sarah, 

she recalls that "the language reached into my mind: I will break your bonds & set you 

free" ( 14 Aug. 1836; Ceplair 79). This time, Angelina encourages her sister and begins 

to show equal leadership in their relationship. 

Alternating the leadership roles of their relationship, Angelina became Sarah's 

advisor. Angelina advises Sarah to cease going to the Quaker meetings, which were a 

source of oppression and discouragement, and Sarah expresses her desire to join her 

sister. At the same time, Angelina shows that she has changed her mind about accepting 

speaking engagements. She states that she wrote to Effingham L. Capron, a Quaker 

abolitionist, and asked him "whether they thought [she] could be of any use in social 

circles in exciting an interest on behalf of the slave" because she wanted to speak to 

Quakers first. At this time, Angelina felt a duty to enlighten those who had stirred up a 

spirit of abolitionism in her. Within the span of a few days of each other, each sister 

expressed her desire to be in closer connection with the other. Sarah indicates to Smith 

on August 11 that she would like to work with Angelina, and on August 14, the prospect 

of speaking causes Angelina to think that she would like to have Sarah more often by her 
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side. However, at this time, Angelina is thinking about herself, alone, as an activist. She 

states: "Should I go to N.E. this fall & winter, dearest, I need hardly tell thee it would be 

a great comfort to me to have thee in Providence, where I might see thee occasionally" 

(14 Aug. 1836; Ceplair 80). Angelina becomes more confident while pursuing her 

vision, and she encourages Sarah to leave an oppressive situation, yet she still desires 

companionship and close communication with her sister in order to go forward in a 

public role. 

After Angelina's decision to speak, the sisters immediately encounter their first barrier 

to oratorical, public action. Angelina soon learns that her desire to reach the Quakers 

with her message of abolition will not be realized. In a letter to Smith, Angelina states 

that Capron warned her that Friends would hinder any effort of hers to work among them 

for abolition, and they would "destroy her character." Angelina was disappointed at this 

closed door. She states: "I feel as tho' it had been right for me to offer my poor services 

to Friends first, & I am glad I did so, but it seemd as if there was no door open among 

them" (18 Sept. 1836; Ceplair 81). Furthermore, Catherine Morris informed Angelina 

that she could not go without a "minute" ( certificate of approval from a Quaker meeting) 

and a companion, which she knew Quakers would deny her. However, Sarah's timely 

offer to join Angelina in New York (18 Sept. 1836; Ceplair 82), placing her in the role of 

a formal companion, allowed the sisters to overcome the barrier set against a woman 

alone as a traveling speaker. 
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Two confirmations encouraged the Grimkes to go forward with speaking plans. First, 

Elizur Wright assured that the Anti-Slavery Society Executive Committee was still 

interested in Angelina. Then, there came an immediate affirmation that the women were 

at the right place at the right time because the next day Angelina learned from Abby Cox, 

an anti-slavery organizer (Ceplair 82n), that a national female anti-slavery society would 

probably be formed the next month under the leadership of Maria Chapman,9 and 

Chapman had proposed female agents. Therefore, the women decided that the sisters 

should get support from the newly formed women's society rather than the male society 

(18 Sept. 1836; Ceplair 82). This women's society became a vital network for the 

Grimkes throughout their public career. 

Empathy not only is the basis of the Grimkes' relationship; it also brings the sisters to 

cognizance of their role as reformers. Foremost, Angelina's letters reveal that her agency 

comes from outside her own power. She believes, "the Master has sent me out;" Ceplair 

82); 10 subsequently, she does not feel bound to the restrictions of religious structures. 

Although the sisters never forsook Quaker principles, Angelina tells Smith that she would 

rather be disowned by the Quakers than bound by their restrictions. At this point in 

which the Grimkes determine to break from the Quakers, their agency is strengthened. 

The Grimkes, as we see, work to break out of the constraints of gender, cultural 

background, geographical location, and religious affiliations. At this decisive step, they 

realize that they have to break with the Quakers in order to make an impact and change 

society. Angelina creates empathy with the slave by using the analogy of slavery 
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imagery to make her point: "Master has burst my fetters & set me free. I never expect to 

suffer myself to be manacled again." She continues: "I never before was in bondage to 

any man, & I believ it is realy sinful to be influenced by any human authority, as to forget 

our individual responsibility to Him whose we ar & whom we ought to serv, independent 

of the opinion of man" (18 Sept. 1836; Ceplair 82). This attitude kept the sisters free 

from gender restrictions which could have hindered their future role in speaking out for 

woman's rights. 

Formal Training and the Rhetoric of Mobilization 

The Grimkes' formal training at the agents-training convention prepared the sisters for 

their public role as activists. Sarah became a more active participant when both sisters 

participated in a special convention to train anti-slavery agents in New York sponsored 

by the American Anti-Slavery Society. The sisters were the only women in a group 

called the "Seventy" who came to New York for training. Angelina wrote Smith 

November 19, 1836 that she was comforted that her sister enjoyed participating in the 

convention. In the same letter she writes, "I am very comfortable, feeling in my right 

place & Sister seems so too, tho' neither ofus see much ahead ... " (Ceplair 84). This 

agents' convention is where Sarah became fully mobilized when she received her own 

call to speak out for the slave, opening the door for a professional collaboration. 12 

If we look at the subjects discussed at the Agents' Convention, we see that their 

training supplied many of their topics and inventive material for future lectures. The key 

speaker was Theodore Weld, a seasoned abolition speaker with a long background in 
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public speaking. Before his career in abolition, he was one of Charles Finney' s most 

productive assistants. Angelina states in a letter to Smith that during the convention 

Weld identified the fact that definitions of slavery connect to other forms of oppression. 

She relates that "vague" and "false" definitions are insufficient, and she uses religious 

metaphoric language to draw on empathy contending that they have "faild to expose the 

naked deformity, the essential & inherent sin of Slavery" (19 Nov 1836). Other topics 

included "the duty of immediate emancipation regardless of all consequences even to the 

slaves" (Ceplair 83) and the safety of immediate emancipation (to Jane, 19 Nov. 1836). 

Lecturers also considered the following questions: "what is slavery" (Ceplair 83), "what 

has the North to do with slavery," and "does the Constitution sanction slavery" (19 Nov. 

1836). A comparison of the Grimkes' lecture topics in Angelina's addresses to the 

Massachusetts Legislative assembly in 1838, shows that they correspond with many of 

the topics covered at the agents-training convention. 

During the agents-training convention, the Grimkes' vision of their future role 

becomes more refined because they learn strategies from expert agents. Angelina 

expresses confidence in her calling to activate audience members. Angelina describes 

her desire to mobilize others, to "[arouse] the slumbering energy & dormant sympathy of 

[her] northern sisters on this deep 1 y painful & interesting subject" ( to Jane, 2 0 Jan. 18 3 7; 

Ceplair 116). Angelina desires to inspire pathos in the audience, which is consistent with 

a Rogerian approach. In his therapeutic application, Rogers stresses the importance "not 

48 



to reflect simply the content of the matter, but the emotions connected to it" ("Rogerian" 

250), suggesting the importance of pathetic appeal. 

After the convention, the sisters were soon sent out to speak together as a 

collaborative team. The first speaking engagement in which the sisters collaborated was 

in December 1836 in a session room of a Baptist church where about three hundred 

attended (Angelina to Jane Smith, 17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 89). 13 Angelina's letter in 

December 1836 gives an account of the sisters' first appearance as a collaborative team, 

and her description of the event shows that what one is unable to do alone can be done 

successfully working in cooperation with a partner. In this letter, Angelina expresses her 

feelings of inadequacy. Angelina shifts from first person singular to first person plural. 

She refers to "[her] utter inability to do any thing in the work [she] had undertaken 

(Ceplair 88). Yet, she states she believes that, "He who had sent me out would go before 

& prepare the way of the poor instruments he was pleased to employ" (17 Dec. 1836; 

Ceplair 88). Angelina refers to "instruments" in the plural, and then continues to use first 

person plural in further descriptions indicating that the collaborative environment 

strengthens her discourse and stance. She states: "May the Lord direct us in every step, 

we ar looking unto Him above every way" (17 Dec. 1836). As a collaborative team, 

Angelina gains the confidence to speak, and this historical event became the Female 

Anti-Slavery Society's inaugural meeting (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 88). 

Effective collaboration requires communication, and barriers caused by dissimilarities 

of social class, economics, and geography caused reformers to work through these 
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obstacles in creative ways. For instance, the Grimkes, as well as other abolitionists have 

vertical communication, in which they "meet" in a place of "vertical" agreement through 

prayer discourse, and they have horizontal communication with each other. In her work 

on Sojourner Truth, Nell Irvin Painter reveals that the religious community to which 

Truth belonged communicated "vertically with the Holy Spirit" as well as horizontally 

with each other (290). Evidence shows that the Grimkes were also connected to a 

prayerful group of supporters who petitioned on their behalf. Angelina tells Jane: "May 

we often meet where spirits blend in prayer" (29 May 1837; Ceplair 143). Angelina 

explains that prayer was their only help, and they used a variety of formats as seen in the 

following descriptions. They prayed together: "The Throne of Grace was our only refuge 

& to it we often fled in united supplication for divine help" (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 88). 

They also received prayer from others: "we gathered round the family altar, our hearts 

were melted together as [Gerritt Smith] pourd out his soul in prayer for us, particularly 

that we might be directed, strengthend & comforted in our work of mercy" (17 Dec. 

1836; Ceplair 88). Finally, they prayed for each other concerning their public speaking: 

Angelina went up to her room and "prayed until [she] no longer had a burden, because 

[she] could rejoice in a full assurance of his mercy & power to be mouth & wisdom 

tongue & utterance to [them] both" (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 89). Here, Angelina not only 

receives assurance for her own success, but also for that of her sister, Sarah. Although 

the sisters agonized over their "call" and fear of others that their meetings would be 

called a "Fanny Wright meeting,"14 their friend and mentor, Weld, was a great source of 
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encouragement to the sisters. He exhorted them that woman had "a great work to do" 

and must be "awakened to her responsibility" (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 89). The Grimkes 

were newly mobilized as leaders of a movement, and Weld's encouraging words 

reinforce their need to awaken others. 

The Grimkes recognize their role as abolition mobilizers. Evaluation of each other's 

performance helps them to identify each other's strengths and weaknesses and eventually 

they recognize each one's individual role. Angelina reports after their first collaborative 

speaking engagement that "Sister did her part better than [she] did." After each sister 

spoke, they read some extracts from papers and letters and answered questions, and after 

the meeting, many enthusiastic auditors came up to talk with them. Even at their first 

meeting, the Grimke sisters were comfortable speaking before mixed audiences. On this 

initial meeting for women only, a male abolitionist sat in the back desiring to hear the 

sisters. After they relayed the story to Weld that the man was escorted out, the sisters 

said that his removal "looked very strange in [their] eyes" (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 89). 

The Grimkes desired to reach whoever wanted to hear their message, even reporters from 

anti-abolitionist newspapers as this man most likely was. 

Angelina is encouraged and states that this first meeting will lead to a series of 

meetings with the women. According to Ralph Smith and Russel Windes, the generator 

of a movement uses mobilizational appeals to integrate "sustained collective action" (7) 

to remove the strain of a societal problem. Likewise, Angelina and Sarah are resolute 

and quick to respond to the exigency by mobilizing others through their lectures. 
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Angelina continues: "as the brethren think it will not do to hav public lectures in N. Y. it 

seems the more necessary for us to do what we can" (17 Dec. 1836; Ceplair 90). 

Although the Grimkes encounter resistance to their ideas on abolition and woman's 

rights, 15 they never consider discontinuing speaking or writing. In this same letter, 

Angelina reports that Sarah was writing her Address to Southern Clergymen and that they 

would both do the copying, a tedious, collaborative activity that they often participated in 

because it allowed them to accomplish more work. 

The Grimkes' correspondence reveals that their formal training results in their 

commitment to the abolitionist cause and equips them to lecture. Angelina writes Smith 

the details of their success in motivating the people. She states that they have received 

favor in the sight of people, and many more people are coming to their meetings than 

they ever anticipated (20 Jan. 183 7). The sisters are quickly becoming established and 

recognized as an effective abolitionist speaker team because they are comfortable 

speaking and using rhetorical strategies in their lectures. 16 Sarah becomes fully confident 

in her role. Her sister, Angelina says, is "so happy in this work. I hav not the shadow of 

a doubt she is in her right place & will be made instrumental of great good" (20 Jan. 

183 7; Ceplair 115-16). Angelina marvels that the word lecture is used for their talks, and 

she reminisces: "How little! How very little I supposed, when I used to say, 'I wish I was 

a man, that I might go out and lecture,' that I would ever do such a thing. The idea never 

crossed my mind that as a woman such work could possible be assigned me." Angelina 

states that she loves the work she is called to, and Sarah, who often includes her own 
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letter to Jane within Angelina's letters proclaims: "I am now very comfortable in the 

performance of those duties to which I have been called" (20 Jan. 183 7; Ceplair 116). 17 

Further, Sarah states: "I am glad my name has been permitted to be enrolled with those 

who are pleading for the oppressed." Sarah's comments show that she is motivated by 

her empathy. She states: "I would not give up my abolition feelings for any thing ... 

they have given a new spring to existence" (20 Jan. 1837). Consequently, the sisters' 

account of their lectures reveals a satisfying collaborative experience. 

The Grimkes decide to remain a collaboration because of the benefits of a division of 

responsibilities in their partnership although there had been a discussion of separating in 

an effort to cover more territory. At first Angelina does not express much concern that 

the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society should separate her and 

Sarah. However, a few months later Angelina acknowledges that she needs Sarah's 

support and contributing ideas. "S. M.Ge [Sarah] has the duties of a sister to perform as 

well as those of an agent. I really do not feel as if I was fit to be left among strangers 

without her counsels and sympathy (18 May 1837; BID 388). In another letter to Smith, 

Angelina still expresses her concerns: "Some talk of its being best to separate Sister & I: 

but altho' I am willing to make the sacrifice if it is required, yet I do think I need the care 

of just such a counselor & friend, as I shall be thrown completely among strangers, & hav 

a very new & trying faith to tread in" (20 May 1837). Weld, the anti-slavery lecturer 

who trained the Grimkes at the agents' convention, assured the sisters that collaboration 

is much more powerful than an individual effort, putting to rest any fears that the women 
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should separate. He argues that the Grimkes can cover a whole spectrum of subjects 

within the topic of anti-slavery and divide the work by speaking on separate topics. 

Furthermore, the Grimkes worked well in collaboration without diminishing their 

individuality. 

Collaboration with African Americans 

The Grimkes develop a collaborative relationship with African Americans that is 

based on empathy as seen by the Grimkes' priority to minister to African Americans. 

When both sisters were recovering from illness, Sarah told Weld: "I feel the truth of what 

thou sayest about our keeping silence till spring and hope we may not be tempted to do 

otherwise unless I can have one or two mtgs. with the colored people .... My very soul 

yearns towards them and I long to preach the gospel of peace and salvation to them" (30 

Nov. 1837; BID 487). Angelina reveals that their most satisfying meetings have been 

with the African Americans. The Grimkes understood that emancipation was only one 

aspect of freedom and that the African Americans needed their spirits liberated as well, 

which demonstrates a unique understanding of the prejudice at the root of the slavery 

system. 

The Grimkes' desire to collaborate with the African Americans is based on an 

empathic ability expressed by the Rogerian term, "frame of reference," which describes 

the ability to see through another's eyes ("Rogerian" 252). Their willingness to treat 

African Americans as a worthy audience and valuable supporters establishes the 

Grimkes' good ethos with them. Angelina relates that she and her sister believe: "it is 
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our Duty to visit the poor, white & colrd just in this way, & to receiv them at our houses 

according to the command of Jesus." Angelina deplores "the artificial distinctions in 

Society, the separation between the higher & the lower orders," which she believes are 

founded on "the aristocracy of wealth & education," and she recommends that "the only 

way to eradicate this plague from our land, will be to associate with the poor & the 

widowd too, just as our Redeemer did. (Angelina and Sarah to Smith, 22 Mar. 183 7). 18 

The Grimkes ' relationship with their African-American friend, Sarah Douglass, 19 and her 

mother portrays this type of association. Douglass was a longtime inspiration to the 

Grimkes, and they maintained correspondence with her for several years, perhaps more 

than with any other individual. 

The Grimkes' relationship with the African Americans also reflects a connection 

between prayer and labor. A letter that Sarah and Angelina wrote to Douglass gives 

insight into the role of prayer in their work, not only for themselves, but also for 

deliverance of the slaves and for repentance and escape from God's wrath. Sarah is 

thankful that the Philadelphia women pray for them and states: "we need your prayers 

and I believe they help us." In fact, she declares: "the most powerful weapon we have to 

use is prayer, constant, fervent prayer" (22 Feb. 1837). She writes to Smith that they 

attended several female prayer meetings with the African Americans and relates: "I have 

faith to believe God will answer our petitions; but sometimes my heart trembles for my 

country and I fear she will persist in sin until she brings down upon her guilty head the 

thunders of his wrath. Oh then let us pray that she may repent quickly" (22 Mar. 183 7). 
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This objective to achieve national influence through prayer reveals that the Grimkes' 

relationship with the African Americans is aligned with the purposes of the Female Anti

Slavery Society who considered their purpose to "tum back the arm of Divine vengeance 

by disseminating light, so as to produce true repentance and awaken a spirit of prayer" 

(Female Anti-Slavery Society). Here, we can see that the grass roots efforts of itinerant 

preachers, such as Finney during the Second Great Awakening, informs the abolitionist 

movement. 

African-American audiences sometimes served as a training ground for the Grimke 

sisters, for instance, when they had a meeting in Poughkeepsie. Angelina writes 

Douglass that she spoke to a mixed audience of women and men for the first time at this 

meeting for African Americans, and she states that it did not inhibit her speaking in any 

way (3 Apr. 1837; Ceplair 127). Angelina acknowledges a collaboration with them when 

she states: "It was a precious season of melding of hearts together, & at the close when 

very many came up with tears in their eyes to press our hands" (to Smith, 16 July 1837). 

When she spoke to approximately four hundred white and African Americans at the 

"colored" Sabbath School at Salem, the African Americans expressed their gratitude in 

the same way. The Grimkes were speaking for those who could not speak; therefore, 

times of interaction with them were very important. 

The consequences of the Grimkes' empathic motivation express a radical commitment 

that goes beyond identification. 2° For instance, in her letter to Garrison, Angelina rallies 

abolitionists to live and die for the cause of abolitionism. Rogers distinguishes empathy 
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from identification. He explains: "empathy, or being empathic, is to perceive the internal 

frame of reference of another with accuracy and with the emotional components and 

meanings which pertain thereto as if one were the person, but without ever losing the 'as 

if condition . .. . If this ' as if quality is lost, then the state is one of identification" 

("Rogerian" 252). Rogers is alluding to the fact that Kenneth Burke's concept 

identification can have a motive other than empathy. Burke states: "You can persuade a 

man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, 

attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his," and he allows for flattery within this 

paradigm (A Rhetoric of Motives 55), which would not call for any emotional 

commitment. However, Angelina feels that empathy is the key to mobilization which is 

why she believes that African-American women have strong persuasive power. She 

shares with Smith: "If one of these sisters would only rise in our Convention & tell us in 

simplicity & godly sincerity the direful influence of this feeling on their hearts & mind & 

prospects in life, we believ it would produce a deep & thrilling effect." Here, she refers 

to the appeal to pathos that could stir up the audience. She continues: "Let us pray then 

that the Lord would prepare one or more of these for such a work" ( 17 April 183 7). 

Here, Angelina expresses a collaborative philosophy that promotes people into the 

position in which they are strongest, and it is one which considers who will have the most 

persuasive affect on an audience. 

The Grimkes also use pathetic appeals to persuade audiences to mobilize against 

slavery. When Angelina and Sarah read southern papers to find evidence of the cruel acts 
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of slavery, Sarah writes to Smith, "I am thankful that God in his providence has put into 

our hands, these weapons prepared by the South herself, to destroy the fell monster-It is 

good thus, daily to have our sympathies drawn out to these suffering ones (24 Jan 1839). 

Sarah believes that pathos is more effective than logical argument to change people's 

minds.2 ' She explains to Elizabeth Pease that she and Angelina read these testimonies of 

slavery to produce a work "which would not prove by argument that slavery & cruelty 

were inseparable; but which would contain a mass of incontrovertible facts, that would 

exhibit the horrid barbarity of a system which embrutes Gods rational creatures" 

(Elizabeth Pease, 10 April 1839; Ceplair 332).22 As they searched for this evidence, the 

Grimkes discovered ways to establish empathy for the suffering slaves and to bring 

accusation to the slaveholders. 

Collaboration for a Feminist Cause 

The Grimkes' involvement in collaborative discussion kept them at the forefront of 

reform activity. They attended an informal home meeting in Boston in which their eyes 

were opened to their role as activists for woman's rights. Meeting at Ann Chapman's 

father-in-law's house, the group discussed their alignment with woman' s rights. Those 

present concurred that public sentiment had to change regarding women. Angelina refers 

to the Grimkes' revised view of their collaboration: "in view of these things, I feel as if it 

is not the cause of the slave only which we plead, but the cause of woman as a 

responsible moral being." She exclaims: "What an untrodden path we have entered 
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upon!" (29 May 1837; Ceplair 142), acknowledging the historic agenda of this small, 

private meeting. 

Angelina feels confounded and overwhelmed when she thinks about herself 

individually and needs a renewed sense of her partnership with Sarah before speaking on 

woman's rights. She uses first person singular stating that "I feel almost bewildered, 

amazed, and confounded." However, she feels strengthened when she thinks of herself as 

part of a unit. She switches to first person plural stating, "but one thing comforts me, I do 

feel as tho ' the Lord had sent us." Boldly, Angelina declares: "We cannot tell without 

trying it, how far our strength will carry us" (to Smith, 29 May 183 7) because she 

distinguishes between solitary and collaborative work, and she sees the partnership as 

empowering. 

The Grimkes depend on each other to complete tasks. In addition, they rely on a sense 

of support from other abolitionists. It was not until the end of their public speaking 

career that Angelina and Sarah came to fully to appreciate and understand the extent of 

their support by other abolitionists of the same faith. Angelina writes Douglass: "It has 

been an inexpressible comfort and strength to me to find how deeply the Abolitionists 

here have sympathized with me and how they have been bound in exercise and prayer 

with me" (25 Feb. 1838; BID 573). She is surprised at the extent of other abolitionists' 

support and states that when she is speaking she is "surrounded by a body guard of hearts 

faithful and true and by the atmosphere of prayer" (25 Feb. 1838; BID 574). Angelina's 

words spoken after her appearance before the Massachusetts Legislative Committee 
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express how the Grimkes' collaboration grew to extend beyond themselves; not only did 

she feel sympathy from others, Angelina felt as if her supporters shared the platform with 

her.23 

The Grimkes particularly appreciated men who supported their collaborative effort. 

For instance, before they left the home of Capron, with whom they had stayed for two 

weeks, Angelina states that they "were desolved in tears together & tho' he said but little, 

yet that little was full of encouragement to the poor wanderers[;] it was a time we shall 

long remember" (to Smith, 26 Oct. 26 1837). Discussion with Henry Wright, a friend 

who encouraged their progressive feminist ideas, was especially helpful as well. 

Angelina writes Weld: "coming in contact with another mind similarly exercised on these 

points has given additional strength and clearness to my views" (Weld, 20 Sept. 1837; 

BID 446). Wright especially encouraged the sisters on woman's rights and published "A 

Domestic Scene"24 in The Liberator in which they were presented as discussing these 

issues. It reveals that the Grimkes began developing feminist theory together although 

Sarah formally writes at length on the subject. 

The resiliency of the Grimkes' collaboration is evident when Sarah's illness brings 

about a shift in their division of labor. During a time period when Sarah was ill much of 

the time, Angelina eventually shows frustration with Sarah's inability to lecture: "[s]ister 

has a troublesome little cough that just keeps her good for nothing brother Weld in the 

way of lecturing: she gets cold continually" (12 Aug. 1837; BID 417). Despite this 

difficult time, Sarah resolutely argues: "I believe that we ought not now to retreat from 
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the ground we have taken and that ifwe do this it will only make harder work at some 

future day, therefore I say keep the 'honest, straight forward course.' Do the lords will in 

simplicity and leave the consequences in his hands" (12 Aug. 1837; BID 419-20). 

Because Sarah maintains her zeal, she feels satisfaction as she takes up writing on 

woman's rights. Sarah's discovery that she excels at this change of medium renews her 

strength. She has a spirited enthusiasm for mobilization while understanding that as 

forerunners they are cutting the path for others to follow. Therefore, the Grimkes' role 

paving the way for abolitionists, especially abolition women, transfers to leadership in 

woman' s rights. 

When Sarah began her public work on woman's rights, Weld concurrently questioned 

her speaking ability and, therefore, her continued participation in the collaboration. 

Although Weld criticized Sarah's speaking style, his objection to her speaking on 

woman's rights suggests an underlying motive-he wanted to keep Sarah from speaking 

on that topic. Weld did not keep Sarah from lecturing on woman's rights, however, and 

their multivocal discourse made their collaboration stronger. The sisters were to deliver a 

series of lectures on abolition at the Odean in Boston, 25 but historian Ceplair writes that 

the topic of these lectures was also on "the subject of women" (xvii). Angelina defended 

the importance of Sarah's participation in these lectures; she tells Weld, "Dearest I feel 

humbled in the spirit as if I never wished to open my lips in public again-my heart 

almost rebels. Her unacceptableness has been a deeper disappointment than words can 

describe" (Angelina to Weld, 28 Mar. 1838; BID 607). Angelina compares her doubts to 
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perform to the biblical prophet Jeremiah's fears to speak; she questions her ability to 

lecture alone because she fears that she would "fail and would disgrace the cause and 

thee and myself and the dear friends of the slave" (7 April 1838; BID 624-5). In fact, 

Angelina feels that she does not have the empathy needed. She describes an intense 

period of introspection: "I prayed that I might forget thee, that is myself, and felt 

humbled and confounded to think that the poor slave had now so little place in my 

treacherous heart" (to Weld, 7 April 1838; BID 623). Angelina's fear that she had lost 

empathy for the slave at this point in which she also fears losing Sarah as a speaking 

partner, emphasizes Angelina's need for empathy before she speaks. 

When Sarah doubts whether she should continue with her public speaking, she relies 

on advise from her feminist friends. Sarah's empathy with the slave and sense of duty 

compelled her to lecture rather than follow Weld's advice to stay silent, and both 

Angelina and she went on to successfully give lectures at the Odean. After explaining to 

her friends why she had declined to deliver another lecture, Sarah's feminist supporters 

encouraged her to resume. Sarah was not only quick to write Weld and tell him 

comments from Mary Parker, she requests forgiveness for "[shrinking] from duty to the 

voice of the multitude or the voice of friendship" ( 12 April 1838; BID 633). Although 

Sarah suggests that Weld was wrong, her tone is friendly and never accusatory because 

she always considered Weld's advice to be motivated by friendship 

Examination of the Grimkes' partnership reveals that a collaboration involves a two

way agenda in which each person accomplishes her own pursuits within the context of 
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unity for a shared vision. The Grimkes remained committed: they adapted to 

circumstances and stayed working in collaboration rather than quit when obstacles arose. 

Not only was Sarah resolute to lecture as she felt moved to do so, but also when she 

became ill and could no longer lecture, she naturally shifted into a different supportive 

role through her writing, which turned out to be her strongest contribution. When the 

Grimkes were positioned in their strongest division of power, they became their most 

powerful and reached the height of their public career. Therefore, empathy and a sense 

of duty compel participation because it is based on agreement and understanding of 

another's viewpoint. Furthermore, a collaborative inherently moves people into their 

strongest areas. The Grimkes' relationship shows the incredible resiliency of a 

productive collaboration. Despite hindrances and criticism of their tactics, when the 

Grimkes were effectively positioned, they were productive and satisfied. 

This account of the Grimkes' partnership demonstrates that rhetorical training is 

greatly to credit for the success of their collaborative effort. The Grimkes had similar 

experiences and agreed on ideology, but, as I argue, their public collaboration began as a 

result of their professional training in speaking. This instruction at the agents-training 

convention was, in large part, rhetorical training. The convention served not only to 

equip the Grimkes; it also mobilized them and supplied them with many of their topics 

and inventive material for future lectures. The Grimkes, in tum, were able to mobilize 

others. Some of the Grimkes' greatest successes entailed the Grimkes' own "rhetorical 
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coaching" in a demonstration of the skills from their rhetorical training, which we discuss 

in Chapter III. 
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Notes 

1Teich states: "the empathic process remained ill-defined and little explored until [Carl] 

Rogers and [Heinz] Kohut" ("Backgrounds" 245). Teich states: "[Rogers] contributions 

were new and essential for popularizing and applying the empathic process in counseling 

and interpersonal situations" (246). 

2Quaker, George Fox, believed that "'there is that of God in every man"' (Smith 5) and 

that silence cultivates the ability to hear the divine within ( 15). 

3Sarah writes the following to Theodore Weld in which she refers to her negative 

experience with the Quakers: 

After enduring much suffering arising partly from a rebellious spirit but more 

from the fear of doing wrong I opened my lips in the ministry. I continued to 

exercise the gift committed to me by my dear Redeemer thro' an intensity of 

suffering owing to the opposition secretly made to my ministry for nine long 

years, when a circumstance occurred that has proved the means of releasing 

me from those bonds which almost destroyed my mind. (Sarah to Weld, 10 Mar. 

1837; BID 373) 

4The Grimkes follow a truncated system of spelling developed by their brother 

Thomas such as the word ar in the first line of this quotation. Because the words are still 

easy to recognize, I have chosen to abstain from using sic in these instances. 

5Clark's letter was the first correspondence between Clark and the Grimkes, and later 

they became good friends. 
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6Quaker preacher and feminist Lucretia Mott, whom Angelina met soon thereafter, was 

also from the more liberal "Hicksite" sect. 

7Elizur Wright, Jr. was the corresponding secretary of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society (Ceplair 22). 

8However, Katherine Henry contends that Angelina Grimke's sympathy for the slave 

is an "imaginative sympathy" of the slave's suffering (331 ), and in many ways, the 

sister's lives is antithetical to the slaves' experience because of their status-their 

privileged upbringing, financial independence, and freedom to travel. Even when the 

sisters empathize with the slaves and feel that they relate to the slave's predicament, the 

Grimkes live under extremely different circumstances than slaves. Therefore, the 

genuineness of the Grimkes' sympathy could be called into question. However, I hold 

their empathic stance to be sincere and productive. 

9Maria Chapman formed the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society with eight other 

women (Ceplair 8). Ceplair writes that "Chapman was second only to Garrison in the 

compass and importance of her antislavery activities" (8). 

10Angelina's perspective of working for a higher cause filled her with the assurance 

she needed to proceed with plans to speak out despite her fears. Other early women 

orators were mobilized and gained confidence from this attitude, such as Maria Stewart, 

and Quaker women, such as Elizabeth Margaret Chandler, Lucretia Mott, and Abby 

Kelley Foster. 

11See A Companion to American Women's History. 

66 



120ther critics say we cannot pin down the time, but from Sarah's comments, it is 

evident that the agents training convention in New York City had a decisive effect on 

Sarah. 

13The sisters may have had parlor meetings although they do not mention giving any in 

their letters. I agree with Katharine Du Pre Lumpkin that the start of the Grimkes' public 

speaking career began with their meeting on December 16, 1836 in a Baptist church 

session room (98). Angelina describes this meeting in a letter that she writes to Jane on 

December 1 ih. She states that the talk was on the day before and now "a beginning has 

been made'' (Ceplair 89). 

14Scottish lecturer, Fanny Wright, had spoken in America to large audiences on the 

rights of woman and other topics; however, she was considered strange and her name 

became an epithet in the land (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 3-4; Lumpkin 99). 

15W e discuss the Grimkes' detractors in chapters 3 and 5. 

16The Grimkes received training on lecture strategies for their topic at the agents 

training convention in New York City sponsored by the American Anti-Slavery Society. 

Seasoned lecturers spoke on various topics allowing for the Grimkes to emulate their 

rhetoric. Consequently, their early public writings show cogent, systematic arguments. 

Also, Angelina's writings to Jane refer to the sisters' strategies of speaking, in which they 

divide the speaking topics, which we discuss in chapter 4. 

17Ceplair's work has the word not instead of now (Ceplair 116). 
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18The Grimkes had an opportunity to promote inclusion at the Anti-Slavery Convention 

of American Women in May of 1838 when both Sarah and Angelina had been elected 

vice-presidents of the Convention. Sarah offered several resolutions, including a failed 

one regarding prejudice of color, which resolved that it was "the duty of abolitionists to 

identify themselves with these oppressed Americans, by sitting with them in places of 

worship, by appearing with them in our streets, by giving them our countenance in 

steamboats and stages, by visiting them at their homes and encouraging them to visit us, 

receiving them as we do our white fellow citizens" (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 251 ). 

19Sarah Douglass was a free African American woman who ran a "colored" children's 

school (Ceplair 117n). 

20Burke discusses identification in A Rhetoric of Motives; Language as Symbolic 

Action: Essays on Life, Literature, and Method; and Dramatism and Development. 

21 Sarah expresses her knowledge of the concept pathos when she comments to Weld 

regarding a lecture of Angelina's that the peroration was "crowned all full of solemn 

pathos & deep feeling" (to Weld, 18 Apr. 1838). [Partially printed in B/D II 646, and 

dated there as Apr. 29]. 

22 Analysis of Angelina's lecture strategies in chapter V reveals the widespread use of 

facts in her lectures. 

231 discuss Angelina's appearance before the committee in chapter V. 

24Henry Wright wrote "A Domestic Scene" in The Liberator VII, 118 (B/D 455n). 
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25The Odean, previously called the Boston Theater, could seat three thousand people 

(Lumpkin 139). 
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CHAPTER III 

COLLABORATION AS TRUTH TELLING 

"I believe that we ought not now to retreat from the ground we have taken and that if we 

do this it will only make harder work at some future day, therefore I say keep the 'honest, 

straight forward course'. Do the lords will in simplicity and leave the consequences in 

his hands." 

Sarah Grimke, 183 7 

Although Sarah and Angelina Grimke quickly gained a public platform, opponents of 

the Grimkes challenged their right to speak in public, and others functioned as dissidents 

who disagreed with their speaking and writing on woman's rights. In his published 

lecture series (1983), Michel Foucault discusses the word parrhesia. I will use 

Foucault's concept of parrhesia to examine how the Grimkes assume the right to speak 

"democratic" parrhesia, in which the parrhesiastes reveals what is best for political 

institutions and "Socratic" parrhesia, in which the parrhesiastes instructs an interlocutor 

on living according to ethical standards. Additionally, in this chapter, I will explore the 

Grimkes in the context of parrhesia as they address two related exigencies: prejudice 

against women as lecturers and the need for men and women to be equipped with 

arguments to defend woman's right to speak publicly. In the first section, I will discuss 
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the Grimkes' parrhesiastic role and their language of civic discourse. Next, I will explore 

how opposition from religious institutions and close friends hones the Grimkes' purpose. 

Then, I will show how Sarah discovers her place in the collaboration through writing. 

Finally, I will demonstrate how the Grimkes gain support through rhetorical coaching. 

Foucault explains that parrhesiastes functioning in the political arena take part in a 

"game" between logos, truth, and nomos (law) (Fearless 102) by criticizing the demos 

(populous) or the sovereign. 1 Therefore, the parrhesiastes has a pedagogical role as he 

enlightens the people on what is best for the city. Foucault refers to ancient Greek works 

wherein the right to free speech distinguishes the citizen from those who are silenced 

from criticizing: the alien and the slave. He gives specific occurrences of parrhesia in 

the following six tragedies of Euripides: Phoenician Women; Hippolytus; The Bacchae; 

Electra; Jon; and Orestes .2 In ancient Greece, parrhesia was a type of public speech, yet 

citizenship did not guarantee free speech because one had to have honor as well as come 

from a respectable family, so in the first use of this word, the proper ethos required a 

social as well as moral quality of knowing the truth and conveying it to others (30-1 ). 

We see this concern in Garrison as he promotes Angelina Grimke' s high social status 

when he publishes her letter to him noting that it is from "a sister of the departed 

Grimke" (Ceplair 24),3 a respected lawyer. 

Both Grimke sisters are parrhesiastes, simultaneously active in truth telling. At the 

height of their public career Sarah writes on woman's rights while Angelina freely speaks 

on anti-slavery. The Grimkes call speaking on woman's rights the "new contest,"
4 

which 
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comes with new challenges that they overcome as they keep their roles as parrhesiastes. 

They form a division of labor when they encounter individual resistance and prejudice: 

Sarah, through her writing, fills the need of a coherent, systematized defense of woman's 

right to speak, so Angelina does not need to defend herself. Each woman's agency is 

strengthened because of the other's activities. Despite danger and obstacles in this 

"contest" in which the Grimkes defend their right to speak, the sisters continue to lecture. 

In fact, it was angry mobs' attacks on Garrison, Weld, and other abolitionists that inspire 

Angelina to write to Garrison for the first time: "If persecution is the means which God 

has ordained for the accomplishment of this great end, EMANCIPATION; then, in 

dependence upon him for strength to bear it, I feel as if I could say, LET IT COME; for it 

is my deep, solemn, deliberate conviction, that this is a cause worth dying for" ( to 

Garrison; Ceplair 26). The Grimkes later demonstrate their courage as they fearlessly 

walk through crowds of hostile mobs on their way to speaking engagements. 

In the middle of their speaking tour, the Grimkes encounter another obstacle when 

their function as a unit is challenged after Sarah develops a lingering cough and cannot 

lecture. However, Sarah's enthusiasm for reform work does not wane with her illness, 

and she commits herself to writing more, especially on woman's rights. With this 

redistribution of roles, the sisters become stronger as a unit. We see each collaborator 

functioning in her strongest role as a parrhesiastes, and thus properly positioned, they can 

deflect harm from attacks. 
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Angelina responds to the exigency of prejudice against women speaking publicly by 

beginning to openly discuss the topic at the Grimkes' weekly meeting at a Baptist church 

in New York on February 2, 1837.5 The lecture on this day is one of the first times that 

woman's rights are publicly defended by a woman in America. In her "New York 

Lecture on Slavery, a Political Subject," Angelina references biblical figures, historical 

figures, as well as one contemporary woman. Furthermore, Grimke begins applying the 

civic discourse of parrhesia in her speech. She explains to Jane Smith: "I tryd to 

enlighten our sisters a little in their rights & dutys." In this event, we can identify 

Angelina as a parrhesiastes by her frankness in establishing woman's rightful role in 

society. At the New York meeting, the Grimkes spoke in a complimentary fashion. 

Sarah spoke one hour on slavery's effects on the soul; then, Angelina introduced an 

argument for women's public activity while using the language of civic discourse. 

Angelina reveals that she "finished off with some remarks on the popular objection that 

slavery is a political subject; therefore, women shouldn't become involved." Despite her 

brief appearance during these concluding remarks, Angelina presented some key ideas 

regarding women' s place in public discourse. Angelina acknowledged that she was 

speaking on a political subject and proceeded to illustrate that "women were citizens & 

had dutys to perform to their country as well as men" (4 Feb. 1837; Ceplair 117).6 We 

see here that just as a sense of duty motivates the Grimkes' reform work, the sisters 

frequently inspire a sense of duty in their audience. 
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Angelina writes Jane about referencing historical women who fulfilled duties despite 

danger. She reveals, "I instanced Miriam, Deborah, Esther &c-Volemmia & Virgilia, 

Sabine women, Joan of Arc" and includes in her list a woman whom she describes as 

"noble." The sisters use the descriptive word noble to describe not only the ethos of 

certain people, but also those who commit to woman's rights. We see here a noble 

person picking noble examples and thereby encouraging her audience to rise up and take 

action as well. Angelina describes the audience as enthralled. She notes that the room 

was very cold, yet "no one moved until some time after the meeting closed: they sat as if 

they wanted to hear more. But we tho't 2 hours was long enough to keep them" In the 

same letter, Sarah expresses that she also becomes active in the new topic of discussion, 

and she shares her own views of women, noting that "Eliza Follen, the Professor's wife, 

she is a very interesting woman & seemd quite delighted at my vision on woman's duty 

as a citizen" ( 4 Feb. 1837). Follen's reaction suggests that the Grimkes establish a 

rapport with their audience of women that serves to encourage them to take action. 

Because of the Massachusetts women's receptivity, Boston is a productive 

environment for the sisters as they continue to take on the subject of woman's rights in 

another state.7 At this date, women's role was a foremost concern of the sisters. 

Angelina gives an account of a meeting in which she did not intend to speak; however, 

she excitedly tells that she "opend [her] mouth" to the approximately three hundred 

present. Angelina relates that Sarah and she introduced a subject which "[she] doubt[ s] 

not was new to many" (29 May 1837; Ceplair 142), the subject of women's role in 

74 



reform. Undoubtedly, Angelina is compelled to speak since it is a favorite topic and the 

sisters' labor is not yet diversified. 

In Boston, the sisters help mobilize the women by teaching them that good citizenship 

involves reform effort, and reform needs to begin in themselves, suggesting that they 

conform to a requisite of parrhesia, consistency between one's beliefs and actions. 

Angelina laments that women's feelings and thoughts toward their own ideas are low and 

that women do not use their potential because they are restrained and embarrassed ( to 

Smith, 29 May 1837; Ceplair 142). Angelina studied human rights the summer of 1837 

and was awakened to woman's rights. She writes Jane: "I verily believed in female 

subordination until very recently" (26 Oct 183 7). Angelina recognizes that woman's 

intellectual subordination keeps her from public discourse and she identifies the ideal 

characteristics of such discourse. She contends: "If we regarded each other as moral & 

intellectual beings merely, how pure & elevated & dignified would be our feelings 

towards, & intercourse with [men]" (29 May 1837; Ceplair 142). However, she knows 

that women must accordingly think well of themselves before they can have equality or 

confidently participate in civic discourse. 

Besides referring to a right to speak for the good of society, parrhesia is also used in 

literature in connection with an attitude and choice of life-style (bios). Instead of an 

interplay between logos (rational discourse), truth, and nomos, there is an interplay 

between logos, truth, and bios.8 Foucault distinguishes a type of parrhesiastic role which 

pertains to instruction and involves Socratic dialogue. This encounter is epistemic in 
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nature in which an instructive one-on-one discourse leads the interlocutor to discover 

whether or not there is a relation between the logos that he uses and his bios, the way that 

he lives (Foucault, Fearless 97). Foucault explains: "one becomes willing to care for the 

manner in which he lives the rest of his life wanting now to live in the best possible way; 

and this willingness takes the form of a zeal to learn and to educate oneself no matter 

what one' s age" (98). The teacher's role is one of a "touchstone" or "basanos" in which 

he can test others' consistency because there is an accord between what he says (logoi) 

with his actions (erga) (100-1); thus, this "bios-logos" harmony of the speaker is the most 

important aspect of Socratic dialogue because it gives the instructor the authority to teach 

on truths. The Grimkes prove their own consistency through language that shows their 

work for abolition and woman's rights and through their sacrificial actions: giving up 

their previous life and relocating to the North as well as developing a lifestyle compatible 

with their beliefs, such as not eating slave labor produce. 

The parrhesiastes understands the role of a "touchstone" as one who can be used to 

test ethos in the sense that he reveals the consistency of a person's words and his or her 

life. Accordingly, at times Angelina depends on Jane's advice to know if the tone and 

content of her work are acceptable according to the parrhesiastic standard of truth. She 

requests of Jane: "Read my letters dear & tell me whether they are written in a wrong 

spirit. I know that Brother Weld & thou will tell me the truth. I sent thee the Appeal 

from Boston a few days ago- tell me what thou thinkest of that also." (Angelina to Smith, 

26 June 1837). Angelina also asks Jane to critique letters to Catherine Beecher on the 
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subject of woman, specifically for severity oftone.9 She asks her to respond not just 

intellectually, but inquires: "How did the spirit feel?" (26 Oct. 1837). Angelina, herself, 

is moved to tears when she reads her letters on woman to Sarah, but she does not believe 

that it will bring about sympathy (pathos) in Beecher. She comments: "I have no hope of 

converting C-because I fear she has not the heart of a woman" (26 Oct. 183 7) although 

Angelina does hope to convert a larger audience through her published response to 

Beecher. 

The issue of women's rights and roles makes the sisters more passionate as their cause 

becomes more personal, and they naturally become critical of those who stand in the way 

of women's freedom. Regarding Beecher's book, Angelina states: "I do not know how I 

shall find language strong enough to express my indignation at the view she takes of 

woman's character & duty" (to Smith, 26 June 1837; Ceplair 145~6). She explains that 

the National Intelligencer reviewed Beecher's book, which she supposes was written by 

Lucretia Mott, but, she complains "it is not half strong enough" (Angelina to Smith, 26 

June 1837). Here, Angelina complains of Mott's restraint of criticism of women's 

oppression, yet Mott is a woman who is perceived as a great feminist radical of the day 

having the distinction as the key individual who apprenticed Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 

feminism (DuBois 11-12). The Grimkes are outspoken and radical even in comparison to 

others who are considered radicals-they function as a "touchstone" of feminist behavior 

and as a plumb line for measuring radical behavior. 
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Sarah writes a brief note in Angelina's letter on June 26 showing her own increasing 

interest in the rights of women, which indicates where her pathos lies. She tells Jane and 

others to read Harriet Martineau. She states: "I have only read some extracts but she 

came out nobly for the rights of Women." Consequently, Sarah's interest in woman's 

rights increases the productivity and satisfaction of the Grimkes' work together. 

Angelina states: "Sister S enjoys more real comfort of mind that I ever saw her enjoy 

before & it is delightful to be thus yoked with her in this work (to Smith, 26 June 1837). 

Sarah's passion for woman's rights impacts their partnership because they gain an equal 

zeal in their collaboration, and they have a strong bios/logos link because their actions 

mirror their words. The women work well together as parrhesiastes because they have 

the same experience regarding resistance to their right to speak and the same sense of 

duty regarding their message. They are equal in their courage to speak the truth and 

criticize the majority and those in position above them, and they are equally radical. 

Therefore, collaboration supports confrontational discourse because it empowers them as 

a team so that they can resist dominant discourse. 

The fact that the Grimkes need to be strong and radical in their collaboration is evident 

when they live up to the challenge of a historical public debate, the first between men and 

women in the United States. The debate was scheduled when two men at the Grimkes' 

lecture in Amesbury expressed opposing views of southern slavery. Because of a full 

speaking schedule, the formal debate was scheduled in Amesbury for a few weeks later 

on July 19, 1837. In a letter to Smith, Angelina describes the circumstances that set the 
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scene for this event, which illustrates how the women are able to effectively work 

together. She states that immediately upon being seated in the pulpit they were handed a 

letter from some men who had visited the South and believed differently than they did. 

Sarah read the letter before the audience and invited the men to share their opinions. 

Consequently, the Grimkes and the men had a discussion for about an hour, and the 

Grimkes noted that the men's remarks revealed that "They were inconsistent" (26 June 

1837). The Grimkes discern this discrepancy by their role as '"touchstone"' that tests the 

consistency between a person's life and the logos of his thinking (Foucault 97). After 

Angelina spoke, the men stood and asked for another "free discussion," which they set 

for a few weeks later. This meeting, which became known as the Amesbury debate, 

turned out to be a door of opportunity for the sisters to champion woman's rights. 

The feminists' language reveals that they considered the Amesbury debate a critical 

event for the advancement of women. For instance, in Groton they met Anne Weston 

[Maria Weston Chapman's sister] who said "the Boston women [ would] stand by [them] 

in the contest for woman's rights, [and] that they were very glad to find [the Grimkes] 

had accepted the challenge of a discussion at Amesbury on account of its bearings on the 

province of woman &c" (Angelina to Smith, 10 Aug. 1837, Ceplair 276). The Grimkes 

successfully use a biblically based argument in the discussion to argue against slavery. In 

this situation, the Grimkes work as parrhesiastes to reveal the men's bias toward slavery, 

and since the sisters also represent women and their right to speak, the debate is a success 

on all accounts. Increasing discussion about woman's right to speak makes the Grimkes 
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cognizant of their role as forerunners for woman's rights, and they have an understanding 

that they inspire others to be ethical and enlightened reformers for the cause. At the end 

of the Grimkes' public speaking career, Sarah writes concerning the impact of their 

parrhesiastic discourse: "We greatly hope dear M. Chapman will commence lecturing & 

that the spark we have been permitted to kindle on the Woman question will never go 

out..." (24 Mar. 1838; Ceplair 314); so as forerunners, the Grimkes feel that their efforts 

enable those who come after them to progress in woman's rights. 

Parrhesia involves a techne, an art that requires taking into consideration the 

circumstances surrounding a situation including right timing (110-111 ). Angelina 

demonstrates this awareness when she describes the sisters' position and identity as their 

"womanhood" rather than their role as speakers. Such a description highlights their 

objectives for woman's rights. Angelina declares in a letter to Smith: "But our 

womanhood-it is as great offense to some as our abolitionism," continuing "The whole 

land seems roused to discussion on the province of woman, & I am glad of it." The 

Grimkes respond by taking advantage of kairos, the opportune time in which a person 

speaks or takes action. Angelina expresses their courage as a team: "We are willing to 

bear the brunt of the storm, if we can only be the means of making a breach in the wall of 

public opinion, which lies right in the way of woman's true dignity, honor & usefulness" 

(25 Jul. 1837; Ceplair 272). Angelina relates to Weld the importance of their new work 

for woman's rights and states: "we are placed very unexpectedly in a very trying 

situation, in the forefront of an entirely new contest-a contest for the rights of woman as 
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a moral, intelligent, and responsible being" ( 12 Aug. 183 7; BID 415). The issue of 

kairos is important in parrhesia because in ancient Greece, men would go to the agora to 

assemble for public debate and parrhesiastes would participate at opportune moments 

(Foucault, Fearless 67-8). 

The Grimkes always look for the kairotic opportunity to go forward with radical plans 

of women' s activism despite danger. Once again, Angelina expresses that the sisters are 

even more radical than a leading feminist of the day, this time, Harriet Martineau. 

Although Martineau states: '"God and man know that the time has not come for women 

to make their injuries even heard of,"' Angelina believes differently. She announces: "it 

seems as tho ' [the time] had come now and that the exigency must be met with the 

firmness and faith of woman in by gone ages." Angelina regrets that this issue comes up 

before the slavery question is resolved, but she states: "this must be the Lord's time and 

therefore the best time, for it seems to have been brought about by a concatenation of 

circumstances over which we had no control" (12 Aug. 1837; BID 415). Consequently, 

the Grimkes have a collaborative relationship with their deity. In contrast, Foucault 

shows that in Jon (C. 418-417 B.C.), the prophetic god, Apollo, conceals truth from 

people that are inquiring of him. He explains that Apollo is an anti-parrhesiastes because 

"he uses his power, his freedom, and his superiority to cover up what he has done" 

(Fearless 44), keeping Ion from discovering knowledge. However, the Grimkes interpret 

circumstances as truthful communication from God. They believe that some events are 

divinely inspired, revealing their assignments and determining their timing for work.
10 
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The Grimkes always have their eye on future obstacles and often interpret them as a 

way to focus their direction. The threat that they will not have a platform on which to 

speak causes them to accomplish all they can while they have time because opposition 

against them hinders their influence. Sarah argues, "I believe that we ought not now to 

retreat from the ground we have taken and that if we do this it will only make harder 

work at some future day, therefore I say keep the 'honest, straight forward course'. Do 

the lords will in simplicity and leave the consequences in his hands" (to Wright, 12 Aug. 

1837; BID 419-20). She states: "[the Lord] has very unexpectedly made us the means of 

bringing up the discussion of the question of womans preaching, and all we have to do is 

to do our duty and meet the results with patience" (12 Aug. 1837; BID 420), which is to 

introduce the topic of woman's rights despite the danger of persecution. 

Angelina indicates to Weld and Whittier that they foresee speaking publicly on 

woman's rights in the future, and, therefore, should prepare to do so because an exigency 

will arise as the public will demand, '"by what authority doest thou this thing,'" creating 

a need to answer the question. Angelina shares their strategy of connecting woman's 

rights to duty: "We never mention women's rights in our lectures except so far as is 

necessary to urge [women] to meet their responsibilities. We speak of their 

responsibilities and leave them to infer their rights" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 432). Foucault 

explains that the parrhesiastes feels a duty to tell the truth (Fearless 19), and the Grimkes 

expect this same attribute in their audience members. In a letter written to Smith, 

Angelina describes how she educates her audience on human rights. She states: "I tell 
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them that this is a part of the great doctrine of Human rights & can no more be separated 

from Emancipation than the light from the heat of the sun; the rights of the slave & 

woman blend like the colores of the rainbow" (26 Aug. 1837; Ceplair 286). Angelina's 

demonstration of the interrelatedness of issues is evidence of her role as a parrhesiastes 

since her comments reveal an understanding of the need for consistency in one' s beliefs. 

The Grimkes use this close association as a syllogistic strategy to equip women with an 

understanding of their rights. As a collaborative team, the sisters not only speak of 

women's responsibilities, they are living examples exercising the right to speak. As 

speakers, they provide an example of the second premise of the following enthymeme: 

premise one: women have responsibilities; premise two: in order to act on their 

responsibilities, women have to speak publicly; therefore, women have the right to speak 

publicly. 

Opposition Hones the Grimkes' Purpose 

When the Grimkes encountered resistance to their agenda, they always functioned in 

some form of collaboration. I discussed how Angelina and Sarah collaboratively 

performed in the first public debate between men and women above. I will discuss below 

how they also partner to confront Quakers' , their friends', and pastors' objections. 

Angelina is adamant that people do not misunderstand that their being Quakers is "an 

excuse for [their] speaking in public. 11 Angelina states: "we do not stand on this ground 

at all ; we ask no favors for ourselves, but claim rights for our sex" (to Weld, 12 Aug. 

183 7; BID 416). In fact, the Grimkes expect the Quakers to disavow them. Angelina 
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writes: "the fact of our being [Quaker] members is sometimes urged in the papers as a 

reason why our ' public speaking is rendered more tolerable,' I suppose they will be still 

more desirous of disavowing their connection with us. But we feel as if we had nothing 

to do with what Editors say & they do about us" (to Jane, 26 June 1837). If it is right for 

women to lecture or preach, she exhorts: "let all women who have gifts, 'mind their 

calling' and enjoy 'the liberty wherewith Christ hath made them free"' (to Weld, 12 Aug. 

183 7; BID 416). The Grimkes' desire nothing less than for women to gain unrestricted 

right to speak in all denominations and all circumstances. However, two of their closest 

friends, Weld and Whittier, challenge their speaking on woman's rights. 

In Socratic dialogue, discussion allows the parrhesiastes to ask questions in order to 

instruct others. We see the Grimkes using this type of pedagogy on Weld and Whittier 

with whom they have an extended dialogue through a series of letters to the sisters urging 

them to give up speaking and writing on woman's rights. The men are not supportive 

and fear that their efforts will hurt the anti-slavery cause. They contend, "the wrongs of 

the Slave are so much greater than the wrongs of woman they ought not to be 

confounded" (Angelina to Smith, 26 Aug. [1837]). Whittier tries to convict the sisters' 

conscience and demean the cause for women, stating: "Is it not forgetting the great and 

dreadful wrongs of the slave in a selfish crusade against some paltry grievance of our 

own? (14 Aug. 1837; BID 424). Later, Weld writes to both sisters and states that he 

regrets they are writing articles in papers on "the rights of woman" (15 Aug. 1837; BID 

425; Ceplair 280). After they received the letter from Whittier and three from Weld on 
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the same topic, 12 Angelina indicates that Sarah and she will collaborate and "answer them 

on one sheet and jointly" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 427), although the letter is actually 

addressed by Angelina. The Grimkes not only gain confidence from this joint work, they 

create a more powerful confrontation than they could alone. 

In their correspondence to Weld and Whittier, the Grimkes argue for an immediate 

need for the public's education on woman's rights. The Grimkes assert that there is much 

ignorance concerning the subject of woman's rights, and although "Some few noble 

minds bursting thro' the trammels of educational prejudice FEEL that woman does stand 

on the same platform of human rights with man" (20 Aug. 1837), men and women are not 

instructed in the arguments that they need. The Grimkes' recognition of this need 

inspires their sense of duty to educate the people. Likewise, the honest orator has a 

pedagogical role opposing the demos when its actions and beliefs do not serve society's 

best interest, which contrasts her to the orator that supports the people's desires 

(Foucault, Fearless 81-2). 13 Motivated by this desire to equip the people with arguments, 

the Grimkes begin to use a Socratic-type of dialogue by asking questions and responding 

with both implied and direct answers within their letters. The Grimkes use this type of 

instruction with both Weld and Whittier. 

Foucault takes up a lengthy discussion on a specific type of parrhesia, Socratic 

parrhesia, which we will use to analyze the dialogic exchange between Sarah and 

Angelina and Weld and Whittier. Angelina uses Weld and Whittier's response to the 

sisters' public activity on woman's rights as an opportunity to invite a Socratic 
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parrhesiastic encounter to educate them on women's need for education. First, Angelina 

boldly asserts: "we are confident that there are scores of such minds panting after light on 

this subject: "the children ask for bread and no MAN giveth it unto them." Then she puts 

forth a question since there is such a need: "is it wrong to give those views in a series of 

letters in a paper NOT devoted to Abolition?" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 429). Before asking 

another question Angelina explains the oppression and silencing of women: "we are 

gravely told that we are out of our sphere even when we circulate petitions; out of our 

"appropriate sphere" when we speak to women only; and out of them when we sing in the 

churches. Silence is our province, submission our duty." She implies the resolution in 

the following rhetorical question: "If then we 'give no reason for the hope that is in us', 

that we have equal rights with our brethren, how can we expect to be permitted much 

longer to exercise those rights?" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 429). Angelina demonstrates that 

she is concerned about her own character, or ethos, and therefore, is qualified as a 

touchstone: "IF I know my own heart, I am Not actuated by any selfish considerations." 

She then switches to first person plural to show the teamwork involved in reformation for 

the whole of women as she continues: "but we are actuated by the full conviction that if 

we are to do any good in the Anti-Slavery cause, our right to labor in it must be firmly 

established; not on the ground of Quakerism, but on the only firm bases of human rights, 

the Bible" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 429). Her resolve so clearly spoken does not waver 

against Weld and Whittier's opposition. 
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Both Whittier and Angelina believe conversation will change the others' mind. 

Whittier states: "I am anxious, too, to hold a long conversation with you on the subject of 

war, human government, and church and family government" (14 Aug. 1837; BID 423). 

Playing on Whittier's words, Angelina responds: "O that you were here that we might 

have a good long, long talk over matters and things, then I could explain myself far 

better," indicating that a dialogue would convince Whittier that abolition's success is 

dependent on the "stumbling block[ s ]" removal, so women can defend their right to speak 

(20 Aug. 1837; BID 429). Although the men highlight concern for African Americans, 

Angelina does not address the sufferings of the slave in this particular letter, rather, she 

indicates how the slaves' problem relates to woman's rights. Angelina proceeds to act 

out a dialogue with the men by asking and answering a question as well as by responding 

to hypothetical scenarios. 

Angelina indirectly refers to religious leaders' appeals against women's public 

speaking in her question, "how can we expect to be able to hold meetings much longer 

when people are so diligently taught to despise us for thus stepping out of the sphere of 

woman!' (20 Aug. 1837; BID 429-30). She uses this problem to suggest that they are in a 

kairotic time as she strongly asserts: "we must meet it, and meet it now and meet it like 

women in the fear of the Lord" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 430). Angelina turns the tables and 

connects the ministers, themselves, with keeping the slaves in bondage by silencing those 

who would speak out on the slaves' behalf. 14 She asserts that the ministers are trying to 

convince the people that as the Grimkes "open [their] mouths for the dumb [they] are 
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breaking a divine command," and therefore, they would have no audience no matter how 

skilled and knowledgeable their speech. She states: "even if we spoke with the tongues 

of men or of angels, we should have no hearers. They are springing a deep mine beneath 

our feet, and we shall very soon be compelled to retreat for we shall have no ground to 

stand on." Angelina responds to the men's attempt to discourage them from holding their 

ground by revealing the undesirable logical conclusion: "If we surrender the right to 

speak to the public this year, we must surrender the right to petition next year and the 

right to write the year after and so on" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 430). Again, opposition 

drives the Grimkes forward because they feel that resistance makes it all the more 

important to establish the right. 15 After establishing the right for woman to express her 

voice, Sarah takes the opportunity to disclose her opinion in a letter to Weld. 

Sarah also uses a Socratic technique by employing a critical and pedagogical 

parrhesiastic role as she argues for women's education. She proceeds to tum the tables 

on him. First, she states: "we have done exactly what thou sayest we ought to have done, 

gone right among the ministers and lectured just when and where we could" (20 Sept. 

183 7; BID 449). Here, Sarah emphasizes the Grimkes' good ethos as honest orators 

because the women are courageous enough to instruct men. Sarah then shifts the focus to 

the arena that Weld considers them all to be a part of: moral reform. She states: "I agree 

with thee that moral reform is successfully advanced 'by uplifting a great self-evident 

central principle before all eyes."' She continues: "This has been done by proclaiming 

human rights." Then, she indicates that proclaiming human rights "prepared for the 
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reception of the doctrine of womans rights." Finally, Sarah connects women's thinking 

and acting for themselves with effective laboring for the anti-slavery cause as well as 

other reformations. She states: "we believe that if women exercised their rights of 

thinking and acting for themselves, they would labor ten times more efficiently than they 

now do for the [anti-slavery] cause and all other reformations" (20 Sept. 1837; BID 450). 

Sarah' s line of argument concludes that their followers could benefit society. Therefore, 

Sarah orders women's education as a prerequisite above other reformations, and her line 

of argument suggests that education will equip their followers to effectively help society. 

Just as the sisters use dialogue with their friends to argue for woman's rights, they 

share a desire for discussion with the public in order to educate them. Angelina writes 

Smith: "We know that our views on this subject are quite new to the mass of the people 

of this State & think it best to throw them open for their consideration, just letting them 

have both sides of the argument to look at, at the same time" (26 Aug. 183 7; Ceplair 

286). The women's objectives strengthen their ethos and, therefore, their credibility as 

touchstones. They prioritize their duty to speak publicly and greatly desire to mobilize 

others despite strong opposition to their public career. 

Of all those opposing the Grimkes' activism," ministers are their strongest detractors. 

Angelina writes: "No doubt HCW told you that a storm was gathering all around against 

our womanhood; the Ministers especially are in great trepidation, & I should not be at all 

surprised, if in 3 months almost every pulpit was closed against us." However, again 

Angelina expresses her belief that opposition serves a higher purpose. She writes: "I 
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wonder not that some think there is danger of my thinking 'more highly of myself than I 

ought to think'-There is danger, & therefore I believe the Lord is mercifully preparing 

an opposition to our labor which I trust will tend to humble & keep us at the foot of the 

Cross" (to Smith, 10 Aug. 1837). Through their humility, the Grimkes keep their ethos in 

check so that they will be qualified to use parrhesia to confront those who oppose 

women speaking publicly. 

Specifically, Angelina turns the tables and refers to clerical letters as instigating the 

subject of woman's rights and starting the dialogue on the topic. The "Pastoral Letter: 

The General Association of Massachusetts to the Churches Under Their Care" was read 

from pulpits and published July 12, 1837 in the New England Spectator. The polemic 

attacked Garrisonian abolitionists and women abolitionist agents (Ceplair 139). 

Therefore, the pastoral letter, as the first of a series of critical appeals, instigates the stasis 

of the argument, woman's right to address public audiences. The pastoral letter omits 

naming the Grimkes, but refers to the "dangers" of women's public activities. 

Interpreting the pastoral letter as an exigency, Angelina argues, "This Letter then roused 

the attention of the whole country to enquire what right we had to open our mouths for 

the dumb." She proceeds to state their objective, which shows use of kairos: "We will 

settle this right before we go one step further. The time to assert a right is the time when 

that right is denied. We must establish this right for if we do not, it will be impossible for 

us to go on with the work of Emancipation" (to Weld and Whittier, 20 Aug. [1837]; BID 
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428). 16 Together, the Grimkes react courageously to the pastoral letter, showing resolve 

to form an argument for woman's rights. 

However, establishing woman's rights requires that the Grimkes criticize formal 

institutions of Christianity, which Angelina and Sarah do by identifying themselves with 

the prophets. With understanding that the structure of church oppressed African 

Americans and women, Angelina responds to the tremendous amount of opposition from 

formal institutions of Christianity: "What kind of Religion have we now-a mere 

theoretical skeleton, almost entirely destitute of practice" (to Smith, 26 Aug. [1837]; 

Ceplair 285). Sarah explains to Douglass that in order to change society, both men and 

women Christian reformers will have to speak just like the prophets of old and continue 

to preach because people forget about the "monster" of slavery (22 Oct. 1837; BID 469). 

Furthermore, Angelina boldly criticizes the contemporary church and prophesies, herself: 

"The whole Church Government must come down, the clergy stand right in the way of 

reform, and I do not know but this stumbling block too must be removed before Slavery 

can be abolished, for the system is supported by them; it could not exist without the 

Church as it is called. This grand principle must be mooted, discussed, and established 

viz" (20 Aug. [1837]; BID 431). Angelina's parrhesiastic statements indicate that she is 

willing to confront every institution that stands in the way of human rights. 

Sarah's Place in the Collaboration 

After the pastoral letter was published criticizing women public speakers, Mary Parker 

requested that the Grimkes write weekly on the topic of woman for the Spectator, a 
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Boston newspaper. Angelina writes that the decision was a collaborative effort. She 

states: "[they] consulted together and viewed this unexpected opportunity of throwing our 

views before the public as providential." In a letter to Weld, Sarah reasons: "My cough 

rendered me incapable of speaking in public. Of course I did not require time to prepare 

lectures and I really cannot see where is the harm of my writing on any other subject that 

presented to my mind" (20 Aug. 1837; BID 448). In a joint letter to Smith, Sarah 

proclaims the benefits of being sick. She states: "it furnishes a reason for me to be silent 

& leave dear A.E.G. to do the work to wh. I believe God has specially appointed her" (26 

Aug. [ 183 7]; Lumpkin 115) because she believes that she hinders Angelina's "better" 

work. Sarah reasons that the schedule of daily meetings was too hard on Angelina's 

health and states: "I regard the present check to my labors as a kind interference on the 

part of her master to prevent her from wearing herself out [.] I feel peaceful in my silence 

& better able to write on the rights of women & that is an important work & a hard 

contest it will be" (26 Aug.183 7]). Sarah is quick to enter her new role because she 

realizes it is critical for the success of woman's rights. 

In an interesting analogy, Sarah states: "We were the followers and aiders of the 

Reformers, but we bro 't no new artillery into the field; we used the weapons others had 

used before us." In other words, Sarah argues that speaking and writing are the 

"weapons" ofreform and that they, as reformers and as public figures, are using the 

appropriate vehicles of reform. Sarah describes the need to defend their right to speak by 

saying, "in every place that we lectured the subject of our speaking in public was up for 
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discussion. My reason for giving my views with my name was simply because I wished 

to be answerable for those views" (20 Sept. 1837; BID 448). Sarah's Letters on the 

Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman serves as an authoritative statement on 

woman's rights. 

Sarah defends the pair's work presenting their views to the public. She explains that 

her letters in the Spectator are "a very important branch of human rights, second to no 

other" (20 Sept. 1837; BID 448). Angelina appends to this letter a statement that 

expresses that she is one who maintains her loyalty to the slaves although she also 

advocates rights for all humans and asserts: "I can truly say that whenever I lecture I 

forget every thing but the SLAVE. HE is all for the time being." Angelina enforces her 

understanding of the division of labor; referring to Sarah's letters on woman, she tells 

Weld "let every woman bear her own burden" (20 Sept. 1837; BID 450). With this 

collaborative strategy, both the slave's cause and woman's rights gain the most effective 

attention, and as a unit, the Grimkes can maintain a strong connection between their logos 

and their bios as parrhesiastes. 

Although Sarah emphasizes that "[her] letters are quietly received," she suggests to 

Weld that because the women are receiving information, they are rightfully gaining 

understanding. She challenges: "I cannot see why minds may not be exercised on more 

than one point without injury to any" (20 Sept. 1837; BID 449). So although they do not 

bring in "new artillery," they do introduce new topics of discussion. Sarah's letters are 

an educational tool for men and women-they introduce new ideas and are a place in 
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which the women can go for information that inspires and mobilizes them. Angelina 

writes: "I am still glad of Sisters Letters & believe they are doing great good." Angelina 

asserts that those who agree with woman's rights have high virtues, and she reveals that 

these women are the reason for Sarah's continued efforts, saying "Some nobleminded 

women cheer her on, & she feels encouraged to persevere, the brethren notwithstanding" 

(26 Aug. [1837]; Ceplair 286). Because of this welcoming reception, Sarah confidently 

prioritizes writing on woman's rights. 

However, many abolitionists want to keep out topics other than abolition, including 

"writing on the rights of woman." Angelina expresses: "O! ifl only saw they were right 

& we were wrong, I would quit immediately" (Angelina to Jane, 15 Sept. [1837]; Ceplair 

289), suggesting that the Grimkes did not allow other abolitionists to deter them from 

speaking and writing because they knew that they were right despite the opposition of 

respected friends. 17 The Grimkes' knowledge of the truth and their criticism of those who 

oppose them despite the danger of their reactions consequently distinguishes the sisters as 

parrhesiastes. 

The sisters' perseverance is rewarded when five months after their discouragement 

from Weld and Whittier, they receive the opportunity to speak before the Massachusetts 

Legislature. Angelina and Sarah's sense of duty as parrhesiastes is especially evident 

when they decide to speak before this body of high governmental influence. 
18 

When 

Henry Stanton proposes to Angelina that she should speak to the Legislative Committee, 

she decides after he leaves that" [she] must do it" (11 Feb. 1838; BID 538). The next 
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day Sarah writes Weld noting that Angelina has the opportunity to address the 

Committee. However, Sarah's own sense of duty compels her to include herself as she 

states: "the path of duty is clear before us and I trust we shall not flinch tho' all men 

forsake us" (12 Feb. 1838; 541). Sarah's switch to the word our shows her resolve to 

speak in front of the governmental body as well. Sarah's official inclusion by Angelina is 

documented when Angelina writes to Jane Smith regarding the circumstances of their 

meeting: she states: I, which she crosses out, then writes: "we wrote to James Alford the 

Chairman of the Com of the Leg." Angelina explains: "Sister felt as if she had something 

to say also" (22 Feb. 183 8; Lumpkin 132); therefore, psychologically, the sisters retain 

their connection as a unit during this high point in their public career. 

The strength and impact of collaboration resonates in Angelina's list of plural words 

describing their position and duty to speak before the legislature: '"as citizens of the U.S., 

as Southerners, as repentant Slave-holders, as moral beings.' & on our own 

responsibility" (22 Feb. 1838). In a letter to Weld, Sarah explains: "I thought Angelina 

would do so much better than I could that I was desirous of leaving it all to her, but the 

burthen was heavier than I could bear, and I felt that if on such an occasion I declined to 

bear my testimony against slavery I could not be guiltless" (8 Feb. 1838; BID 553). Just 

as Sarah is faithful to follow her convictions and write on woman's rights, she follows 

her sense of duty and desire to speak before the Legislature. 

Although Sarah becomes ill and cannot attend the first meeting, these meetings are 

particularly significant because Angelina represents all women. Sarah expresses to Weld, 
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"After all WE are considered a species of property; but I hope better times are coming as 

women are permitted to appear before the Legislature" (16 Feb. 1838; BID 552). 

Angelina feels that Sarah and she have been liberated in a sense: "O! how my soul 

rejoices, yea exults in that emancipation which has been wrought out for Sister and 

myself. For many years I felt as if I was compelled to drag the chain and wear the collar 

on my struggling spirit as truly as the poor slave was on his body" (to Douglass, 25 Feb. 

1838; BID 574). The Grimkes are encouraged by capturing the attention of this audience 

consisting of an influential body of men because men have a unique influence, both for 

and against them. 

The Grimkes' Rhetorical Coaching 

As woman' s rights become an important issue for the Grimkes in 183 7, their discourse 

in letters often covers their advances in this area. Angelina comments on the sisters' 

greatest opposition, ministers, who she states: "will stand almost in a solid phalanx 

against woman's rights." The Grimkes know the importance of getting brethren on the 

side of woman' s cause. Angelina states that the discussion of woman's rights "will also 

touch every man's interests at home, in the tenderest relation of life; it will go down into 

the very depths of his soul and cause great searchings of heart" (to Weld, 12 Aug. [1837]; 

BID 415). Even if Angelina disagrees with men's ideas, she is glad they are discussing 

the subject of women. She relates: "Hubbard Winslow of Boston has preached & 

published a sermon to set forth the proper sphere of our sex, 
19 

which I think I shall review 

when I can get time. I am truly glad that men are not ashamed to come out lately & talk 
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on just what is on their hearts" (to Smith, 10 Aug. 1837; Ceplair 276). However, she 

states: "I must confess my womanhood is insulted, my moral feelings outraged when I 

reflect on these things" (12 Aug. [1837]; BID 415), in reference to his beliefs on a 

"proper" sphere for women to reside. Again, the Grimkes desire to hold dialogue with 

men, only this time, not with their close friends, but with those who criticize them and 

those who have influence over the brethren. 

Expressing her desire to find men to support woman's rights, Angelina asks, "WHO 

will stand by woman in the great struggle?" (12 Aug. [1837]; BID 416). The sisters 

proceed to equip men and women by enlightening them on the subject of their rights and 

speaking to them one-on-one before and after their lectures. Their least interactive 

method to educate ministers is to send them writings; not surprisingly, this method is how 

the sisters try to educate proslavery southern ministers both on abolition and woman's 

right to speak. In one instance, Sarah states that they received sermons from ministers in 

southern states who argued that slavery is a biblical institution. She informs Weld, "I 

sent the Authors the Bible Argument to try to enlighten their minds" ( 18 May 183 7; BID 

388). In addition to responding to pro-slavery ministers' writings, the sisters reviewed 

sexist sermons, such as Winslow's. However, a few months later, Sarah indicates to 

Henry Wright that they will not respond anymore to ministers' criticism of women 

speakers. She writes: "Another sermon has been printed at Lynn by Parsons Cooke, but I 

think we shall let these flimsy productions alone (27 Aug. 1837; BID 439), reflecting 
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both Sarah and Angelina's desire to make wise use of their time because they feel that 

that their public career could be short. 

As the Grimkes' notoriety increases, they continually evaluate how to spend their 

efforts. Sarah writes to Henry Wright: "I think our best course will be quietly to continue 

to write on the 'Province of Woman' but not undertake to review sermons, so that we 

may avoid personal controversy" (27 Aug. 1837; BID 439). Angelina's only concern is 

for the effect on woman's rights. She reveals to Jane, "[m]y only fear is that some of our 

Anti-slavery brethren will commit themselves, in this excitement, against woman's rights 

& duties, before they examine the subject, & will, in a few years, regret the steps they 

may take." She prophesies: "This will soon be an absorbing topic. It must be discussed 

whether women are moral & responsible beings, and whether there is such a thing as 

male and female virtue & male & female duties &c. My opinion is that there are none & 

that this false idea has driven the plowshare of ruin over the whole field of morality" (10 

Aug. 1837; Ceplair 276). The sisters see that woman's rights is a burgeoning topic of 

importance and understand the protocol of formal discussion and writing. Furthermore, 

they foresee problems if anti-slavery brethren do not support the women. 

Although the Grimkes receive much opposition from ministers, we see that Sarah and 

Angelina sometimes convert opponents evidenced when they change their minds about 

speaking against them. The Grimkes have several unique opportunities in which they 

privately coach receptive individual ministers on specific ways that they can defend 

woman's right to speak while in the pulpit and amongst their fellow brethren. The 
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Grimkes are always ready to enlighten those who oppose them, and they make an impact 

on men who often change their minds after the sisters explain their views on women. 20 

One time, the sisters appease a minister who is set against their speaking. Brother Amos 

Phelps' letter to the sisters recommends that they stop lecturing to mixed audiences. 

Phelps requests permission to publish a declaration of the sisters saying that they only 

want female audiences (10 Aug. 1837; Ceplair 275). Although Sarah pens the response 

to Phelps, she speaks for both Angelina and herself, and she informs Henry Wright: "we 

wrote him word that we could not consent to adopt any other course than that which 

seemed clearly to be our duty and advised him to examine the subject and not identify 

himself with the authors of the Pastoral Letter" (12 Aug. 1837; BID 420). When writing 

Jane about the exchange, Angelina also indicates herself as an author. She states that 

they told him "we could not consent to his saying in our name that we preferred female 

audiences only because in so doing we should surrender fundamental principles believing 

as we did that as moral beings it was our duty to appeal to all moral beings on this subject 

without any distinction of sex" (10 Aug. 183 7). As seen in this encounter, the Grimkes 

do not compromise their beliefs and give honest advice. 

The sisters recognize that discussions are opportunities to share views and influence 

others. At a later date, the Grimkes have a successful personal meeting with Phelps 

exemplifying the effectiveness of parrhesia, especially dialogues that include frank 

speech. Sarah states that it was a pleasant exchange in which they discussed the entire 

topic of women's preaching. Angelina and Sarah appreciate Phelps' desire to learn and 
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comment that he "listened very patiently to all our arguments in favor of womens 

preaching; he said his views had been of long standing and he had not yet reexamined the 

matter" (to Wright, 27 Aug. 1837; BID 439). After speaking to the Grimkes, the minister 

becomes convinced not to publish a protest against them. Yet another time, Angelina 

writes that they had a long talk with another minister, Brother Sanford, in which he 

accedes to woman's right to preach (to Jane 6, Oct. 1837), so the Grimkes have success 

in silencing their detractors if not mobilizing them for woman's rights. 

The first man who desires specific instruction to help him take a stand for woman's 

rights is Brother Joseph Cross. He does not see sex as an obstacle to women's preaching 

or speaking, and Angelina speaks for her first time on the Sabbath in his pulpit in 

Roxboro (Angelina to Smith, 26 Aug. [1837]). She describes the event as a revolutionary 

experience for a woman (to Weld, 12 Aug. [1837]; BID 418) and states: "[Joseph Cross] 

has taken a noble stand & I shall watch his progress with deep interest," continuing, "We 

talked some time on this subject & gave him some texts to think of' (26 Aug. [1837]). 

Through their interaction with Cross, the Grimkes act as Socratic parrhesiastes. 

The Grimkes in effect give Cross rhetorical coaching. As parrhesiastes, they instruct 

this man how to live productively according to his beliefs, and by educating one receptive 

minister, the Grimkes can impact several more. Cross leaves the conversation 

empowered with new arguments to counter the Congregational ministers in his circle 

opposed to the Grimkes' activism, and he states that he intends "to throw down the 

gauntlet about women's preaching" at the ministers' next meeting. Angelina expresses 
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her desires: "May the Lord enlighten his mind more & more & lead him into all truth & 

strengthen him to stand in the coming day" (26 Aug. [1837]) because she realizes the 

courage that he will need. 

The Grimkes look at the broad picture and see their discussions with brethren as an 

investment in the future. During their talks with the men, the sisters function as 

touchstones in the brethren's lives, and the men learn to examine consistency between 

their bios and logos. Foucault explains that "the listener is led by the Socratic logos into 

' giving an account' ... of 'himself, of the manner in which he now spends his days, and of 

the kind oflife he has lived hitherto'" (Fearless 96); consequently, the listener learns 

how compatible his rational discourse (logos) is with the way that he lives (97). Cross is 

a receptive student who has consistent beliefs and actions, and because of his ethos, 

Angelina sees him as a type of pro-woman's reform minister. Although she 

acknowledges that he will have conflicts if he pleads for woman's rights, she "[has] no 

doubt that posterity will read withal women were not permitted to preach the gospel, with 

as much amazement and indignation as we do that no colored man in No. Ca. is allowed 

this holy right" (12 Aug. [1837]; BID 418). Sarah is also encouraged and states: "I feel a 

hope that [pastor Cross] will defend the cause of womans preaching" (to Wright, 12 Aug. 

1837; 422-3). As Cross's lifestyle is consistent with his beliefs, his work naturally entails 

his support of women in his own pulpit. 

The Grimkes' success with private conversations is evident as men with authority 

desire others to gain an understanding of a woman's right to speak. Angelina interacts 

101 



with another influential man, Dr. Miller, on a ride to a meeting. After explaining her 

views on women's preaching, she sees his prejudice, so she elaborates on her own views 

on the subject. She apparently convinces him, she states: "for he said he had no idea so 

much could be adduced from the Bible to sustain the ground I had taken, & remarked this 

will be quite new to the people, & I believe they will be glad to hear these things" 

(Angelina to Smith, 26 Oct. [1837]; Ceplair 295). Although Miller wants Angelina to 

speak on the topic, she does not remember to do so and states: "I believe the Lord orders 

these things so, driving out of my mind what I ought not to speak on" (26 Oct. [1837]; 

Ceplair 296). Once again, we see that Angelina has a strong sense of the particulars of 

her duties in collaboration with Sarah. Although she meets prejudice every time she 

speaks (26 Oct. [1837]; Ceplair 295), Angelina's confidence is strengthened because as 

she relates to Smith, her sister Sarah "crune out nobly for the rights of Women" (26 June 

183 7). Angelina feels secure enough to be an active example of a woman speaker 

without defending her right to speak. Although speaking on woman's rights is already a 

part of Sarah's work, Angelina states: "If the time ever comes when this will be a part of 

my public work, then I shall not be able to forget it" (26 Oct. [ 183 7]; Ceplair 296). 

However, at this point, the women have more freedom to write on woman's rights than to 

speak on them. 

Angelina writes about another minister, Summer Lincoln, who calls on the sisters 

before a meeting in Gardener and shares that, although he was against women lecturing, 

he discovered that their speaking publicly as women is biblically founded. Lincoln 
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desires to further educate himself. This particular minister encourages Sarah to give her 

views in the Spectator. Angelina states: "We went to the meeting strengthened by this & 

there favored to have a good meeting." The next day, Brother Lincoln and his wife visit 

the Grimkes in order to learn their rhetorical approach. Lincoln states: "I wish to be 

furnished with the best arguments in order to meet my brothers in the ministry who 

disapprove of your course'' (Angelina and Sarah to Smith, 6 Oct. 1837). After the sisters 

give him their views, he states: "your coming here has furnished me with another strong 

argument in favor of woman's speaking in public, & I never introduced any brother 

minister into my pulpit with more pleasure than I did you yesterday" (Angelina and Sarah 

to Smith, 6 Oct. 183 7). The Grimkes' parrhesia is successful, and Lincoln exemplifies 

the progressive student in a Socratic dialogue as he indicates that he will use the 

knowledge that he has gained to instruct others. 

The Grimkes are parrhesiastes because they practice the ethical behavior that they 

preach and confront interlocutors that disagree with them. They have to fight for their 

right to speak and are courageous to speak the truth because they have so much 

opposition: their lives are in danger from mob action, they are ostracized, friendships are 

lost, they give up their home, and family ties are strained, but their sense of duty 

motivates them to steadfastly work for reformation and constantly push the limits 

imposed on them by society. Threat of opposition does not hinder the Grimkes from 

action that they think is right, whether speaking or writing. In fact, they creatively 

address this obstacle as Sarah and Angelina's written work on woman's rights becomes 
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the written authority on the subject. The Grimkes are more critical than most, yet they 

bring about more change as a result, and when they speak to those with power and 

influence, especially in private, they have great success. Studying the Grimkes' work in 

terms of parrhesia demonstrates that through collaboration they have the strength to 

confront dominant discourse. By looking at their correspondence, we can determine that 

the Grimkes' use of interactive methods of communication including in-depth discussions 

with personal friends and private conversations with influential men and brethren prove a 

successful approach for changing minds. 
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Notes 

1 The role of the parrhesiastes according to Isocrates is the honest orator who is 

courageous enough to criticize and correct the actions of the demos (Foucault 82). 

2In The Phoenician Women; (C.411-409 B.C.),parrhesia is linked to social status. If 

you do not have regular citizenship in the city, you are just as a slave," ... forbidden to 

speak one's mind" (qtd in Foucault 29). In Hippolytus (428 B.C), we see the importance 

of ethos because a family's dishonor disqualifies one from participating in parrhesia 

[ Aristotle also uses the word, parrhesia in the context of ethos]. In the Nicomachean 

Ethics Book IV, parrhesia is referred to as an ethical quality or free speech (Foucault 

87). Lack of parrhesia is again connected to slavery because Phaedra connects freely 

speaking one's mind with freedom. In The Bacchae (C. 407-406 B.C.),parrhesia is a 

privilege (and a risk) for those without power who speak the truth to those with power. 

In Electra (415 B.C.),parrhesia is a right that is granted to the banished Electra by her 

mother, the queen. In Jon (C. 418-417 B.C.), Ion demonstrates one who has the right, the 

duty, and the courage to perform the role of "truth-teller." And in Orestes (408 B.C.), 

parrhesia is used in the pejorative sense because the parrhesiastic character lacks 

mathesis, the wisdom ·gained from a good education (Fearless 66). 

3Thomas Grimke was the Grimke sisters' brother, a philanthropist and a successful 

lawyer (Ceplair 12). 

4This wording comes from Angelina's letter to Theodore Weld (B/D 415). 

5Using a computer-generated formula at http://www.travelfurther.net/dates/ 
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datesrus.asp, I found that the letter to Jane Smith was written on Saturday. Because 

Angelina writes: "I snatch a few minutes to send thee a few lines" (Unpublished 

Comments, Weld, Angelina Grimke and Sarah M Grimke to Jane Smith New York 

February 4, 183 7), Angelina undoubtedly wrote the relatively short letter in one sitting 

making it possible to figure out the date of the lecture. She states in her letter to Smith 

that the lecture was on the last fifth day, which is Thursday; therefore, it would make her 

lecture on February 2, 1836. 

6The Grimkes' concern with the duties of citizenship is somewhat consistent with the 

concept Linda Kerber coins "Republican Motherhood," which stresses that woman's role 

is to educate their sons to be virtuous citizens. The Grimkes believe in education for 

women and that the people should act as good citizens, but they do not have the limited 

belief that women' s education is solely for the purpose of educating family. 

7Regarding Boston, Angelina writes to Smith: "In New York we were allowed to sit 

down & do nothing. Here invitations to labor pour in from all sides" (Ceplair 143). 

8Foucault notes that Aristotle uses parrhesia to refer to a character's relation to the 

monarchy or to describe an ethical character's role (Fearless 86). Foucault shows that in 

the Constitution of Athens, Aristotle gives the example of a man unknowingly speaking to 

a king the truth about poor land conditions. As a result, the king exempts the man from 

taxes. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle uses parrhesia to characterize the 

megalopsychos (magnanimous man). He is courageous, rational, speaks the truth and is 

opposed to flatterers (Fearless 86-7). 
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9Catherine Beecher was an educator and an opponent of women's public role. 

10In two instances, Angelina states that her writings are divinely inspired. Angelina 

compares the manner in which the Appeal was sent to how she sent her letter to Garrison. 

She states: "it must go just as I sent my letter W.L.G. with fervent prayer that the Lord 

would do just as He pleases with it. "I believe he directed & helped me to write it & now 

it seems as if I had nothing to do but to send it to the Anti Slavery Society" (Birney 146). 

11 The Society of Friends considered women as equally capable of receiving inspired 

words and, therefore, allowed women to speak in their meetings, and they allowed 

women to become ministers. 

12 Angelina writes to Smith: "Brother Weld was not satisfied with writing us one letter 

about [Sarah's Letters], but whilst at Ashburnham we received two more setting forth 

various reasons why we should not meet the subject of woman's rights at all" (Ceplair 

289). 

13Isocrates distinguishes honest orators from 'flatterers' in "On the Peace" (Foucault, 

Fearless 81-2). 

14Turning the tables is a strategy of argument in which one uses an opposing 

argument to his or her advantage. This strategy is one of Aristotle's topoi, "common 

topics that underlie the construction of enthymemes (Covino and Jolliffe 88). 

15 Angelina states: "it will be very important to establish this right, for the men of Mass. 

stoutly declare that women who hold such sentiments of equality can never expect to be 

courted" ( 431 ). Angelina's lecture series at the Boston Odean was considered progress in 
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this regard, for Angelina receives the approving comments of Maria Chapman, who 

" ... considers [Angelina's] engagement a complete triumph over the pastoral brethren 

who threatened such women with the entire withdrawal of man's protection" (Angelina to 

Weld, 7 Apr. [1838]; BID 626). 

16The sisters were stirred to such an extent that Angelina wanted to immediately have a 

conference on woman's rights; however, she writes that some of the main figures were 

against it until the succeeding fall. Mary Parker, Maria Chapman, and her sister fear, 

Angelina states, "that it wld bring down such a storm upon our heads that we could not 

work in the country, & so H Sargent & myself fielded, & I expect this is the wisest plan, 

tho ' as brother Stanton says, I am ready for the battle now" (Ceplair 286). In planning for 

a national event, collaboration among a council of women helped them decide the 

appropriate time, kairos, for certain events. 

17 Although Weld and Whittier urged the sisters to stop speaking on woman's rights, 

Garrison encouraged them to do so. Angelina writes Garrison about Sarah and her 

response to Weld and Whittier's argument: "still our judgment is not convinced, & we 

hardly know what to do about it, for we have just as high an opinion of brother Garrison's 

judgment, & he says go on. (Ceplair 289). 

18This is the first time a woman did so in history. 

19Reverend Hubbard Winslow and Mrs. John Sanford wrote Woman as She Should Be, 

and Woman in her Social and Domestic Character. 
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20This approach recalls Angelina's words in Appeal to the Christian Women of the 

South in which she exhorts southern women to speak: "Speak then to your relatives, your 

friends, your acquaintances on the subject of slavery ... to let your sentiments be known . 

. . . Try to persuade your husband, father, brothers and sons that slavery is a crime against 

God and man" (Grimke 56; Campbell I: 23). 
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CHAPTER IV 

PROCESSES OF COLLABORATION 

I often feel as if the only earthly blessing I hav to ask for is to be made the unworthy 

instrument of arousing the slumbering energy & dormant sympathy of my northern sisters 

on this deeply painful & interesting subject. 

Angelina Grimke, 183 7 

In this chapter I will use the classical rhetorical canon to examine the Grimkes' 

correspondence and notes in an effort to show how memory and the interaction of 

invention and memory are significant factors in the Grimkes' ability to create a strong 

argument. Additionally, I will show how the Grimkes' consideration of audience affects 

their rhetoric and show specific lecture strategies that are important to Angelina's speech 

before the Massachusetts Legislature. First, I will examine the Grimkes' use of invention 

and memory because they figure so prominently in the Grimkes' public oratory; then, I 

will continue my analysis with discussions on arrangement, style, and delivery. Next, I 

will discuss audience. Because we are focusing on oral rhetoric in this chapter, audience 

plays an important, interactive role. As traveling agents of the abolition effort, the 

Grimkes' objective is to inspire change, which requires a receptive audience. The 

Grimkes evaluate their interlocutors and criticize or motivate according to their 
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discernment of the audience and even the entire locality's mindset toward abolition and 

women' s public activity. 

Finally, we will take a close look at a significant historical event both for African 

Americans and for women, Angelina Grimke' s talks before the Massachusetts 

Legislature. This event has never been fully analyzed in scholarship because of the lack 

of printed transcripts of the talks. A partial transcript of Angelina's exordium from the 

first day of her talks is the only reprinted material in contemporary literature. 1 We will 

look at this known piece, but also we will look at other sources, including another 

account from The Liberator of Angelina's first day of talks and comments from her 

contemporaries. In addition, Angelina's lecture notes from unpublished archival material 

helps us to gain a much more comprehensive picture of the speeches' contents and 

Angelina' s rhetorical techne on these three historical days for woman. 

Re-Viewing the Canons through Collaborative Rhetoric 

In the following section, we will look at instances that reveal how the Grimkes 

effectively employed the five classical canons of rhetoric: invention, memory, 

arrangement, style, and delivery. We find that a collaboration, such as the Grimkes', 

affects how they use each of the canons. After an evaluation of the Grimkes' use of these 

canons, it soon becomes evident that in their rhetoric the canons overlap. We see the 

significant way in which invention informs the use of the other canons. 
2 

The overlap 

between the canons is a distinguishing feature of oral rhetoric as each speaking 

engagement is unique, with different audiences, speaking arrangements, and 
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environments. The Grimkes select and adapt their language, appeal to cultural values, 

and refer to their unique experiences during their talks. As we re-view the canons in the 

Grimkes ' oral rhetoric, we see the significance of their skill at invention during the 

changing situations in which they speak. 

Invention 

Sarah and Angelina's collaboration begins before they speak to each audience. The 

Grimkes' invention process began with frequent communication in which they shared 

ideas, searched for direction, and gained vision for their work. They discuss their 

speaking schedule together and decide where they will be most effective. The sisters 

evaluate factors, such as facilities for traveling and where they are well-received; for 

instance, since they have a "strong foothold" in Massachusetts, they believe that it is a 

better plan to stay there than to go to a new field. Angelina confides to Jane: "[t]o set 

down idle at such a time as this does not feel right to me and therefore it seems desirable 

to be where we can labor most efficiently" (6 Oct. 1837). The Grimkes also consider 

how to present writings. Sarah asks Weld whether it would be productive to republish 

the Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States and asks whether or not there 

would be any impropriety in appending Angelina's name to it. She explains, "Her 

Appeal to the women of the South has been so extensively read that I think her name 

would add interest to the other" (to Weld, 30 Nov. 1837; BID 484-5) and then she asks, 

"Will our dear brother call this vanity?" (30 Nov. 1837; Bl D 485). Weld responds that 

the women should republish the Appeal and that they should include both women's 
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names. He explains, "Anything coming from a southerner even will secure ten times as 

many readers" ( 15 Dec. 183 7). Collaboration with Weld on this issue shows the 

Grimkes ' effort toward the most effective delivery. 

Comments that Angelina makes both several months before and after her experience 

speaking before the Legislature help us to understand the importance of her sense of 

authority as a speaker for each public engagement. Angelina suggests that she goes 

through an invention process of gaining a new sense of authority for each lecture. In a 

letter to Smith, Angelina gives insight to her mindset about speaking. She explains that 

"the day [she] has to speak is always a day of suffering" (20 Jan. 1836 [1837]; Ceplair 

115). She states: "I now understand what friends mean when they say, they speak for the 

relief of their own minds" (20 Jan. 1836 [1837]). Continuing, she states: "I feel like a 

totally different being after the meeting is over, for I assure thee I do know that a fresh 

caption is needed for every appearance in public" (Ceplair 115). The word caption 

suggests that Angelina invents a new memory base for each lecture. Angelina explains to 

Smith at a later date that when she rises to speak at the Odean, she shakes so hard for ten 

minutes that she can barely stand. Angelina notes in a letter to Weld that this 

phenomenon of trembling before speaking first begins when she goes before the 

Massachusetts Legislature. She states: "[she] must be baptized anew for every effort and 

that just in proportion to the greatness of the emergency" (28 Mar. 1838, B/ D 607), 

suggesting that she feels a need for a fresh sense of authority before each lecture. 
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We see a strong overlap between invention and memory when the Grimkes' 

interaction with audiences provides material and examples that they integrate in their 

lectures. Sarah tells Douglass of an instance in Mendon, Massachusetts in which a man 

visits them before the meeting and tells them that his southern wife wants to attend the 

meeting. He shares that she has twelve slaves whom she treats kindly and that they do 

not wish to be free. Sarah boldly takes advantage of the testimony that she hears. She 

recounts, "I took occasion in my lecture to shew that kindness to slaves is a contradiction 

in terms since the act of holding man as a slave is an act of such gross injustice and 

cruelty that to talk of treating him kindly is absurd" (22 Oct. 183 7, B/D 468-9). After the 

meeting, another man approaches Angelina and states that he can corroborate her 

testimony of the cruelty towards slaves in Charleston. The Grimkes' belief that 

testimonies and examples have a strong impact accounts for the high number of examples 

in their lectures. 

In addition to using conversations with audience members as a site of invention, they 

are always cognizant of their surroundings and take advantage of them to illustrate the 

points in their lectures. When Angelina speaks at Newburyport on "the hypocracy of our 

nation contrasting the grievances of our fathers as set forth in the Declaration [with] those 

of our poor slaves," she refers to "the anthem of liberty" that had been sung with a 

clanking chain in the background the previous day when John Quincy Adams spoke on 

free discussion and against slavery (Angelina to Smith, 26 June 183 7). Once again, this 

instance shows the overlap between invention and memory. In fact, one of the hallmarks 
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of Angelina's rhetoric is her inventive genius. She also demonstrates this ability to make 

the most of her situation in the talk that she is most famous for, her "Speech at 

Pennsylvania Hall," which is described by Campbell as "a masterpiece of rhetorical 

invention" (I: 26). In this speech, on seven different occasions Angelina inventively 

responds to mobs that interrupt her talk. 

Memory 

One of the keys to the sisters' success is the significant amount of time that they spend 

reading and studying to give them a knowledge base with which they can invent material. 

The Grimkes' contemporary, Wendell Phillips, describes Angelina's oratory: "Her public 

addresses were remarkable for the fullness and clearness of the arguments they urged" (In 

Memory 28). Weld explains to the sisters that they are the "ONLY FEMALES in the free 

states" who have the combined qualifications for the anti-slavery effort. He notes their 

unique circumstance of being southerners and having been slaveholders, and that their 

"dearest friends are all in the sin and shame and peril." Weld continues: "all these things 

give you great access to northern mind, great sway over it," but he also stresses their 

unique writing and speaking abilities and lists that they have: "Acquaintance with the 

whole subject, argumentative, historical, legal and biblical" (to Sarah and Angelina, 15 

Aug. 1837; BID 426). The Grimkes know the strength of this foundation and give 

examples of their acknowledgement of memory as an important component of their 

discourse. Sarah writes to Douglass, "knowledge is very valuable and I believe our 

heavenly father approves of our improving the intellectual facultys with which he has 
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blest us; if we consecrate our talents to his service surely the more highly cultivated they 

are the more widely extended will be our sphere of usefulness" (22 Feb. 1837; BID 363). 

Writing for both her sister and herself in the same letter, Angelina states: "[ w]e feel as yet 

unprepared to go fully into our delightful work, because the subject of Slavery is one of 

such length and breadth, height and depth that our time has been, and ought to be for 

some time to come, spent in reading on and studying it in its various bearings. I long to 

be fully harnessd for it" (22 Feb. 1837; BID 364). Hence, she explains: "We hav stopd 

our meetings in N. Y. for a season as we wish to devote our time to reading borrowd 

books" (22 Feb. 1837; BID 365). The sisters cover a spectrum of subjects within the 

topic of anti-slavery, and during speaking engagements they can divide up speaking on 

the different subjects, thus, relieving the pressure from each of them. 

Although Angelina expresses concern that the Anti-Slavery Society Executive 

Committee will separate her and Sarah so that they can lecture in different geographical 

areas, Angelina assures Smith that "By that time we shall hav gone thro' this subject 

pretty thoroughly, & I expect be able to bear the burden of the meetings alone, as to 

speaking" (20 Jan. 1837). We see how orality ties together memory and delivery when 

Angelina shows her ability to manage a meeting mostly on her own. Describing a 

meeting at Essex she states: "I tried in my remarks to cover as much ground as possible. 

Sister was tired & said but little." At the next meeting, Angelina writes that she "[t]ried 

to cover the whole ground" (26 June 183 7). The Grimkes draw from their acquired site 

of knowledge and arrange the information according to each situation. 
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The Grimkes' skill at remaining composed during unusual and adverse conditions is 

grounded in their use of memory. Angelina tells Jane about a meeting that is the largest 

to date with approximately four hundred auditors. At this event, one male refuses to 

leave an event planned for a female audience, but Angelina notes that neither she nor 

Sarah become embarrassed or distracted by him and explains, "We ascended the sacred 

pulpit & there held forth" (4 Feb. 1837). Angelina's performance shows the importance 

of memory. She writes that crying children disrupt meetings: "Mothers anxious to hear 

& having no one to leave their babes with, bring them along & try in vain to keep them 

quiet by nursing, & dandling & walking them in the house, or out in the lobbies, & as my 

position is an elevated one I not only hear but see all their contrivances; however I go 

ahead & try to forget everything but my great cause, & succeed pretty well-sister says" 

(1 5 Sept. 1837; Lumpkin 127). The skill of memory allows Angelina to maintain her 

track of thought despite these disruptions. There are also physical disturbances, such as 

at a meeting in which both sisters speak to a crowd of approximately one thousand. After 

hearing a crash, they learn that a joist in one part of the house has given away. Although 

there are three such crashes and the people are warned to quietly leave in order to keep 

the building from collapsing, Angelina writes Jane that "it seemed impossible to persuade 

them to leave the house except a very few" (26 Oct. 1837; Birney 223). Undoubtedly, it 

was not only Grimke's captivating performance, but also her calm, serene manner that 

kept the audience from panicking. 3 
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Angelina also reveals that memory, for her, includes taking her attention off herself in 

order to remedy anxiety. She writes that she will tell Jane how her sister and she feel 

about speaking: "I feel as if I had a truly humbling dispensation to press thro' in this 

going from place to place to expose my nothingness: but whilst in the act of speaking I 

am favored to forget little I entirely & to feel altogether hid behind the great causes I am 

pleading. Were it not for this feeling, I know not how I could face such audiences 

without embarrassment"4 (Birney 183 ). Another time she explains to Jane: "in the spirit 

& power of the great subject which I went to advocate, I soon forgot myself & spoke with 

great ease for two hours" (5 Jan. 1838). Angelina reveals to Weld, I am "sometimes so 

sick before I rise that it seems impossible for me to speak 10 minutes" (12 Aug. [1837]; 

BID 416). Although Angelina consciously acts as a public speaker, she frequently 

employs religious rhetoric to express that her agency is bestowed by a power outside 

herself. She writes: "but the Lord is at my right hand, I lean on the arm of my beloved 

and he sustains me and fills my mouth as soon as I open it in faith for the dumb" ( 12 

Aug. [1837]; BID 416-17). Angelina is also strengthened as she remembers Weld's own 

anxiety before speaking: "[ a]t times when I feel so miserable and little and incompetent I 

remember what thou [Weld] told us about thy feelings before speaking and am really 

strengthened by thy experience" (12 Aug. [1837]; BID 417). Anxiety is an obstacle to 

memory, yet their passion for the subject helps them to overcome it. 
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Arrangement 

In this section, we will look at how the Grimkes' collaborative speaking affects 

arrangement. When Angelina inquires to Weld about the prospect of the sisters 

separating, Weld responds that their teamwork is more powerful than if they were to 

separate, putting to rest any ideas of splitting up because they never mention it again, 

except in Angelina's comment: "we often wish we could divide our selves in order to do 

far more work than we can at present" (26 June 1837). Weld asks: "[w]ill the general 

cause be best promoted by your joint or separate action? JOINT say I" before he 

proceeds to list several reasons, including '"Two are better than one for they have a good 

reward for their labor'" and "In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be 

established." In an effort to explain the significance of the sisters' role, Weld speaks in 

legal discourse. He avows that slavery is on trial and "[Sarah and Angelina] are 

summoned as witnesses to sustain the prosecution." He explains at the conclusion of his 

letter that the Grimkes will accomplish more by dividing their work, speaking, and 

writing. He suggests that they will each benefit from shared information because "[the 

sisters] will both have more time to prosecute investigations in all departments of the 

general subject" (22 May 1837; B & D 389). Weld's explanation of the Grimkes' 

partnership affirms their role. Furthermore, the sisters solve problems, such as with 

arrangement through collaboration. For instance, before they share the podium at 

speaking engagements they collaborate on who should speak and on which topic. We see 
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here that two people are more powerful than an individual not only because they share 

duties, but also because a second person is a witness to the truth of the other. 

The invention-arrangement connection is evident as Angelina and Sarah are both 

capable of speaking on the same subjects and divide speaking duties between themselves 

according to the situation. The Grimkes' dependence on each other enables their anti

slavery agenda to continue uninterrupted. Sarah tells Douglass: "Angelina and myself 

are experiencing the truth uttered by Solomon 'two are better than one,' for if either of us 

had been alone A[nti] S[lavery] lecturing must have ceased with us for [a] while" (22 

Oct. 3 7; BID 467-8). With the collaborative arrangement, the sisters help each other by 

filling in for one another. For instance, once, in a large meeting, Sarah has to stop 

speaking completely after having been interrupted three different times, so Angelina 

closes the meeting by concluding with some remarks on Sarah's topic (22 Oct. 37; BID 

468). Another time, Angelina writes to Jane: "Sister did most of the speaking at Hanover 

because I felt unable to speak long, I made some closing remarks (5 Jan. 1838). During 

the time that Sarah is sick, Angelina has to carry the speaking load for both Sarah and 

herself. She writes: "[b ]ut I must forbear-as Sisters voice failed her on account of cold I 

have had to bear the brunt of the meetings for two days speaking an hour & a half today 

& an hour & three quarters yesterday (25 July 183 7). In fact, when Sarah has a 

prolonged illness, Angelina laments to Jane: "Sisters cough is my greatest difficulty" ( 6 

Oct. 183 7). When Sarah assists Angelina less often with speaking duties, their 
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partnership and Sarah's support continues through Sarah's writing that addresses the 

issue of a women' s public activity. 

The sisters are so familiar with each other that they can read each other's reactions, 

making it easy for them to work together as a unit. Sarah uses religious metaphor to 

describe how Angelina looks before speaking at Lowell. She writes Weld that Angelina 

looked as if she were saying to herself that '"the time has come and the sacrifice must be 

offered"' (12 Aug. [1837]; BID 416). This type of awareness and understanding of each 

other helps the Grimkes to collaborate during meetings. Angelina tells Jane about an 

incident that shows how the sisters work together to handle audience members who are 

intent on stirring up trouble. In one situation during a lecture, "a man rose & said he tho 't 

the lady had better go to the So[uth] to preach such doctrines" (6 Oct. 1837; Lumpkin 

127). When he refuses to sit down, claiming he has the right to object since he is one of 

the proprietors of the meeting house, both Sarah and Angelina silently wait for the man to 

finish talking. Then Angelina states: "I am entirely willing to abide by the decision of the 

audience." She asserts that she should be allowed to proceed because she came to the 

North. Sarah then stands to her feet before the solemn audience and states that "if any 

one had any objection to offer now, [they] were ready to hear them." Angelina 

concludes: "Mouth was stopped & all went off well, he having done more good than I 

did" ( 6 Oct. 183 7). 5 Although Sarah only makes a brief appearance in this situation, her 

recognition of the kairotic opportunity to speak is important helping to tum around 

events. 
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Style 

There are several aspects pertaining to style to consider when analyzing the Grimkes' 

rhetoric. Outwardly, the Quaker religion influenced their distinctive style of dress and 

speaking, yet the boldness in which both sisters speak out of a passion for their subject 

creates an even more powerful image. After all, both women can deliver "eloquent and 

persuasive addresses" and they are both appreciated for their work. 6 However, style is 

the primary issue that distinguishes the sisters' speaking ability. Angelina's captivating 

speaking talents "insure the attention of the audience" (12 Feb. 1838; BID 541) and are 

the reason that she gains more popularity as a public speaker than her sister. Her 

contemporary Chapman describes Angelina's style, her "strong melody of a voice which 

penetrated to every comer of that many cornered and difficult hall for a speaker, the 

illustrative beauty of its intonations, in their changes of pathos and power, together with 

the play of a countenance whose strength and mobility of expression [Chapman] never 

saw equaled" (Chapman, 2 Mar. 1838, 5). Chapman's observations of Angelina's 

performance before the Massachusetts Legislature give us a glimpse of her oratorical 

power. 

Angelina undoubtedly uses a middle type of speech refraining from ornate language 

and the most colloquial class of words; however, she does enjoy seeing her audience's 

reaction to a woman speaking before a promiscuous audience; she muses, "[m]y auditors 

literally sit some times with 'mouths agape and eyes astare', so that I cannot help smiling 

in the midst of 'rhetorical flourishes' to witness their perfect amazement at hearing a 
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woman speak in the churches" (to Weld, 12 Aug. [1837]; Bl D 414). In this situation, 

Angelina' s peculiarity is actually what brings her in contact with many of her audience 

members. The Grimkes develop and maintain their own speaking style despite the 

opinions of friends. Regarding Weld's Bible argument that he sets forth in The Bible 

Against Slavery, Angelina states: "I do not admire the style, so do not expect too much 

from it, but the plan & arguments are admirable & conclusive (to Jane 22 Mar. 1837). 

Angelina also writes Jane that they often do not use the plain language: "We do not feel 

any principle now about using the plain language & very often do not use it." 

Furthermore, she states that they also refrain from "the far more beautiful & dignified 

language" set forth in William Howett's pamphlet, which Lydia Child refers to in 

correspondence. Angelina states: "I object to it because, whatever is unnecessarily 

peculiar, throws up a barrier between us & the Christian World, when we ought to be one 

with them in every thing in which we can conscientiously unite" (5 Mar. 1838). Her 

comments reveal the Grimkes' close association with their audience. 

When Weld complains that the sisters are making "little gods" out of their Quaker 

clothing and speaking style, Angelina responds: "I think our outward condition is 

emblematical of our spiritual state." Yet, she informs him that for convenience sake, they 

quit wearing the caps, and she explains that "As to my drab clothing, one would suppose 

there had been a spell against them, for all but one article have been so spoiled in one 

way or other that they are all dyed dark colors." Furthermore, Angelina and Sarah 

converse and come into agreement about traditional word choice by Quaker speakers. 
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She explains: "Now for thee & thou, those are hard to give up ... Sister & myself have 

been conversing very lately & think the same about them but the question is shall we 

abandon them now, do they hurt us or any one else, seeing we have no confidence in 

them" (7 Jan. 1838). Despite Weld's condemnation of using Quaker style of dress and 

speaking, the Grimkes show their concern for how the sisters' speaking style will affect 

their audience and their ethos. 

Angelina is controversial and bold, not only for speaking in public, but also because 

she does not stop short of shocking an audience. For example, in an unusual account not 

previously published or discussed in scholarship, Angelina mentions that she exhibits a 

"negroe's" ear that is sent to Lewis Tappan from Alabama, and she reads a letter that it is 

enclosed in. She explains that this is part of a series of lectures on the subject, "Slavery is 

cruel to the body, heart, mind, & soul of the slave" (to Smith 20 Jan 1837). This is a 

particularly strong use of pathetic appeal and visual rhetoric to support her arguments 

against slavery. It shows Angelina's passion for impacting her audience in a way that 

causes them to detest and reject slavery. Such a display would add to controversy about 

Angelina's presentations and also enhance her appeal. 

Many scholars, such as Gail Collins note the distinctive difference in speaking styles 

between the Grimkes (167). When Sarah's illness prevents her from speaking, she 

concludes: "I think I might go on lecturing without any injury, but I have yielded to the 

gentle force of persuasion and am satisfied with my silent allotment because I think the 

work gets so much better done by Angelina, and I only want it done in the best manner" 
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(to Henry Wright. 12 Aug. 1837; BID 421). In the same collaborative letter, Angelina 

expresses discouragement and fear: "It is a great disappointment to me that she can help 

me so very little. I do not know how to do without her, and I am sure if she gets sick in 

this work, opposers will think it is a judgment upon us" (to Henry Wright. 12 Aug. 1837; 

BID 422). Sarah feels differently because even when Sarah's health is restored, she 

states: "I really believe it is as well for me to keep silence because dear A[ngelina] has 

qualifications for the work which I have not and I think my heavenly father has just taken 

me aside because she would have been utterly worn out if she had gone on as we began 

even ifl did half the work" (to Henry Wright, 27 Aug. 1837; BID 438-9). In a letter 

regarding the Odean lectures in Boston, Weld pressures Sarah to refrain from speaking. 

He criticizes her speaking style as "monotonous and heavy and instead of increasing the 

power of the truth uttered, [it] weakens it" (27 Mar. 1838; BID 605). He states that Sarah 

should consider "which of you will produce the best effect" regarding who should deliver 

the Odean lectures (27 Mar. 1838; BID 606). Although Sarah considers Weld's advice, 

she still speaks at the Odean after her friends encourage her to do so. 

Delivery 

The Grimkes speak about delivery in their own discourse as it pertains to both their 

emotional state and their physical delivery. Their correspondence reveals the 

significance of their feelings during the process of delivery and the obstacles that they 

overcome as each unique situation of delivery in oratory provides an opportunity for the 
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speaker to be inventive. The Grimkes show great adaptability to speaking situations and 

appreciate audiences who give them freedom in their words and actions. 

Although Angelina states her desire to speak to Quaker audiences before she first 

begins her speaking engagements, she expresses a change of opinion after Sarah and she 

experience speaking to audiences other than Quakers. When the Grimkes are to speak at 

a [Quaker] Salem meeting house, Angelina is disappointed because of the emotional 

restrictions that she expects. Throughout the passage she refers to "feeling" as a criterion 

for effective delivery. Angelina confesses to Jane: "I almost feel sorry, for I am afraid I 

shall feel the influence of Quaker restrictions & be ill at ease" (26 June 183 7). Angelina 

makes this comment because the Grimkes do not follow Quaker conventions and 

restrictions. For instance, Angelina is sure that more Quaker friends would attend their 

meetings if they did not continue the practice of opening their meetings with prayer; yet, 

she reveals to Jane that "we hav not felt as if we could enter upon our work without 

craving the divine blessing" (4 Feb 1837). Also, some Quakers undoubtedly disapprove 

of Angelina's delivery. 

Angelina speaks about delivery and explains to Jane that she is nonverbally expressive 

during her lectures because of her passion for the subjects. She states: "Some friends 

think / make too many gestures, one thinking females ought to be motionless when 

speaking in public, another fearing that other denominations might be offended by them, 

because they were unaccustomed to hearing women speak in public. But I think the more 

a speaker can yield himself entirely to the native impulses of feeling, the better, & this is 
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just what I do" (4 Feb. 1837; Ceplair 116-17). Angelina's philosophy on delivery is 

consistent with that of Cicero's following idea that body movements are 

important for communicating feeling: 7 

For words move none but those who are associated in a participation of the same 

language; and sensible thoughts often escape the understandings of senseless men; 

but action, which by its own powers displays the movements of the soul, affects 

all mankind; for the minds of all men are excited by the same emotions which 

they recognize in others, and indicate in themselves by the same token. (Watson 

256; Gustafson 277) 

Cicero believes that nonverbal gestures help persuade an audience. Likewise, Angelina's 

comments show her intuitive knowledge that her gestures make her a more effective 

speaker. Angelina explains her state of being as part of delivery: "absorbed with my 

subject I forget myself, & thou knowest I cannot talk earnestly without lifting a hand ( 4 

Feb. 1837). She continues: "To stand motionless when the feelings ar deeply excited is 

perfectly unnatural & I cannot admire or approve it" (4 Feb. 1837; Lerner, 155). I 

speculate that controversy over Angelina's gesturing starts the rumor that she wears black 

gloves during her lectures, and detractors mystify her gesturing in an effort to discredit 

her speaking style, if not her content. She assures Jane: "I need hardly tell thee there is 

no truth in my black hand, indeed I never have lectured with gloves of any kind on" (26 

Oct. 1837; Lumpkin 124). Nevertheless, Angelina's use of nonverbal gestures would 

contribute to her "magnetic power" as a speaker. 
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The sound and quality of the Grimkes' voices are essential to their success because 

they often speak to large assembles, such as the audience of nearly three thousand at the 

Odean (Lumpkin 141 ). Angelina writes to Jane: "[ o ]ur compass of voice has astonished 

us, for we can fill a house containing 1000 persons with ease" (26 June 1837; Lerner 

169). Despite the difficult circumstances of fatigue and illness, the sisters still speak if at 

all possible. Angelina substitutes for Sarah once when both are very ill because she does 

not want to disappoint the people. She emphasizes her emotional state of being, saying 

that " [she] spoke an hour & a half but could hold out no longer, but did not faint, & for 

one hour I think my voice was even clearer & fuller than I had ever known it (to Smith, 5 

Jan. 183 8). At other times, the physical presentation of delivery differs between the 

sisters when each is confronted with noisy audiences. Concerning her appearance before 

the Massachusetts Legislative Committee, Angelina writes to Jane: '"I was perfectly calm

took up the thread of my discourse and by speaking very loud, soon succeeded in hushing 

down the noise of the people, and was suffered to continue for more than 2 hours without 

the least interruption" (25 Feb [1838]; BID 572). During an Odean lecture, Sarah has a 

similar experience in which some audience members clap and some hiss. She recalls to 

Jane: "After I had been speaking half an hour I requested them to be still, but it only 

increased the clapping, so I went calmly on regardless of both, it moved me not" (24 Mar. 

1838). At other times, however, circumstances hinder their efforts to speak effectively. 

Angelina describes two occasions in which a stovepipe near the pulpit causes her mouth 

to stay parched throughout the lecture. Dissatisfied with her performance, she writes to 
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Jane: "my spirit felt the body to be a great clog to its energie" (5 Jan. 1838). However, 

the vast majority of times the Grimkes are able to deliver their lectures to a level of their 

own satisfaction, and any disappointment comes from the audience's lack of receptivity 

to their message, which we will discuss below in the section on audience. 

Collaboration as Audience Interaction 

We have seen above that the Grimkes participate in one-on-one conversation before 

and after lectures, and in this section, we will see their adaptation to each audience and 

their administration over other speakers' talks at a national convention. We will explore 

the receptivity of the Grimkes' audience to their message and to them as orators 

according to Lloyd Bitzer's definition of a rhetorical audience as those who are both 

capable of being moved by discourse and can affect change ("Functional 

Communication" 23 ). The Grimkes interaction with their audience is described in three 

ways: in the naming of their audience, in the attitude of their audience, and in the impact 

of their oratory evident by the ease of delivery. In addition, we will identify the Grimkes' 

tactics for instigating change. Finally, we will reveal the significance of the audience's 

sex and age in relation to reform effort. 

The Grimkes gain popularity soon after they start speaking in New York. In a letter to 

Jane Smith, Angelina writes that the sisters have been invited to no less than twenty 

homes; people who never took notice of them before "tell them to come at any time it is 

convenient." The Grimkes are surprised by their warm reception in New York and 

contrast it to their treatment in Philadelphia. Angelina states that "[they] have been 
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discouraged by none in their labor, some encouraging & strengthening our hearts & 

hand" (4 Feb. 1837). This enthusiasm is reflected in the meetings. Angelina writes that 

at one New York meeting they are told that the audience from the second night is "a more 

influential class than at first attended," and they are delighted when audience members 

are eager to catch the publications that they throw into the crowd. Angelina and Sarah 

undoubtedly throw these publications out as free gifts to those who raise their hands. 

Encouraged, Angelina evaluates the significance in religious language that verges on 

prophetic discourse: "A deep interest we think is evidently exhibited, it realy seems as if 

the Lord was moving by his Spirit on the hearts of the people & that the tide of feeling is 

beginning to rise, which under the Divine Blessing may yet move this city to rise up in 

the dignity of moral power against the crying sin of our land" (20 Jan. 183 7). Therefore, 

the sisters have a broad view of audience and always see themselves as not just 

influencing a few individuals and not just a city, but influencing the entire country. 

Positive reception encourages the Grimkes to speak freely on abolition and begin a 

discussion on woman's rights although Angelina explains to Jane that "most sects here 

are greatly opposed to public speaking for women, (June [1837]; Ceplair 145); however, 

she believes that "curiosity in many & real interest in the A[nti]S[lavery] cause in others 

induce the attendance of [their] meetings" (26 June 1837). Not only is the number of 

audience members noted, but also their status. Angelina writes: "I have been no where, 

where the aristocracy came out so generally & seemed so pleasd ( 15 Sept. 183 7). 

Angelina notes the receptivity of each audience and writes to Jane the entries that she 
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puts in their daybook. For instance, she notes that at a speaking engagement in Boston 

where there are 550 women and fifty men, it is "Very easy to speak because there was 

great openness to hear" (June [1837]; Ceplair 145; Lerner 168). This particular meeting 

shows the interest of the people because she states that about fifty new subscribers are 

added. Angelina is most likely referring to subscriptions· to The Liberator, 8 which is 

significant because according to The Liberator's records, in the years between 1830-1840 

the Boston area's total subscriptions for the periodical was 150 (Newman 190), so we see 

the tremendous impact of the Grimkes' talks. As abolitionist agents, the Grimkes' efforts 

to stir up interest can be measured by the auditors' purchase of anti-slavery literature and 

periodicals, the forming of new societies, and their call for more meetings. Richard 

Newman writes about Garrison's reasons for the importance of women's influence, in 

particular: once converted, "Women could persuade husbands and friends to support 

abolition ... , but they could also organize female abolition societies, attend antislavery 

conventions, and circulate petitions against slavery in towns and cities all over the 

nation" (139). Through their collaborative work, the Grimkes spearhead such a 

cumulative effort. 

Two days after the events in Boston described above, the sisters speak to what 

Angelina calls "our first large mixed audience" where approximately one thousand 

attend. Angelina exclaims that there is "great openness to hear & ease in speaking" in 

Lynn (June [1837]; Ceplair 145; Lerner 169). She describes another meeting at Lynn 

which was overcrowded with about six hundred seated and one hundred standing. 
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Grimke states: "we were told that on each window on the outside stood three men with 

their heads above the lowered sash. Very easy speaking indeed" (June [1837]; Ceplair 

145). Lynn is home to many dedicated abolitionists, and enthusiastic audiences such as 

these would benefit more from exhortation than criticism. There was not enough time to 

take up a collection, pledges, and the names of subscribers, so the sisters planned to hold 

another meeting at Lynn in order to continue this important aspect of their work. 

Angelina reports that they will find out "whether they have a heart to give as well as to 

hear" (26 June 1837). The Grimkes do end up recruiting about thirty new members to 

join the anti-slavery society, affirming a significant number of newcomers' commitment 

to abolition and the Grimkes' success at moving others to action. 

The Grimkes also understand the importance of lifelong instruction and seek to 

educate the youth: children attend their meetings, and they speak at children's meetings.
9 

Delighted, Sarah states: "[m]any children attended our meetings which rejoiced us 

because they will soon come on the stage of action and if they are only thoro'ly 

abolitionized, the bastile of slavery will fall." She explains, "if we are willing to suffer, 

our children will reap the reward of our afflictions and toil, and we shall meet a glorious 

reward hereafter" (22 Feb. 1837; BID 363). As forerunners, the Grimkes are hopeful that 

they will help the generation behind them go further. Angelina and Sarah are confident 

in all aspects of their calling, whether they are to exhort exuberant youth or chasten 

apathetic adults. Foremost, they are desirous to waken their audience and motivate them 
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to action. With these specific objectives in mind, the Grimkes can adapt to each audience 

and criticize or motivate the audience accordingly. 

Although Angelina has no difficulty speaking to large crowds, in some instances she 

regrets large audiences because she feels they are only coming out of curiosity to see a 

woman speak. Angelina mentions to Jane a speaking engagement in Danvers, 

Massachusetts in which there are approximately two hundred people. She feels it is 

"very hard speaking," and her discernment leads her to scold the audience. She states 

that "I afterwards found they deserved [the rebuke]." Although she fears that a later 

meeting in that town will not be as well attended, she does not regret the remarks and 

declares, "the truth must be told" (June [1837]; Ceplair 145). Angelina explains to Weld, 

"I do scold most terribly when I undertake to tell the brethren how the North is implicated 

in the guilt of slavery; they look at me in utter amazement (12 Aug. [ 183 7]; BID 417). 

Another time the sisters give correctional words to the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society in 

New York because they feel that the society is "utterly inefficient" because of prejudice. 

Angelina exclaims to Jane: "They are doing literally nothing as a [society] for the colored 

people." She states: "[ w ]e attended their last Monthly mg. of Managers. I believed it 

right to throw before them our views on the state of things among them, particularly on 

prejudice." Angelina relates: "some were reachd, I do believ, for tears were shed, & 

when it was moved that a vote of thanks should be tenderd to us for our kind & sisterly 

counsel, it was seconded with great feeling by a female who sat opposit to us" (22 Mar. 

1837; Ceplair 126). It is important to note the Grimkes' tone that they use to affect 
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change. Despite their disappointment, they are "kind" and "sisterly" in their effort to 

correct the members of this society. 

Angelina and Sarah are particularly discerning of their audiences, and they often can 

tell what people feel inwardly even if it contradicts outward appearances. In one instance 

Angelina writes to Jane: "it has frequently been remarkd how very still & attentive they 

ar, yet I feel as if the atmosphere here was very cold & that wear doing nothing." 

Disappointed that there are not signs of abolition activity or interest, Angelina states: "no 

effort at all had been calld forth yet." Resolute, she declares: "we must go on 

perseveringly" (4 Feb. 1837). Sarah indicates to Douglass that there is a direct 

relationship for change: testimonies heard will cause people to be "awakened to a sense 

of the horrors of American slavery," which will cause the Christians to "labor for its 

overthrow" (22 Oct. 183 7; BID 469). So, despite their discouragement from any lack of 

effort toward abolitionism, the Grimkes keep up their efforts and even discuss women's 

obstacle to their participation in the reform effort. 

In two different letters, one from Angelina and the other from Weld, each expresses 

the hindrance that a lack of education creates for women: it keeps many women from 

understanding anti-slavery, and it keeps men from considering them capable of laboring 

for a cause, such as anti-slavery. Weld observes that this obstacle affects men's opinion 

of women and writes: "I know that the majority of men regard woman as silly. The 

proposition that woman can reason and analyze closely is to them an absurdity" (26 Aug. 

1837: BID 433). In another letter, Angelina asks Weld, "I wonder if you are right in 
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advising me to [(confess?] my Appeal so much" (7 Jan. 1838). She informs Weld that 

certain reading material challenges the typical female audience because of insufficient 

intellectual training. She states: 

We think that as the generality of readers are not accustomed to think much, it 

is much better not to do so, for in such compressed work as thy Bible 

Argument it is extremely difficult to catch the ideas & fully to understand. I 

know my mind canst do it, it is not used to deep reflection. I am sure it was 

effort of mind not fatigue of body wh[ich] made me sick & I can't get over it 

even now. You may laugh at the idea, but we poor women are bro't up to read 

without thinking & mental effort of any kind is a great exertion. I am 

mortified to feel that it is so. (7 Jan. 1838) 

Despite Angelina's disparaging remarks concerning women's abilities, Sarah and she 

actively help dispel the mindset that women are not capable of reason. 

In one situation when a leader is frustrated, Angelina is sought out to help educate 

women. The president of the Utica Female Anti-Slavery society writes to her that "in 

general, our Sisters who count themselves abolitionists are most deplorably stupid." She 

suggests that Angelina can help: "you would be instrumental under God of giving that 

impulse which we so greatly need, and without which, I fear that as a society we shall 

utterly perish" (15 June 1838; BID 682). As female leaders of the abolitionist movement, 

the Grimkes are two of only a handful of experts in the area of anti-slavery reform, and 

their skill in rhetoric integrating their knowledge through memory largely accounts for 
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their public success. Additionally, their awareness of educational obstacles and 

experience eliminating them prepares them for leadership over organized groups of 

women. 

The Grimkes direct other female abolitionists as they take on more administrative 

roles, which results in a cumulative effort: the Grimkes give others direction, who in tum 

train others to move people to action. For instance, Angelina names the audiences that 

should be formally addressed at the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women in 

New York City: "Northern Women, Northern Clergymen, & Northern Senators & 

Representatives, & the Colored People of the US-free." Grimke then asks Smith to 

request that Mott write the address to the free people of color. She reasons: "I know she 

has put away prejudice, that monster of iniquity, & therefore I believe she possesses one 

of the very best qualifications for such a work" (Feb. 1837; Ceplair 118). It is also 

evident that the sisters' collaborative style influences their administrative style since 

Angelina writes: "I think it best it should not be known who writes the different pieces 

which may be presented at the meeting" (Feb. 1837; Ceplair 119); in other words, she 

does not want any single individual to receive credit for the content of each address. In 

another letter, Sarah informs Smith that Douglass should attend the Anti-Slavery 

Convention of American Women and requests that another woman assist at Douglass' s 

school to free her to go. She writes: "please say to S[arah] D[ouglass] that we think it 

important she should be here even if she must close her school & sustain some loss (Feb. 

1837). Sarah's foresight suggests that she is an effective administrator. 
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Angelina and Sarah have an understanding of the theory of anti-slavery work as they 

see the need to include African-American women in abolition efforts at the Anti-Slavery 

Convention of American Women. Angelina states: "Oh! I feel as tho' I could say to [the 

African-American women] with regard to this meeting: If you will go with me, then I will 

go, but if you will not go with me, then I will not go" (17 April [1837]; Ceplair 130). 

Angelina's sentiments reflect her concern for continual collaboration with the African 

Americans. The convention also provides a place for the leaders to learn that debate is 

productive. Angelina writes to Jane: 

And now to the Convention. I think we were greatly favored in getting along as 

well as we did; much more was said in the way of debate than I expected, & this 

contributed very much to the animation & interest of the meetings, & very soon 

broke down all stiffness & reserve, threw open our hearts to each other's view, 

and produced a degree of confidence in ourselves & each other which was very 

essential & delightful. Some of our Resolutions will certainly frighten the weak 

& startle the slumbering. (29 May 1837; Ceplair 133-4) 

The Grimkes' appreciation for debate and its use in dialectic to form opinions reflects 

their preference for collaborative interaction. 

Massachusetts Legislative Assembly Lectures 

From unpublished lecture notes and correspondence, as well as newspaper accounts, I 

identified rhetorical strategies used by Angelina on each of three days of talks before the 

Massachusettes Legislature. The Grimkes' unprecedented opportunity to speak before 
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the Massachusetts Legislature is said by some to have "done more for the abolition cause 

in Massachusetts than any or all other measures together for the whole season" (Weld to 

Sarah, 27 Mar. 1838; BID 604).1° It is important, not only because it gives them 

opportunity to influence men with authority, but as Angelina is the first woman in history 

to speak before such an assembly, it is a symbolic act of progress for women. Both 

sisters were granted permission to speak, but when Sarah became ill, Angelina was 

allowed to speak on February 21, February 23, and March 2 of 1838, and she spoke 

between two and 2 Yi hours on each of these occasions. The Liberator includes a report 

from The Boston Reformer: "It was a noble day when for the first time in civilized 

America, a Woman stood up in a Legislative Hall, vindicating the rights of woman. Miss 

Grimke deserves well of her sex and of the human kind" (Miss Grimke, 9 Mar. 1838). 

The press mirrors the split in public opinion: historian Lerner informs us that other 

descriptions in papers represent them as "old maids anxious to attract men, abnormal 

creatures lusting for the degenerate pleasures of 'amalgamation,' embittered spinsters 

venting their frustrated emotions by public attacks on the sacred and time-honored 

institutions of society or, simply and most frequently, as cranks" (226). The Grimkes do 

not openly take much offense to these descriptions, and they do address the issue of 

woman's rights in their talks. For instance, Angelina feels it necessary to call attention to 

her sex in the exordium on the first day of her three days of talks before the legislature. 

We see from their correspondence that the sisters are concerned that their performance 

will be effective for woman's rights and the abolition cause because in comparison to 
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other speaking events, they write significantly more about these talks, both before and 

after they give them. Although Sarah becomes ill and does not speak the first day, she 

does have a quiet supportive role and explains to Weld that she believes that the meeting 

she could not attend is successful: "I could not go to the Mtg. yesterday but my heart, my 

soul, my spirit was there. S. and E. Philbrick say our A[ngelina] did nobly, and I know 

she did. I feel it in my im1er man" (21 Feb. 1838; BID 567). Angelina does mention 

Sarah in her peroration. An article in The Liberator notes that she "[ stated] at the close 

that she had a sister who was desirous to speak upon the same subject, but was prevented 

by ill health" ("Miss Grimke, 9 Mar. 1838). When Sarah is able to attend the second day 

of talks, she writes Weld: "It was a comfort to have my dear Sister with me yesterday" 

(Feb 22 [1838]; BID 569), so although she never speaks, Sarah moves into a more visible 

role of support as she attends the succeeding talks on the second and third days. 

Grimke's talks before the Massachusetts Legislature in February, 1838 are inspired by 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton's spouse, Henry Stanton, who proposed that she go before the 

assembly to represent the thousands of petitioners whose names were before the 

committee of the legislature. Stanton had been working in Massachusetts as a 

representative of the national Anti-Slavery Society as part of a plan to abolish slavery in 

the nation's capitol. Abolitionists were hopeful that they could persuade northern 

legislators to petition the Congress to abolish slavery in the District of Columbia 

(Lumpkin 130), so Angelina's testimony had the potential for significant influence on the 

course of abolition in the country. Furthermore, Angelina would be the first woman to 
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speak before a legislative body. Out of fear of an appearance of immodesty, a woman 

had never spoken before a legislature up to this time. Campbell notes that in 1819, with 

the encouragement of Governor De Witt Clinton, Emma Hart Willard presented a 

proposal to improve female education before New York legislators, "but [she] carefully 

remained seated to avoid any hint that she was delivering a speech" (I: 10-12). The 

demure presentation of Willard contrasts to that of Grimke nineteen years later, who 

comes to the assembly with a strong presence as an experienced public speaker who has 

the reputation of speaking with authority, sometimes even "scolding" her audience. 

After Angelina gives two talks, one on Wednesday, February 21, 1838 and the next on 

Friday, the 23rd, a third talk is subsequently granted because Angelina is not able to get 

through her lecture on the 23rd. Angelina writes to Weld that she will have to wait for a 

committee member's return before she can speak again. She confides to Weld: "I should 

have preferred speaking on Monday and throwing off the burden at once: (22 Feb. 

[1838]; BID 568-9); however, Angelina speaks for the third time on Friday, March 2. 

When discussing Grimke' s talks before the legislature, we will refer to them as Day One, 

Day Two, and Day Three. 

Contemporary literature only contains a partial account of Angelina's exordium on 

Day One of her talks before the Massachusetts Legislature. This study shows that 

archival material from the Weld-Grimke collection at Clements' library at the University 

of Michigan holds papers that reveal a more complete picture of the talks than has 

previously been discussed. The collection contains a folder of seven sets of unpublished 
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papers that are labeled "Essays," which close examination reveals to be six sets of lecture 

notes and one draft of Sarah's "Ministry of Women." According to their correspondence, 

the topics of most of these documents correspond with the stated topics of Angelina's 

lectures to the legislature. To the best of my knowledge, these lecture notes have not 

been previously analyzed. The examination of these archival materials should provide a 

better understanding of the Grimkes' rhetorical style than has previously been considered 

in scholarship. Additionally, because so many of the notes, which appear similar to an 

outline, correspond with Angelina's actual lecture topics from her talks before the 

legislature, we gain a more comprehensive picture of this historical event while 

acknowledging that Grimke obviously expounded on and explained the notes in her own 

powerful oratorical style. We will look at several of these papers below. 

Day One of the Legislative Talks: Fountains of Sympathy 

Private correspondence gives us a general idea of the lecture topics for each of the 

three days. In addition to the well known published account in The Liberator of 

Angelina's exordium from her talk on the first day, Chapman published an account of the 

proceedings in the same issue of the paper. In addition, we learn from Angelina's 

correspondence that the most dominant feature of her first speech is its appeal to pathos 

both in content and emotional delivery. Angelina tells Jane, "I spoke nearly two hours-I 

never spoke under so much agitation. I did not therefore speak with that fluency and 

freedom with which I am often favored, but from time to time my utterance choked, & 

many of my auditors wept with me" (22 Feb. 1838). She writes to Weld: "So far as 
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intellect and power of language was concerned I did not excel-it was not one of my 

happiest efforts; but my heart broke over the wrongs of the slave, the deep fountains of 

sympathy were broken up, and many were melted to tears" (21 Feb. 1838; BID 564). 

Angelina speaks on a subject that she is passionate about, so pathetic appeal comes 

naturally and helps her to overcome a fear of speaking. Angelina's audience responds to 

her talk on the most basic human level, which decreases the distance between lecturer 

and auditors because they are relating on common ground. 

Angelina tells Weld about the pressure of speaking: "I never was so near fainting 

under the tremendous pressure of feeling. My heart almost died within me" (21 Feb. 

1838; BID 564), yet "M[aria] Chapman's "God strengthen you my Sister" just before I 

rose was a strength to my fainting spirit. Although Angelina begins her talks before the 

legislature with great anxiety, we will see that as she establishes her ethos, she increases 

in boldness on the first day. Child writes a friend about her impression of Grimke's 

performance: 

I think it was a spectacle of the greatest moral sublimity ever witnessed. The 

house was full to overflowing. For a moment a sense of the immense 

responsibility resting on her seemed almost to overwhelm her. She trembled 

and grew pale. But this passed quickly, and she went on to speak gloriously, 

strong in utter forgetfulness of herself, and in her own earnest faith-in every 

word she uttered. 'What so ever comes from the heart goes to the heart.' I believe 
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she made a very powerful impression on the audience .... " (Child 26; Lerner 6; 

Lumpkinl 3 7) 

Child's final conclusions describing the message from Angelina's heart suggests 

Grimke's establishment of a good ethos amongst the assembly. 

In these unpublished papers, among several sets of papers that are folded and placed 

together are a set of notes entitled, "Degradation of the mind of the Slave." These notes 

are placed with other notes of lectures that correspond to the topics from Angelina's talks 

to the Massachusetts assembly. "Degradation" refers to an example about an Indian 

father, which is the same topic Chapman relates in her account of Grimke's lecture in The 

Liberator. The sisters had spoken in previous lectures on slavery's cruelty to a slave's 

body, heart, mind, and soul of which the subject, "degradation of [the slave's] mind" was 

a part of the series (to Jane Smith, 20 Jan. 1837), so these notes contain at least some of 

the Grimkes' arguments on the topic of these cruelties. Furthermore, the notes contain 

information and arguments appropriate to an appearance before the legislature because 

they argue for slaves as intellectual beings and refer several times to legislation. Lastly, 

because part of Angelina's objective is ultimately to "persuade legislators to petition the 

Congress to abolish chattel slavery in the nation's capital" (Lumpkin 130), this particular 

speech's closing argument is fitting: "[The slave] is regarded as a chattel, treated as a 

chattel, taught to regard himself as a chattel; as a chattel he is sold, examined .. .leased, & 

protected by law. All his rights as a man are trampled in the dust. Of course all his own 
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ideas of right must be darkened & confounded" ("Degradation"). The subject of chattel 

slavery is particularly suited both to Grimke's audience and to her objective. 

Day Two of the Legislative Talks: Dangers of Slavery 

When Angelina speaks at the Assembly the second day, she encounters a tense 

atmosphere of conflicting emotions. She relates to Douglass that "my heart had never 

quailed before, but it almost died within me at that tremendous hour" (25 Feb. [1838]; 

BID 572). Angelina describes their unusual entrance into an overflowing hall: "we were 

squeezed in, and then [we] were compelled to walk over the seats in order to reach the 

place assigned us. As soon as we entered we were received by clapping." She continues: 

"After the bustle was over I rose to speak and was greeted by hisses from the doorway, 

tho ' profound silence reigned thro' the crowd within" (25 Feb. [1838]; BID 572). She 

informs Weld that when the committee could not restore order, "[her] self possession was 

unmoved" (22 Feb. [1838]; BID 567). In the midst of confusion and excitement, 

Angelina is instructed to move to stand at the Speaker's desk to speak while Sarah sits in 

the Speaker's chair (22 Feb. [1838]; BID 567-8). In response to this arrangement, 

Angelina exclaims to Douglass in a letter: "We Abolition Women are turning the world 

upside down" (25 Feb. [1838]; BID 574). Despite this intense beginning, Angelina 

remains composed in her delivery as she speaks above the noise of the people until they 

quiet down (25 Feb. [1838]; BID 573). According to her correspondence with Weld and 

Douglass, Angelina is most satisfied with her performance on Day Two, informing Weld: 

"I spoke with far more freedom than I did on Wednesday, and if I am any judge of the 
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effect produced, I think it was good." Angelina is not interrupted, and speaks "for two 

hours to the densest and most quiet crowd [she] ever spoke before." Although in this 

second meeting, there is also considerable logos-oriented testimony, Angelina provokes 

pathos in audience members who are receptive. The chairman, himself, struggles to 

remain sober; she states: "for I never saw any one struggle harder to suppress emotion; 

the tears were continually rising to his eyes; he was compelled to wipe them away several 

times" (22 Feb. [1838]; BID 568). The effect of Grimke's talk makes it evident that 

many of her examples function as pathetic arguments. 

Angelina's correspondence to Douglass reveals her lecture topics for Day Two. She 

writes to Douglass: "My subjects were the Dangers of Slavery, Safety of Emancipation, 

Gradualism, and Character of the Free people of Color, the cruel treatment they were 

subjected to thro' the influence of prejudice-this prejudice always accompanied gradual 

emancipation" (25 Feb. [1838]; BID 573). The Weld-Grimke collection contains lecture 

notes on each topic, with the exception of "Character of Free Colored People." The 

lecture notes particularly help us to gain a better understanding of Day Two because we 

have the notes from three of the topics that Angelina spoke on. 

Day Three of the Legislative Talks: Compensation for Slaveholders 

Angelina describes a third session in which she speaks before the Legislative 

Committee. All of her efforts rest on the legislators' decision after her final day of 

speaking as she persuades them to work to change the law. She describes to Jane her 

fearful beginning: "My heart almost failed me when I learned that in consequence of the 
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excessive crowd & the complaints of the legislators, that they could not get in, it had been 

determined to appropriate the whole of the floor to men only except two or three of my 

friends (5 Mar. 1838; Lumpkin 138); however, she writes that she speaks for 2 Yi hours: 

"I feared not the face of man. I opened my mouth & the Lord filled it" (to Weld, 26 Feb. 

1838). The conclusion of Grimke's talks has a different tone. Angelina reveals to Jane: 

"I found it very hard to speak cordially" (5 Mar. 1838). Rather than speaking to the 

legislators out of pathetic appeal or trying to accommodate them, in her final appearance, 

Angelina approaches the legislators as policy makers in a more imperative tone than the 

previous two. 

Angelina informs Smith of her topics covered on Day Three: "The lectures treated on 

were Emancipation[.] This Nation never prepared for Emancipation, Effects of 

Abolitionism-how it will do the work it is designed to accomplish, & an appeal to the 

Committee, setting forth the necessity of the Legislature taking a more decided stand than 

it did last winter in order to meet the growth of public opinion voice that time (5 Mar. 

1838). Initially, when Sarah intends to speak as well, she writes Weld "[My topics] are 

the dangers of slavery and the effect of abolition movements on the South, A[ngelina]'s 

are the laws of the District and compensation and I do not know what else" (16 Feb. 

1838; BID 553). In a joint letter to Weld on February 27 after Angelina's first two talks 

Sarah writes: "Next Friday as Angelina wrote thee she expects to close her remarks 

before the Legislature-The subjects she expects to take up are Compensation, & effect 

of abolition efforts on the South" (27 Feb. 1838). We know that Angelina uses at least 
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one of the examples from the notes on the subject of compensation because of a reference 

that she makes to Smith. Regarding her third lecture to the assembly, Angelina writes 

Smith: "I thank thee for the idea of Boston being the lighthouse of our Republic. I made 

good use of it in my closing address to the Committee" (5 Mar. 1838). In the end of her 

particular lecture notes on the topic, compensation, Angeli?a includes a cue for an 

example: "B. Moral lighthouse," evidently in reference to this particular idea. This is one 

example of Angelina's astute ability to adapt her subject matter to her audience. 

Although we do not have a published text of Angelina's third speech, this correspondence 

indicates that Angelina uses the lecture notes, ''Compensation." Furthermore, the subject 

contains financial information that would interest the legislature. By charting Angelina's 

repertoire of lecture strategies in these five sets of notes, we can gain a better 

understanding of the Grimkes' techne, their use of the art of rhetoric. Based on close 

rhetorical analysis, Table 4.1 delineates the use of rhetorical strategies by lecture topics. 

Because there is strong evidence for specific topics on each day, I indicate Day One, Day 

Two, and Day Three in the table. 
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Table 4.1 

Rhetorical Strategies by Lecture Topic 

Day One Day Two Day Two Day Two Day Three 

Strategy Degradation Dangers Safety of What is Compensation 
of the mind of Emancipation Gradual 
of the Slave Slavery Emancipation 

Assertions 19 14 15 10 55 

Opposing 
Argument 5 0 0 7 0 

Facts 1 1 9 6 12 

Examples 38 76 26 43 71 

Questions 2 0 0 19 4 

Ethical 2 9 5 3 20 
Appeal 

Pathetic 12 4 0 3 0 

Appeal 

Logical 2 0 7 1 17 

Appeal 

Imperatives 0 0 1 2 19 
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The table reveals that Angelina understood that assertions and examples are strong 

rhetorical devices because they are her most frequently applied strategies. Placed in the 

form of anecdotes, as Angelina uses them, examples make effective arguments and ones 

that are easy for her audience to remember. These strategies are defined and exemplified 

below. 

1. Assertions. A common dictionary definition for assertion is the act of stating or 

declaring positively. For instance, in "Dangers of Slavery," Angelina asserts: 

"Oppression always has been dangerous to the lives of tyrants." 

2. Examples. A rhetorical example according to Aristotle's criteria is "any particular 

which can be fitted under the heading of a class, and which represents the distinguishing 

features of that class" (Crowley and Hawhee 174). After the assertion Angelina used 

above, there are a list of seven examples in the notes, the first consisting of "Judgments 

of God on the land of Egypt." 

3. Facts. "Facts are statements that somebody has substantiated through experience or 

proved through research. Or they are events that really happened, events that somebody 

will attest to as factual" (Crowley and Hawhee 5). The following fact is from the notes 

on "What is Gradual Emancipation": "There are 319,012 free people of color in the 

United States." 

4. Ethical Appeal. James L. Kinneavy informs us that Aristotle listed three components 

of an ethical argument, all of which center on the qualifications of the speaker. The 

speaker must have good sense (phronesis), good will (eunoia), and good moral character 
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speaker must have good sense (phronesis), good will (eunoia), and good moral character 

(arete) (239). This criteria gives the actual argument an ethical appeal. The Grimkes 

typically accomplish this type of argument through their frankness, 

morality, religion, and the moral nature of their pleas. 11 The ethical argument is placed in 

the context of the speaker's ethos, and as she clearly and appropriately expresses good 

sense and good will, her argument is deemed ethical. Thus, a person's good ethos 

actually qualifies her statements to be ethical; otherwise, her judgments would have no 

value. Furthermore, William A. Covino and David A. Jolliffe explain that "ethos moves 

an audience by activating their faith in the credibility of the rhetor" (17). We see this 

effect in Phillips ' description of himself as an auditor being moved by Angelina's 

oratory: "Were I to single out the moral and intellectual trait which most won me, it was 

her serene indifference to the judgment of those about her. Self-poised, she seemed 

morally sufficient to herself' (In Memory 30). These statements suggest Grimke's 

powerful ethos. Grimke' s use of ethical argument correlates with Browne's description 

of Angelina as a "moral agent" (123). An example of an ethical argument appears in the 

archival notes on "Compensation: "The spirit of the Age loudly calls for Justice & Mercy 

but spurns & repudiates Compromise." 

5. Pathetic Appeal. Kinneavy explains that "Persuasion is achieved by arousing 

emotions in the audience, and these emotions precipitate action" (241 ). The notes on 

"Degradation of the mind of the slave" contain the following pathetic argument about the 

slave: "His spirit is broken under the lash." 
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6. Logical Appeal. Kinneavy states that Aristotle divides logical arguments into topics, 

examples, and enthymemes. He explains that logical arguments are really only 

"seemingly" rational. (245). Covino and Jolliffe explain that this appeal is to "patterns, 

conventions, and modes of reasoning that the audience finds convincing and persuasive" 

(17), which accurately describes the criteria for this category. In the notes on "Safety of 

Emancipation," a logical argument is "Because man is a moral being [he] can be safely 

governed only by moral power." 

7. Questions. Rhetorical questions that have implied answers are not included in this 

category, only questions that the speaker, in tum, answers. For example, in the notes on 

"Degradation of the Mind of the Slave," appears the question, "How do we know that the 

mind of the slave is degraded?" It is followed by assertions, examples, and a fact. 

8. Imperatives. A common dictionary definition of imperative is expressive of a 

command, entreaty, or exhortation. Angelina uses this type of utterance in her lectures. 

In the notes on "Safety of Emancipation," we find this imperative: "How great our 

obligation as a nation, whether we regard this subject in a political, moral, or religious 

point of view, to labor now for its immediate accomplishment." 

9. Opposing Argument. This category delineates the mutually exclusive claim of a 

competing advocate; it is used when opponent's arguments, accusations, and prospective 

plans are given. In "What is Gradual Emancipation," the following statement illustrates 

this use: "It is said [the slave] is lazy, wasteful, dishonest, improvident." 

151 



I will look at each lecture subject individually, and because we have so many of the 

notes from topics that Angelina speaks on during her lectures to the legislature, I will 

chart, as closely as possible, the lecture subjects following the sequence that Grimke used 

during her talks to the assembly. While remaining aware that Grimke inventively and 

creatively used her lecture notes and could pull from material in different notes, charting 

the rhetorical strategies allows us to see some frequently used approaches. It is also 

helpful to discuss these notes in a sequence that allows the reader to see Grimke' s 

overarching scheme in which she develops her ethos. Browne explains that Angelina's 

"rhetorical responsibilities" are "not only to impose a claim on the convictions of her 

audience, but to call that audience into being, to activate it and give it renewed purpose, 

by first literally reminding them of a reality to which they had no experiential access" 

(1 46). In other words, Grimke functions as a "moral agent" whose words ideally move 

the audience to "collective moral action" (Browne 16). Keeping this in mind, we know 

that on Day One, Angelina' s lectures are dominantly a pathetic argument discussing "the 

wrongs of the slave," and as we have discussed above, the lecture, "Degradation of the 

mind of the Slave" not only exemplifies this subject, we know that Grimke used one of 

the examples from these particular notes. 

Lecture Topic: "Degradation of the Mind of the Slave" 

Grimke' s lecture on "Degradation of the mind of the Slave" is constructed as an 

informative lecture and succeeds in representing the "Other" 
12 

by using pathos to 

elaborate two ways that slavery degrades the mind. The lecture is clearly organized into 
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three sections. The first section contains an assertion that is a logical, scientific 

argument, "Man is a compound being, he is necessarily so, because he was created to live 

in two different worlds. Physical & Mental" After stating the "Greatness of the sin of 

degrading the mind" ("Degradation"), the notes indicate that the speaker gives four 

examples. One of the lecture cues indicated by a phrase to help the speaker remember an 

example to elaborate on is "Indian Father." Because of Maria Chapman's account of the 

speech to The Liberator, we have the expanded illustration of this example. Angelina's 

highly charged emotional appeal justifies quoting it at length to show the orator's 

powerful style and effective material included in her lectures: 

Mr. Chairman, in this connection we shall do well to enquire how we came by 

Florida! Our slaves took shelter under the shadow of the throne of Spain. They 

fled from our republic, that under a despotism they might stand up personally 

free. That territory was purchased (as much by Massachusetts men and 

Massachusetts money, as by those of any other State,) to secure the planter's 

claim to these fugitives-women some of them, who intermarried with the 

Indians. The planter came and said to the Indian, 'Before you made this woman 

your wife, she was my slave.' The husband paid for his wife! Time passed on

the planter came again; and said to the Indian, 'Those babes are mine. They were 

born while the mother was my slave, and they must follow her condition;' and the 

Secretary of War, sent to demand those Indian babes for the planter! Mr. 

Chairman! Do you blame the Indian, that he keenly felt this cruelty and wrong? 
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Can you wonder that such oppression made him mad? Do you wonder that, rather 

than yield his children to the slaveholder, he dug up the hatchet, and stood forth to 

die! Not if your heart has bled for his griefs and injuries as mine has done! Yet 

this is the Florida war!-and if in the history of its waste of treasure and of blood, 

there be sin and crime and shame unutterable, it is the shame and the crime and 

the sin of Massachusetts as much as of any other State in the Union. (Chapman, 2 

Mar. 1838, 5) 

Chapman writes that this picture is "engraved upon many a heart" and in response to this 

example, "A sudden glow came to men's faces-the flush of mingled shame and 

enthusiasm; the eyes of gray-haired men filled with unwonted tears" (Chapman, 2 Mar. 

1838, 5). Grimke's words exemplify her masterful ability at invention and delivery; for 

instance as she implicates Massachusetts in the guilt of the effects of slavery in an 

effective, convincing manner. This short excerpt from Grimke's speech shows that she 

can address a governmental body with boldness which brings about conviction to those in 

power. 

The published account of the exordium also exemplifies Grimke's inventive ability. 

When Angelina first speaks before the legislature, she refers to Queen Esther who 

petitions the King of Persia on the Jews' behalf. Although Queen Esther wears royal 

garments and prepares a feast for the king, Grimke states: "I understand the spirit of the 

age too well to believe that you could be moved by such sensual means-means 

unworthy of you, as they would be beneath the dignity of the cause of humanity" 
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(Chapman, 2 Mar. 1838, 5). Grimke is creating a representation of the legislators as 

dignified. Angelina's words from her exordium show that she continues the 

representation by complimenting them on their intellectual capabilities. She states: "I 

feel that if you are reached at all, it will not be by me, but by the truths I shall endeavor to 

present to your understandings and your hearts," which she states are "loftier sentiments 

of the intellectual and moral feelings" (qtd. in Lerner 372-3). By giving this particular 

representation of the legislators, Grimke hopes for them to emulate the representation. 

Jacqueline Bacon notes that "Although Grimke purports to shun a sexual basis for her 

appeal to the men, her emphasis on this form of rhetorical agency implicitly draws on this 

source of influence" (139). I agree with Bacon that Angelina does, in fact, draw attention 

to her sex, yet the argument is undercut because Angelina offers no "luxurious feast, or 

the banquet of wine" and wears no "gold, silver, and costly apparel" (Lerner 372); rather, 

her homely Quaker attire contrasts to that of a harem girl. However, the parallel of 

Angelina's duty in comparison to that of Queen Esther is a dominant feature. Like 

Esther, Angelina is a woman who forgets herself and her fears in order to petition those 

in a position of authority. 

The notes for "Degradation," show that the speaker continues after the introduction 

with a question: "How do we know that the mind of the slave is degraded[?]" after which 

several examples are given. In this first section, the speaker establishes the slaveholders' 

perspective by stating their maxim: "the more ignorance[,] the more safety." She asserts 

that "the [ s ]laves are therefore studiously kept in a state of mental darkness" and explains 
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that slaveholders would condemn efforts to educate the slave. The speaker proceeds to 

answer "why the slaveholder keeps his slave in ignorance." Grimke then lists outward 

reasons and examples and continues with underlying reasons and examples. Although 

Angelina states her opponents' arguments, she needs to do so in order to contest them. 

She often uses the passive voice and does not use ad hominem critique, refraining from 

naming a group or attacking an individual. She concludes with a pathetic argument: 

"Shut out from all intellectual enjoyments & deprived of the solace of family 

endearments; cut off in a great measure from spiritual privileges, & destitute of any 

refined & noble incentives to action, the slave naturally flees to the lowest & most 

groveling sensual gratifications for happiness & sinks to a level with the brute creation." 

The third section expounds on an assertion that "The fear of punishment is [ the slave's] 

stimulus to labor" ("Degradation"). The lecture notes conclude with six negative 

consequences and several examples, including the final pathetic argument referred to 

above in which the word chattel is repeated four times. The most dominant feature of 

this lecture is its significant reliance on pathetic argument. 

Lecture Topic: "Dangers of Slavery, " "Safety of Emancipation, " and "Gradualism" 

Lecture notes for three of the four subjects on which Angelina speaks on Day Two 

give us a strong impression of the rhetorical strategies that she uses on the day that she is 

most satisfied with her speech. Lerner states that these topics together: the dangers of 

slavery, the safety of emancipation, gradualism, and the character of the free people of 

color "was a speech she had frequently given during her New England tour and 
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represented, essentially, her theoretical contributions to antislavery thought." She 

continues: "The attention she gave to prejudice, especially in the North, was 

characteristic of her and distinguished her from other antislavery speakers" (10) This 

concern strengthens Grimke' s ethos as well. 

The first part of the talk, "Dangers of Slavery," follows another clear arrangement 

pattern, beginning with an assertion: "[slavery] is a violation of that order which God has 

established," and continuing with sections on three different supporting propositions: 

"oppression always has been dangerous to the lives of tyrants"; "[ oppression is 

dangerous] to the virtue of slaveholders"; and "[oppression] is dangerous to the Union." 

Each proposition is supported by numerous specifics, complete with examples, so a high 

level of both emotional and ethical appeal is sustained throughout the lecture. Grimke 

concludes her theme of danger by describing slavery' s affect on the African American: 

"Slavery is infinitely dangerous to the colored man; the white man is let loose upon his 

helpless victim, who is virtually thrown beyond the protection of law & robbed of all his 

rights. His body is fettered to the soil, his mind is degraded & darkened, his soul denied 

the means of spiritual instruction &c.-held in Captivity" ("Dangers of Slavery"). This 

lecture concludes with a forceful argument that leaves the listener sympathetic toward the 

slave, which is appropriate to the speaker's primary concern. The most dominant feature 

of the lecture on the dangers of slavery is the vast number of examples (seventy-six) 

which are used to sustain the intensity of pathos. 
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The next part of the talk regarding the safety of emancipation is a counterpoint to the 

section in which she speaks about dangers and concerns the legislators' role as public 

representatives working for the good of society. The speaker begins with a definition of 

emancipation and includes a list of five descriptions of the word emancipation. Each 

description begins with either "It is" or "It will," creating a rhythm that is easy to follow 

in an example of anaphora. The descriptions are followed by examples, and one 

particularly effective example is from a newspaper account of the island of Antigua, 

which claims: "Insurrections have not attended freedom" ("Safety of Emancipation"). 

The examples, including a list of seventeen statistics in addition to seven logical 

arguments, create a strong effect from the piling on of information and give credence to 

the ethos of the speaker, as well as value to the five ethical arguments included in the 

lecture. 

The strength of the talk, "What is Gradual Emancipation," on Day Two lies in its 

dialogic approach. First, prospective plans of emancipation are explored and their 

weaknesses discussed. Then, the speaker, Angelina, asks a series of questions in order to 

unfold a process of understanding. After asking, "Can Gradualism work[?]" the speaker 

asks, "How has it worked [in] the South[?]" and then inquires, "How has it worked in 

England[?]" and provides examples of the poor condition of the free African Americans 

when gradualism is implemented. The speaker continues to participate in a dialogue by 

responding to opposing arguments, turning the tables, first asking, then answering her 

own rhetorical questions. She includes other voices in the dialogue, first, by quoting at 
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length R. I. Breckenridge's description of the tragedy of a slave's life in order to establish 

a strong sense of pathos, for instance, in the words: "the blighting of all hopes, the 

withering of all joys" in the meaning of the words, "he is a slave." Finally, a reference to 

an unidentified newspaper article allows Angelina to include the voices of more 

authorities. The article describes an annual meeting of English Bishops, Archbishops, 

and other dignitaries from "The Society for propagating the gospel in foreign parts," in 

which several are listed by name. Recognition of the value of so many voices is 

indicated in the statement in the article: "The burden of these discourses may be inferred 

from the following quotation from that of Bishop Porteus." Although the Bishop pleas 

for Englishmen to "make haste to relieve, as far as they are able, the calamities they have 

brought on so large a part of the human race," it functions as an implied imperative for 

Americans to do the same. The article concludes with the author's own imperative: "let 

us not dream of gradual emancipation, but rather adopt the language of the learned, and 

truly pious Bishop Burgess, "Such oppression, (meaning the state of slavery) and such 

traffic, (meaning the slave-trade) must be swept away at one blow" ("What is Gradual 

Emancipation"). Because England did abolish slavery, Angelina's quote from this article 

functions to adumbrate that America will follow its example. Although opposing 

arguments are stated at the beginning of this lecture, the dialogic strategy through 

question and answer, and then through multiple voices in a newspaper article create an 

effective lecture approach in which a strong ethical argument emerges. 
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Lecure Topic: "Compensation" 

The lecture notes for "Compensation" contain many aspects of this financial subject, 

divided into different categories. These notes contain a section of repeated material 

which I disregarded when charting the rhetorical strategies. Angelina asks questions, a 

strategy that Bacon discusses at length regarding prophetic rhetoric. Bacon explains that 

Sarah uses this strategy in her Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern States, in which she 

identifies with the oppressors (154). Bacon notes that "Placing the audience in the 

position of judge allows the white female abolitionist to offer strong arguments while 

deflecting attention from her own authority" (158). In "Compensation," although 

Angelina proceeds to answer the questions that she asks, her engagement of the audience 

causes the audience to follow her reasoning as they come to the same conclusions.
13 

Through questions and answers, Angelina gains authority from the implied agreement 

of her audience; as a result, the answers to the questions, which are imperatives, become 

a successful ethical argument. After a set of questions and answers in which Grimke 

establishes the fact that the North owes "a great deal to the South," she divides her 

conclusion into two classes: what is owed to the slaveholders and what is owed to the 

slave. Each statement is an imperative; for example, the North owes the South "A frank 

confession of sin." She increases knowledge of the debt owed by stating that "[the 

North] has inflicted a two fold injury moral & pecuniary." For instance, she states that 

the North owes the slave "A confession of the injury inflicted on him" and upon 

emancipation, she recommends that northerners "Supply them with Bibles[,] School 
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Books &c." Angelina continues to use this strategy of question and answer when she 

considers: "Why not compensate the Slaveholders[?]." Grimke relies on logical 

argument in this section, which she supports with examples and facts. Specifically, she 

argues: "we cannot compensate without acknowledging the right of the master to the 

slave as property" ("Compensation") thus showing the faulty reasoning behind 

compensation. 

In the remainder of the lecture notes, Grimke weaves imperatives with ethical 

arguments, and examples of legislation. To illustrate, she states: "Slavery is a sin which 

must be repented of just like every other sin." She supports this ethical imperative with 

biblical examples and cases in history. She states another imperative: "We cannot 

surrender our fundamental principles." Then she gives several examples of legislation 

supporting this idea, such as, '"No person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property 

without due process of Law.'" Grimke presents a brief, logical argument in her 

concluding remarks. She first states the following claim in the form of an imperative: 

"We can on no consideration consent to Compensation." Among the reasons stated is the 

following logical conclusion: "We have not the means of redeeming them" 

("Compensation"). In the lecture, "Compensation," Grimke' s high use of imperatives 

stands out as an important rhetorical strategy and would work to move her audience of 

legislators to action. This set of lecture notes is filled with many assertions, examples, 

and arguments from which Grimke could draw in order to address the great concern over 

the financial cost of abolition. 
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Now that we have identified several of the topics for each of Angelina's three talks to 

the Massachusetts legislature, we see evidence that she progresses through each day's 

talks in a process of creating a persuasive ethos as she begins with the subject in which 

her audience and she share the most common ground regarding agreement of the 

inhumanity of slavery, and she concludes by speaking in the area in which the legislators 

are the authority in laws governing slavery. On Day One, Grimke speaks on "the wrongs 

of the slave." In this talk, Angelina addresses the legislators on the most basic level-as 

human beings, playing on pathos and stirring up strong emotions. We know from her 

correspondence that the lecture is essentially a pathetic argument, with great effect on the 

auditors. On Day Two, Angelina addresses the legislators as public representatives, 

talking on issues that citizens are concerned about, such as the safety and ethics of public 

policy. Finally, on Day Three Grimke shifts to addressing the representatives in the area 

in which they are the experts; she addresses them as lawmakers discussing how abolition 

will be accomplished and appealing to the legislators to "[take] a more decided stand" (to 

Smith, 5, 1838) than they had in the past. This series of lectures, as revealed by archival 

notes and correspondence, is one of the most significant rhetorical performances of the 

Grimkes, and together they demonstrate Angelina' s mastery ofrhetorical techne in oral 

persuasion. When taken into account with the Grimkes' use of the canons of rhetoric, 

especially invention and memory, and their interaction with audience, we gain a better 

understanding of how the Grimkes performed powerfully as rhetors. 
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Archival papers increase the quantity of material to examine so that we can learn the 

Grimkes ' specific rhetorical techniques. Angelina's lecture notes alone amount to over 

four thousand words, a significant addition to the partial account of Angelina's exordium 

before the Massachusetts Legislature documented in contemporary literature. The study 

demonstrates that invention and memory are crucial in the Grimkes' collaboration 

because they entail the skills of discovering and explaining, activities that help 

participants reach objectives in a collaboration. Furthermore, these skills are used while 

adapting to each unique speaking situation, interacting with audiences, and creating a 

persuasive ethos. 
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Notes 

1 Lerner includes a copy of Angelina's exordium in her biography of the sisters. 

2Regarding invention and memory, my findings on the Grimkes' rhetoric are consistent 

with what Ede, Glenn, and Lunsford assert in "Border Crossings: Intersections of 

Rhetoric and Feminism" that there are overlaps and interaction between the canons. 

Likewise, the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium observes that invention runs 

throughout each of the canons (1.3.4; 3.9.16). 

3The Grimkes' contemporary, Wolcutt, notes Angelina's "calm, simple eloquence" and 

her "serene commanding eloquence" (In Memory 24), traits that inspire confidence in an 

audience. 

4Birney' s work contains the words and opposition instead of without embarrassment. 

5 Adapting to an unexpected situation, such as this recalls Quintillian's statement: "But 

let us remember that arrangement is often altered to suit the interest of a cause" (VIl.1 ), 

and the Grimkes alter their arrangement according to circumstances, such as this one. 

6The Salem Female Anti-Slavery Society thanked the sisters "for their eloquent and 

persuasive addresses" (Box 4 Salem Female Anti-Slavery Society, LS to Sarah Moore 

Grimke and Angelina Grimke Weld, Mrs. Theodore Dwight 

Salem June 30, 1837). 

7 The Grimkes evidently read the classics. In Letter X Sarah writes: "Cornelia, the 

daughter of Scipio Africanus, was distinguished for virtue, learning and good sense. She 
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wrote and spoke with uncommon elegance and purity. Cicero and Quintilian bestow high 

praise upon her letters, and the eloquence of her children ... " (Letters on the Equality 65) 

8 According to Newman, "The BF ASS urged women to read and distribute antislavery 

newspapers in their communities (particularly the Liberator), to support agents' work in 

the countryside, and, most importantly, to communicate with one another about 

strategies" (171 ). Newman also finds that "After 1830 women comprised just under 10 

percent of the paper's almost three thousand subscribers in Massachusetts. Though a 

small percentage of the readership, female subscribers doubled the number of ministers, 

doctors, and lawyers combined who took the paper between 1830 and 1840" (173). 

9 Angelina writes that "[Sarah and her] both spoke at Brother Wrights childrens 

meeting" (Box 4, Angelina to Jane Smith May 29, 1837). 

10Weld writes of a discussion amongst abolitionists and anti-abolitionists on a train in 

which one person makes this assertion, and they concede that Angelina is the better 

speaker. 

11 Kinneavy points out these types of characteristics in The Ethical Argument of 

Roosevelt's First Inaugural Address (256-8). 

12Simone de Beauvoir identifies Others in The Second Sex: "No group ever sets itself 

up as the One without at once setting up the Other over against itself ... [T]o the native of 

a country all who inhabit other countries are 'foreigners'; Jews are 'different' for the anti

Semite, Negroes are 'inferior' for American racists, aborigines are 'natives' for colonists, 

proletarians are the 'lower class' for the privileged" (52). 
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13Bacon gives Child's explanation and writes that "Even when [ a writer] explicitly 

proves a point to her audience, Child suggests that the conclusion is the reader's rather 

than her own" (159). To further her argument, Bacon also refers to Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, who explain that questions appeal to an audience's judgment by 

suggesting '"implicit agreement' on a particular issue." (160). 
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CHAPTER V 

THE GRIMKES COLLABORATE TOW ARD A ST A TEMENT OF FEMINIST 

THEORY 

It must be discussed whether women are moral & responsible beings, and whether there 

is such a thing as male and female virtue & male & female duties &c. My opinion is that 

there are none & that this false idea has driven the plowshare of ruin over the whole field 

of morality. 

Angelina Grimke, 183 7 

The Grimkes ' published work gives evidence of the extent of their collaboration. An 

examination of similar content, shared language, and intertextuality of the Grimkes' 

letters reveals how their collaboration grew to create and support feminist principles. The 

study proves that they work together to create a feminist theory-Angelina establishes 

duties and rights of women, and Sarah establishes equality of women and introduces 

gender theory. In The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from Classical Times to the 

Present, Bizzell and Herzberg interpret Gerda Lerner's historical work as portraying a 

collaboration in which Angelina is "the doer, the activist" while Sarah is "the thinker, the 

theorist" (1046). 1 However, careful examination of the Grimkes' work using 

methodology which considers textual, biographical, and historical information reveals 
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that their collaboration entailed an integrated expression of their ideas. This analysis of 

the Grimkes' work will center on those letters that they publish in periodicals and texts; 

these dialogic works have overlapping boundaries that suggest their intertextual nature. 

They are letters, periodical material, books, narratives, history writing, theory, social 

commentary, and position statements. I will show how the Grimkes collaborate toward a 

statement of feminist theory using these intersections of genre. 

Although this discussion focuses on the Grimkes' three most well-known works, this 

chapter includes an examination of an unpublished letter written by Angelina to George 

Chase that discusses woman's duty to labor.2 We will also discuss an unpublished 

lecture, "Slavery a Political Moral and Religious Subject," which documents Angelina's 

early discourse on women's rights and duties and which, I will argue, is the foundation of 

the Grimkes' feminist work. In her Appeal to the Christian Women of the South 

(hereafter referred to as Appeal to the Christian Women) published in 1836 in New York 

by the American Anti-Slavery society, Angelina's central thesis is that it is women's duty 

to do what they can for abolition (Appeal to the Christian Women 64). In this appeal, 

Angelina writes to the southern warp.en in the genre of the open letter desiring to "touch 

their hearts and lead them to use their influence with their husbands and brothers." 

Confident that her words could persuade her audience, she states: "I will speak to them in 

such tones that they must hear me, and, through me, the voice of justice and humanity" 

(Birney 138). The Appeal to the Christian Women created a strong reaction and gained 

her both supporters and detractors. Although Angelina addressed her audience "As a 
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Southerner," the work sold well among northern abolitionists. But the appeal also 

spawned hate: "It was burned in Charleston, and the mayor warned Mrs. Grimke that 

Angelina would not be allowed to visit the city" (Ceplair 22). Although Angelina did not 

specifically address southerners in her future work, her position as a female abolitionist 

kept her controversial. 

Different circumstances surround Angelina's Letters to Catherine [sic] E. Beecher, in 

Reply to an Essay on Slavery and Abolitionism, Addressed to A.E. Grimke (hereafter 

referred to as Letters to Catherine). Angelina's letters to Beecher were printed in three 

different abolitionist periodicals in 1837: The Liberator, The Emancipator, and the 

Friend of Man before publication in book form in 1838 (Ceplair 146). The letters are a 

response to Catherine Beecher's Essay on Slavery and Abolitionism, with reference to the 

duty of American females ( 183 7) in which Be~cher criticizes Angelina's abolitionist 

work. Larry Ceplair notes that Beecher's work "marked the start of her campaign to 

convince women to change society via their positions in homes and schools" (138). 

Beecher argues against immediate abolitionism and expresses her views on woman's role 

in society which are directly opposed to those of the Grimkes: she criticizes women who 

lecture publicly arguing that women should stay in the domestic sphere and influence 

privately. 

Although Angelina allots the majority of her response to Beecher to set forth her ideas 

on abolitionism she also writes two letters on woman's role. In Angelina's first letter on 
' 

woman, "The Sphere Of Woman And Man As Moral Beings The Same," Angelina 
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argues that women have the same duties as men and that "[woman's] rights lie at the 

foundation of all her duties" (Letters to Catherine 191 ). Angelina also contrasts the 

domestic "fashionable bell, whose idol is herself' to the "humble Christian, who feels 

that it is truth which she seeks to recommend to others, truth which she wants them to 

esteem and love, and not herself' (189).3 Thus, Angelina criticizes the domestic woman 

who is frivolous and self-centered, an argument that Sarah pursues in her Letter XI on 

"Dress of Woman." 

Angelina argues that the woman who is motivated to express truth is a public, political 

woman because she has responsibilities to perform. Katherine Henry contends that 

Angelina' s defense of woman's right to speak "blur[s] the distinction Beecher makes 

between public and private" which has the affect of "dislodge[ing] it from its grounding 

in gender difference" (335). In Angelin~'s second letter on woman, "Human Rights Not 

Founded On Sex," Angelina argues syllogistically, "Human beings have rights, because 

they are moral beings; the rights of all men grow out of their moral nature; and as all men 

have the same moral nature, they have essentially the same rights" (Letters to Catherine 

194 ). Two weeks before this letter, Angelina wrote a private letter to George Chase in 

which she describes woman's role, and she lays out many of the issues which she 

discusses in the letters on woman to Beecher. These three letters of Angelina's are 

important because they corroborate Sarah's ideas, yet they are written in Angelina's own 

bold style and reveal her own feminist thinking. Sarah's more comprehensive work, 

Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman, addressed to Mary S. 
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Parker, President of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society (hereafter referred to as 

Letters on the Equality of the Sexes) reflects both Grimke sisters' idea of feminist theory 

in which Angelina establishes duties and rights of women in her writings, and Sarah 

establishes equality of women and introduces gender theory in her work. 

In July 183 7, "The Pastoral Letter of the General Association of Congregational 

Ministers of Massachusetts" was published attacking the right of women to participate in 

political work and to speak publicly. In response, Mary Parker, president of the Boston 

Female Anti-Slavery Society, suggested that the Grimkes write a weekly piece on the 

subject of woman for the New England Spectator (20 Aug. [1837]; BID 428). Both of the 

Grimke sisters were qualified to write essays on the subject, but because Angelina was 

already occupied in her letters to Beecher that she began in June, Sarah took up writing 

on the subject in July 183 7. Sarah and Angelina each finished writing their series the 

following October-key ideas on woman run through both works. 

Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman 

Sarah's fifteen Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, averaging approximately 2600 

words long, discuss woman's past and present condition, her place according to human 

rights, and the future prospect of the equality of the sexes. Her Letters were originally 

published in the New England Spectator in 1837, reprinted in The Liberator in 1838, and 

also published in book form in 1838. In "The Original Equality of Woman," (Letter I) 

Sarah acknowledges that she is "venturing on nearly untrodden ground" (Letters on the 

Equality 31) in her endeavor to give her interpretation of scripture and elaborate on a 
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political system. She states that "the welfare of the world will be materially advanced" 

by new "discoveries" of woman's role (31 ). However, she feels that it is the "duty" of 

every individual to interpret scripture. Sarah proceeds to argue that woman is man's 

equal, "a free agent, gifted with intellect and endowed with immortality" (32). The 

theme of equality subsequently runs throughout the Letters. 

In "Woman Subject Only To God," (Letter II) Sarah includes her famous words: "I 

ask no favors for my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren 

is, that they will take their feet from off our necks, and permit us to stand upright on that 

ground which God designed us to occupy." Sarah continues to argue from a scriptural 

standpoint, stating: "I am unable to learn from sacred writ when woman was deprived by 

God of her equality with man" and, therefore concluding: "no supremacy was granted to 

man" (Letters on the Equality 35). Sarah interprets John Quincy Adams' stance as a 

Congress member against the slavery petition as placing woman "side by side with the 

slave," and she turns the tables and thanks Adams for "ranking [women] with the 

oppressed" (36). Therefore, Sarah justifies Angelina's and her appropriation of slavery 

imagery that they often use to describe woman's position. 

In a letter on the subject of "The Pastoral Letter," (Letter III) Sarah suggests that both 

men and women are in bondage as slaves by equating the ideas in the pastoral letter with 

slavery. She states that men and women need to become "emancipated from the 

thralldom of superstition and 'traditions of men"' that the letter espouses. Again, Sarah 
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turns the tables by pointing out the benefits of this letter despite its attack on women. She 

states: 

I rejoice that they have called the attention of my sex to this subject, because 

I believe if woman investigates it, she will soon discover that danger is 

impending, though from a totally different source from that which the 

Association apprehends,-danger from those who, having long held the reins 

of usurped authority, are unwilling to permit us to fill that sphere which God 

created us to move in. (Letters on the Equality 38) 

Sarah blames false translation of scripture for keeping women from "mental and spiritual 

freedom." In this letter, Sarah highlights the theme of woman's equality that is based on 

natural rights in her famous statement: ''Men and women were CREATED EQUAL; they 

are both moral and accountable beings, and whatever is right for man to do, is right for 

woman" (38). Sarah's words contain the same ideas as a statement Angelina had given 

two months prior in An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States. Angelina 

states in "Slavery A Religious Subject": "All moral beings have essentially the same 

rights and the same duties, whether they be male or female" (19). Sarah, however, 

explicitly undermines the significance of gender typing in her reference to the "anti

scriptural distinction between men and women" ( 41 ). Therefore, Sarah interweaves her 

theory within her text through recurring themes of rights, responsibility, equality, and 

gender. 
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In "Social Intercourse of the Sexes," (Letter IV) Sarah refers to both the "social and 

domestic interchange of sentiment and feelings" (Letters on the Equality 42). She 

contends that woman has injured herself by submitting to being regarded more as a 

domestic helper than an intellectual and moral being. Sarah expresses irony in the 

fo llowing comment regarding the pastoral letter's statement concerning women's 

conversation on things "which ought not be named." She responds: "How wonderful that 

the conceptions of man relative to woman are so low, that he cannot perceive that she 

may converse on any subject connected with the improvement of her species, without 

swerving in the least from that modesty which is one of her greatest virtues." Sarah 

refers to the problem of gender categories again, concluding that this idea is based on 

"the never-forgotten distinction of male and female." She argues "[woman] is duty 

bound to communicate with all, who are able and willing to aid her in saving her fellow 

creatures, both men and women, from that destruction which awaits them" (43). Here 

Sarah equates verbal communication and interaction as a hallmark of gender neutrality. 

Sarah's letters on international women: "Condition in Asia and Africa," (Letter V) 

''Women in Asia and Africa," (Letter VI) and "Condition in Some Parts of Europe and 

America" (Letter VII) are modeled after Lydia Maria Child's The History of the 

Condition of Women, in Various Ages and Nations (Ceplair 204n). These letters are an 

opportunity for Sarah to broaden her argument on women by discussing women 

diachronically as well as synchronically. In these letters, Sarah briefly discusses 

women's treatment throughout the ages and in different countries. These letters are full 
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of examples of the abuse and suffering of women. However, as Sarah writes in "Women 

in Asia and Africa," instances in which women ruled prove that "intellect is not sexed" 

(Letters on the Equality 48). Sarah's comment reflects her theory of degendering human 

rights. 

In "On the Condition of Women in the United States," (Letter VIII) Sarah expounds 

on the problem of women's education. She identifies two primary problems of women: 

her deficient education and indoctrination that marriage is the most important attainment 

for a woman. Sarah notes that she knows from both "experience and observation" 

(Letters on the Equality 56) the poor state of woman's education in the United States. 

She complains that woman's education only consists of culinary and manual instruction. 

Yet, Sarah' s inclusion of women's faults and responsibilities is a large part of her theory 

and makes it a more well-rounded perspective. In this letter, Sarah comprehends that 

women are not guiltless, and she chastens women who witness slaves' suffering yet do 

nothing. Furthermore, in an effort to show that men benefit from equality of the sexes, 

Sarah criticizes "fashionable" women for their unproductive lives. "Many women are 

now supported, in idleness and extravagance, by the industry of their husbands, fathers, 

or brothers," she observes, "while the wife and daughters and sisters take no part in the 

support of the family, and appear to think that their sole business is to spend the hard 

bought earnings of their male friends" (61). She contends that if such women worked to 

help support their families, they would express more sympathy with their husbands, both 
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in actions and in words, and, thus, be more "valuable" as equals. Here, Sarah expresses 

her connection between equality and effective communication through sympathy. 

In "Heroism of Women-Women in Authority," (Letter IX) Sarah employs the 

tradition of cataloguing notable women, although some that she mentions are now 

considered legend rather than fact" (Ceplair 204n). Similarly, in "Intellect of Woman," 

(Letter X) Sarah lists the intellectual accomplishments of women from ages past and 

from other countries. Sarah laments that "There are few instances of men who are 

magnanimous enough to be entirely willing that women should know more than 

themselves, on any subjects except dress and cookery" (Letters on the Equality 65). 

Therefore, she implicates men as partially responsible for woman's uncultivated mind. 

Sarah addresses the issue of woman's "inordinate love of dress" (Letters on the 

Equality 68) in her letter on "Dress of Woman," (Letter XI) and she defends her Quaker 

attire for its simplicity and convenience. Sarah contrasts the vanity behind woman's 

preoccupation with dress with benevolence that inspires "improvement of the mind and 

devotion to the cause of humanity," and she declares that "the character of woman has 

been elevated more by participating in the great moral enterprises of the day, than by 

anything else" ( 69). Furthermore, just as Sarah argues against male and female morals 

and duties, she eliminates the hierarchy of power between clergy and laity with her 

profession that "God makes no distinction between the moral and religious duties of 

ministers and people" (71 ). Therefore, Sarah undermines the perception that women 

cannot have a ministry, a belief which, she argues, keeps women inactive. 
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In "Legal Disabilities of Women," (Letter XII) Sarah discusses women's lack of 

political existence. She construes: "With the single exception of presenting a petition to 

the legislative body, [woman] is a cipher in the nation; or, if not actually so in 

representative governments, she is only counted, like the slaves of the South, to swell the 

number of law-makers who form decrees for her government." Sarah regrets women's 

lack of voice in government, especially in terms of its ramifications in marriage and the 

status of women because upon marriage, "the very being, or legal existence of the woman 

is suspended." Again, Sarah uses a slavery analogy. She explains: "the very being of a 

woman, like that of a slave, is absorbed in her master" (Letters on the Equality 72), 

meaning her husband. Yet, Sarah clarifies that "the condition of free women [cannot] be 

compared to that of slaves in suffering, or in degradation." However, she believes that 

"laws which deprive married women of their rights and privileges" and that "make men 

superior to women" cause women to devalue their worth. In addition, looking to man for 

"protection and indulgence" (77), she contends, stifles woman's desire for productivity. 

In "Relation of Husband and Wife," (Letter XIII) Sarah shows how marriage is often a 

site of oppression for women, and she argues that many women are not aware of their 

responsibilities. For instance, when asked to sign a petition for the abolition of slavery or 

to join a reformation society, women often reply, '"My husband does not approve of it."' 

Sarah explains: "She merges her rights and her duties in her husband, and thus virtually 

chooses him for a savior and a king, and rejects Christ as her Ruler and Redeemer" 

(Letters on the Equality 79). Although some might conclude that a single woman, such 
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as Sarah, is not qualified to speak on marriage, she assures that her opinions are based on 

scripture. She gives many instances of woman's "degradation" and physical and 

emotional "suffering" in marriage, and then she discusses texts and scripture that have 

been falsely interpreted and represented, including Milton's, whose Eve states: '"God is 

thy law, thou mine"' (81 ). Sarah believes that uneducated women are more often under 

physical bondage than mental bondage by their husband's beliefs. She theorizes that 

"Authority is called into exercise by resistance, and hence there will be mental bondage 

only in proportion as the faculties of mind are evolved, and woman feels herself as a 

rational and intelligent being, on a footing with man" (80). Consequently, Sarah implies 

that woman' s education is a prerequisite to her gain of authority. 

"Ministry of Women" (Letter XIV) is Sarah's most lengthy letter. She states that, 

although she knows no religious body that believes in the equality of man and woman, 

equality is the basis of her argument in favor of women in ministry. Again, she states 

that "whatever is morally right for a man to do, is morally right for a woman to do" 

(Letters on the Equality 85). Sarah spends much of the letter documenting biblical 

women' s ministerial and prophetic role in the Old Testament and New Testament. She 

takes opportunity throughout this letter to expound on Angelina's work which mentions 

many of these same historical instances. 

Sarah's letter "What are the Duties of Woman at the Present Time?" is not included 
' 

in the published series, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, but Ceplair includes it within 

his published collection of her work, and it is appropriate for me to include it here 
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because it is in the same format of Sarah's published letters, and it includes the topic of 

women. The letter was written October 4, 1837 in the time period between her Letter 

XIV and Letter XV. Sarah writes that, most importantly, women should "think for 

themselves" ("What are the Duties" 258). Sarah notes the custom to separate the duties 

of men and the duties of women, but she contends, "Duties belong to situation, not to 

sex" (259-60) because "rights and responsibilities of men and women as moral beings are 

identical." Sarah believes that hers is a crucial period in woman's history because 

women can respond to so many reform needs (Letters on the Equality 85). Sarah exhorts 

reformers not to succumb to "corrupt public opinion," which she equates with "the 

unseen fetters of ecclesiastical censure" (261 ), and she stirs up confidence with her 

declaration that there are many women with intellect and talents for "public exercises." 

Sarah identifies two other classes of women: those who are "timid and unaccustomed to 

think for themselves" and those who do not want to partake in difficult duties (262). 

Therefore, Sarah leaves no question that all women who are capable should be involved 

in reform. 

In "Man Equally Guilty with Woman in the Fall," (Letter XV) Sarah implicates man 

in sin as well as woman; then, she continues her line of argument of equality, contending 

that there are not man's rights and woman's rights, but human rights. Furthermore, she 

agrees with an unidentified author that "'all rights spring out of the moral nature: they are 

both the root and the offspring of responsibilities'" (Letters on the Equality 97). She 

concludes: "To perform our duties, we must comprehend our rights and responsibilities; 
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and it is because we do not understand, that we now fall so far short in the discharge of 

our obligations" (97). Rather than contributing to men's education for the ministry, 

Sarah advises that sewing societies should support women's education. She then 

proposes that if men were to form societies to educate women, they would be consistent 

with the chivalry with which Beecher gives them credit (98-9). Sarah's theme of 

education for women continues in a section in this letter entitled, "Duties of Women," in 

which she argues that women are in a "crisis," and it is their duty "to prepare themselves 

for more extensive usefulness, by making use of those religious and literary privileges 

and advantages that are within their reach." As she stated in her first letter, in this final 

one, Sarah exhorts women (and men) to see themselves as "FREE AGENTS" (99), but in 

her conclusion, she indicates that it will be difficult for some women because they have 

to put away selfishness and vanity, become responsible, and exercise their rights. 

Therefore, Sarah's work reveals the conviction that both men and women have to 

overcome in order to achieve gender equality. The ideas that Sarah sets forth in Letters 

on the Equality of the Sexes concerning woman's equality are shared by Angelina as we 

see when we examine their work that they undertook at the same time. 

The Grimkes ' ideas developed during periods in which they had the opportunity to 

share resources and conversation, so the significant amount of time that the sisters spent 

together in August and September of 183 7 in Brookline, Massachusetts results in much of 

their work on woman's rights. Although feminist scholars, such as Gerda Lerner, have 

given Sarah credit for writing the first feminist argument, they have underplayed 
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Angelina's contribution who many times initiated discussion of specific aspects of 

feminist theory: use of biblical women to set precedent for public speaking, duty of 

woman's public action, and woman's rights. Sarah extends Angelina's ideas to initiate a 

theory of woman's equality and gender. (See Appendix A). The table below (5.1) 

presents a timeline which shows that the Grimkes developed much work during several 

months in 183 7, especially in August and September when they stayed together in 

Brookline. This table demonstrates the intertextuality of the Grimkes' works and follows 

with a discussion of Angelina's early work on woman's rights before discussing the 

intertextuality of the Grimkes' works. 
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Table 5.1 

Intertextuality in the Grimkes Work 

1837 Angelina Sarah 
February "New York Lecture on Slavery, A 

Political Subject" 
May "Slavery, A Political Subject," 

"Slavery a Moral Subject," and 
"Slavery a Religious Subject" in An 
Appeal to the Women of the 
Nominally Free States 

July "The Original Equality of Woman" 

"Woman Subject Only To God" 

"The Pastoral Letter" 

"Social Intercourse of the Sexes" 

"Women in Asia and Africa" 
August "Letter to George Chase" "On the Condition of Women in the 

United States" 
"The Sphere of Woman and Man As 
Moral Beings The Same" "Heroism of Women-Women in 

Authority" 

"Intellect of Woman" 

September "Dress of Woman" 

"Legal Disabilities of Women" 

"Relation of Husband and Wife" 

"Ministry of Women" 

October "Human Rights Not Founded On "What are the Duties of Woman at the 

Sex" Present Time?" 

"Miscellaneous Remarks,- "Man Equally Guilty with Woman in 

Conclusion" the Fall" 
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Earlier in 183 7, a hectic speaking schedule had kept the Grimkes from research and 

writing as Sarah attests in Letter VIII of Letters on the Equality of the Sexes in late 

August, days after she arrived in Brookline.4 Sarah writes: "I regret that my time has 

been so much occupied by other things, that I have been unable to bestow that attention 

upon the subject which it merits, and that my constant change of place has prevented me 

from having access to books, which might probably have assisted me in this part of my 

work [her Letters]" (56). Subsequently, the sisters found the opportunity to spend time 

together for most of several weeks making it possible for them to read, research, and 

converse on their pressing topic of interest: woman's rights. 5 During this period, Sarah 

wrote eight of her Letters, and Angelina wrote her letter on "The Sphere of Woman And 

Man As Moral Beings The Same" of her letters to Beecher. During the Grimkes' stay in 

Brookline, Angelina also outlined her own theory of woman's rights in her response to 

George Chase's request for her ideas of women in labor. In the remaining discussion, we 

see that the Grimkes' content, language, and rhetorical approaches are affected by 

collaborating and sharing resources. 

First, we need to look at Angelina's early work in regard to woman's rights in order to 

see how it culminates in the significant theoretical work set forth in Sarah's Letters on the 

Equality of the Sexes. Angelina's first strategy to educate society is to address women 

about their potential. In her Appeal to the Christian Women of the South, Angelina refers 

to women who take part in civic and religious affairs. She proceeds to catalogue great 

women, beginning with those of the Bible: Miriam, Deborah, Jael, and others, continuing 
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with examples of persecuted European women and concluding with English abolitionists. 

She illustrates a women's history of more than three millennia with specific examples of 

women who exercise their duties through political action. By using this approach of 

listing notable women, Angelina is taking part of a tradition begun by Christine De Pisan 

in Book of the City of Ladies (1405) in which she began the querelles des femmes-the 

four-hundred-year-long debate over women's nature and status in which women are 

portrayed as either bad or good. 

The Book begins with a long list of examples of good women from history and legend. 

We also see this tradition in Isocrates' suggestion to choose subjects that are worthy and 

examples that are edifying. This historical discursive process in which Angelina, then 

later Sarah, partakes functions as a discourse in the quere/les des femmes tradition; it 

serves to educate women by reacquainting them with the forerunners of women's 

activism. Other abolitionists participated in this same tradition. Between 1832 and 1835, 

Child wrote five volumes of the Ladies Family Library that include short biographies of 

virtuous women, and the last two volumes cover The History and Condition of Women in 

Various Ages and Nations. The Grimkes not only continue that tradition but also develop 

the tradition further. Jean Fagan Yellin notes that Angelina's writings "contributed to the 

stock of female figures encoded in our national culture, and they paved the way for Sarah 

Grimke's feminist polemic"(43); therefore, we see the cumulative effect from Angelina's 

adoption of a specific feminist tactic using female exemplars, which she also employs in 
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her oral discourse and Sarah uses later in three letters: the "Ministry of Women," on 

"Heroism of Women-Women in Authority," and on "Intellect of Woman." 

Angelina' s inaugural lecture in New York on woman's rights and duties on February 

2, 183 7 is significant in history because it is one of the first times that woman's rights are 

publicly defended by a woman in America.6 Angelina declares to Smith that she spoke 

on "the popular objection Slavery is a political subject, therefore women should not 

intermeddle." She relates that she admits the subject is political, yet she exhorts women 

on their responsibilities as citizens and states she "tryd to enlighten our sisters a little in 

their rights & dutys" (Ceplair 117). Angelina's talk on her feminist beliefs was three 

months prior to the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women held in New York 

City on May 9-12, 1837 which approximately two hundred women attended, many of 

them African Americans from black female organizations. Dorothy Sterling writes that 

the convention was "the first public political meeting of U.S. women," and Angelina 

headed a committee to prepare An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States, 

Issued by an Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women (3 ). Because Angelina wrote 

on precisely the same subject as one that she spoke on February 2, "Slavery, A Political 

Subject," not only did Angelina's lecture in New York preview major ideas in Angelina's 

Appeal to the Women, it's argument for woman's duty to work for abolition established 

the necessity of the first national women's convention on anti-slavery. In Angelina's 

Appeal to the Women, she evidently expanded her work to elaborate on each topic 
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through three separate sections: "Slavery A Political Subject," "Slavery A Moral 

Subject," and "Slavery A Religious Subject." 

The New York lecture was one of a series of weekly meetings held in a church session 

room7 which grew so large that they were moved to the church itself (Angelina and Sarah 

to Smith, 20 Jan. 1837), and Angelina spoke on this topic of woman's rights and duties in 

their second meeting held in the church in New York for approximately two hundred 

people. At this lecture, Angelina uses the tradition of cataloguing notable women. 

Angelina reveals that in her talk she gives examples of many women in history: 

Miriam, Deborah, Esther, Volemmia, Virgilia, Sabine women, Joan of Arc, as well as a 

contemporary woman (to Smith, 4 Feb. 1837). Box 19 of the Weld-Grimke papers which 

was discussed in Chapter IV contains an unpublished set of lecture notes entitled, 

"Slavery a Political[,] Moral and Religious Subject," which evidently is the content for 

Angelina's talk. The notes reveal that after giving several examples of women's 

involvement in politics, Angelina asserts that "women hav a right to interfere in the 

political concerns of the Country in which they liv. Our fathers tho't so or they would 

not hav allowd women to vote." She continues: "This docrtrine of noninterference on the 

part of women is the doctrine of all who ar afraid of our power, or ar too ignorant of our 

rights-to admit of the performance of our dutys, for let us ever remember that rights & 

dutys ar inseparably connected" ("Slavery a Political"). Although Angelina often stresses 

women's duties, here she explicitly states that power, rights, and duties are linked; she 
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doesn't mention any one as a prerequisite but implies that they function in tandem. This 

connection is crucial in the Grimkes' theory of woman's rights. 

Intertextuality in the Grimkes' Work 

Sarah has rightfully been credited with formulating the first detailed feminist 

theoretical statement. Lerner states: "I see Sarah Grimke not only as the first woman to 

write a coherent feminist argument in the United States, but also as a major feminist 

thinker" (The Feminist Thought 5). However, by looking at the Grimkes' work on 

feminist theory, we find that there is a collaboration between Sarah and Angelina, evident 

by the intertextuality of their work. Angelina lays a foundation in her discussion of 

duties and rights of women, and Sarah argues for equality of women and introduces 

gender theory. Kristeva's conception of intertextuality is helpful when describing the 

Grimkes' writings as a collaborative effort on feminist theory. Inspired by Mikhail 

Bakhtin's work on dialogism, Kristeva developed the concept, intertextuality, to describe 

a text's relationship with other texts. Although Kristeva uses the novel (roman) and 

poetry for her theoretical discussion, she is open to her concept's application to other 

types of texts and acknowledges that intertextuality "has come to have rather wide 

currency" (Interviews 189). For instance, Kristeva considers the phenomenon globally 

when she describes the interaction between discourse and society as "a generalized text" 

that includes discourses of the press, oral discourses, and political discourses (53). 

Kristeva articulates a broad concept of intertextuality and states that the term roman can 

apply to such texts as "recits [ narrative discourse] of a journalistic type that integrate the 
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possibility of narrative, provided the category can be expanded" (191-2), and it can be 

applied to "the intermingling of autobiographical elements with essays and theoretical 

texts." Kristeva explains that "These are all romans-as long as we understand 'novel' 

as an intersection of genre and as a generalized form of intertextuality. If one identifies 

the novel with intertextuality, then every contemporary type of writing participates in it" 

(192). Kristeva' s affirmation that intertextuality can be used on a variety of dialogic texts 

suggests that it is appropriate to apply the concept to the Grimkes' work. Furthermore, as 

activist, theoretical writing, the Grimkes' letters contain the elements that are necessary 

for an intertextual study. 

The following discussion will look at intertextuality from a variety of sources: 

scripture authorities, testimony, metaphors, emblems of slavery, and the Grimkes' 

extension of each others' work. Such a study analyzes the intersection of texts, voices, 

and semantic, syntactic, and phonic systems (Interviews 190).
8 

Kristeva's work on texts 

relationship to other texts is valuable to reveal this dynamic in the Grimkes' work, and it 

is particularly interesting to look at their texts together because as the Grimkes 

collaborate, they each participate in the same dynamic that produces a dialogic text 

covering the topics of woman's duties, human rights, equality, and gender. 

When they are living separately in the summer of 1836,
9 

Angelina recognizes her need 

for Sarah' s support and assistance in the abolition effort and uses a scriptural basis to 

encourage her to commit to a higher level of action. Kristeva notes that "interplay of 

contents" is important in intertextuality (Interviews 191 ), and we find that scripture is a 
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significant part of each of the Grimkes' texts, both their own direct interpretations and 

those of other scholars, from the beginning of their collaboration. Angelina repeatedly 

validates woman's active role by giving proof to Sarah that one has to look directly at the 

Bible for sound testimony of theology rather than to the church or traditional biblical 

interpretation (Lerner, The Grimke Sisters 136). Her study of scripture inspires an 

application of female biblical characters to defend woman's right to public action, which 

she uses in her first major work, Appeal to the Christian Women of the South. Likewise, 

in her Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, Sarah indicates biblical interpretation is the 

stasis of the issue of woman's rights. Sarah explains in her letter on "the Province of 

Woman": "I shall depend soley on the Bible to designate the sphere of woman, because I 

believe almost every thing that has been written on this subject, has been the result of a 

misconception of the simple truths revealed in the Scriptures, in consequence of the false 

translation of many passages of Holy Writ" (Letters on the Equality 31 ). Several months 

later in a letter to Gerrit Smith, Sarah expresses her own ability to interpret scripture. She 

writes that she is "competent to read and comprehend" the Sermon on the Mount and 

judge her own insurrections (16 Feb. 1838: BID 551). Although Sarah has confidence in 

her conclusions, she follows Angelina's practice of turning to various biblical 

commentators to validate her findings which we will see below in an analysis of citation 

and intertextuality. 

The W eld-Grimke collection contains various unpublished miscellaneous notes and 

writings among which are some papers of Angelina's in which she copies several 
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commentaries from different scholars who agree that biblical women who prophesy 

speak before a public assembly. Angelina makes reference to these commentators' 

conclusions in her Letters to Catherine, and she cites scripture that supports woman's 

public role. She claims: "'This is the plain matter of fact, as Clark[ e] and Scott, Stratton 

and Locke, all allow. Mine is no 'private interpretation,' no mere sectarian view" (189). 

Kristeva perceives that citations are a kind of deviation which penetrates the text (Desire 

54 ), and the Grimkes' reliance on many authorities and examples illustrates this type of 

intertex tuali ty. 

Kristeva gives more insight to the function of phonetic (discursive) utterances and 

citations: 

the (phonetic) utterance having been transcribed onto paper and the foreign 

text ( citation) having been copied down, both of them form a written text within 

which the very act of writing shifts to the background and appears, in its totality, 

as secondary: as a transcription-copy, as a sign, as a "letter," no longer in the 

sense of inscription but of exchange object ('which I send to you in the manner 

of a letter'). (55) 

Kristeva' s perspective on intertextuality gives us an understanding of the dynamics 

occurring in Sarah's Letter XIV, which is her second to last of the series. In Sarah's 

letter entitled "Ministry of Women," she cites views from the same authorities' texts that 

Angelina mentions at an earlier date in her Letters to Beecher: Thomas Scott's The Holy 

Bible . .. With explanatory notes, Adam Clarke's The Holy Bible ... With a commentary 

190 



and critical notes, Thomas Stratton's The Book of the Priesthood, and John Locke's A 

paraphrase and notes in the Epistles of St. Paul to the Galatians, I & fl Corinthians, 

Romans, Ephesians. To which is prefix 'd, An essay for the understanding of St. Paul 's 

Epistles, by consulting St. Paul himself. She details each commentator's Biblical 

interpretation of women speaking, and she shares her own conclusions as well. Sarah 

cites an entire letter from Locke in which he discusses two women he heard preach. She 

had copied this letter that was submitted by an English Quaker and published in The 

Friend newspaper. The Weld-Grimke collection contains a copy of Sarah's notes on the 

"Ministry of Women" in which she transcribes a copy of a letter to the editor as well as 

the letter from Locke. The letter to the editor, whose author is only identified by the 

initial , B. , states: "[Locke's letter] has long been known as a curiosity in the possession of 

some members of our Society in England" ("Ministry of Women") and the submitter 

notes that the "style and tenor of the letter, pronounce it to be genuine" ("Ministry of 

Women"). In Letter XIV, Sarah writes about Locke: "After hearing [the women] he 

became convinced of their commission to publish the gospel, and thereupon altered his 

notes on the 11th Ch. I Cor. in favor of women's preaching" (Letters on the Equality 92). 

Sarah's emphasis that Locke "altered" his notes characterizes him as one who is to be 

emulated for changing his mind on the subject of women's preaching. 

Sarah quotes two long passages from Locke: first, a passage from Locke' s "altered" 

notes in which he explains that prophesy refers to "speaking in the assembly." Then 

Sarah quotes a portion of Locke' s letter to the two women he heard preach. He explains 
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his epiphany: "I now see that acquaintance by sight cannot reach the height of enjoyment, 

which acquaintance by knowledge arrives unto," and he declares: "Outward hearing may 

misguide us, but internal knowledge cannot err" (Letters on the Equality 92). Locke's 

reputation as a known and respected empirical scientist validates his conclusions. The 

multiple voices expressed in Letter XIV display many intersections of intertextuality and 

point to Kristeva' s insight to the transposition of anterior and synchronic statements into 

communicative speech: first, a discursive source, the women's preaching; second, 

citation from the "eminent literary character," ("Ministry of Women") John Locke; third, 

scripture; and fourth, the mediation of the editor of The Friend who implicitly agrees 

with the submitter that the text is Locke's. We see a continuum of sources layering on 

other sources creating the phenomenon that Kristeva talks about in which the author 

becomes negated and exchanged for multiple voices. In Kristeva's words, the dynamic 

involves "a destruction of the creative identity and reconstitution of a new plurality" 

(Interviews 190). Ultimately, Sarah's inclusion of the testimony of Locke suggests to her 

readers that although they may be confused by traditional biblical interpretation, they can 

come to the same conclusions if they hear a woman speak publicly, and they can reach a 

new height of understanding through experiential knowledge. 

Both Angelina and Sarah analyze woman's situation metaphorically in terms of 

measurement, time and space, in order to gain a perspective of nineteenth-century 

woman' s present position and the position that she should obtain. Angelina begins her 

Appeal with her first use of biblical analogy comparing woman's situation to that of the 
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biblical character, Esther. Grimke quotes a passage from Esther that includes the 

question: "who knoweth whether thou come to the kingdom for such a time as this?" 

(Appeal to the Christian Women 36). Angelina relies on the issue of timeliness, which 

entails an understanding of kairos, to motivate the southern women. After encouraging 

these women that they can help emancipate the slaves, Angelina asks, "Can you not, my 

friends, understand the signs of the time?" (65). Similarly, in "Intellect of Woman," 

Sarah also suggests the strategic time for change. She acknowledges that the last ten or 

twenty years have brought improvement to women, but she notes that there is still a 

disparity between the sexes. She writes: "I trust there is a desire awakened in my sisters 

for solid acquirements, which will elevate them to their 'appropriate sphere"' (Letters on 

the Equality 67). By describing woman's sphere in terms of spatial orientation, which 

indicates a scale of value, Sarah chooses words which emphasize woman's low position. 

Sarah and Angelina both use spatial metaphors that help describe nineteenth-century 

woman' s position and the ideal position for women. In Metaphors We Live by, George 

Lakoff and Mark Johnson explain that "Our physical and cultural experience provides 

many possible bases for spatialization metaphors," for example, which ones are chosen 

(19), and Sarah and Angelina purposely employ spatial metaphors to describe women's 

status. Sarah and Angelina suggest that both society and woman will suffer if women 

remain in their current position. In Sarah's letter on the subject of "The Pastoral Letter," 

she states that woman's placement on a lower sphere "has introduced confusion into the 

world" (Letters on the Equality 38). Weeks later, Angelina agrees: "Great confusion of 
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ideas exists as to what duties do devolve upon woman." In the same letter to Chase, 

Angelina describes this space as a platform. She writes: "If woman stands on a lower 

platform of human rights than man, then of course her duties must be of a lower grade" 

(to Chase, 20 Aug. 1837). Furthermore, Sarah refers to woman's proper position as she 

laments that"[ woman] has lived so far below her privileges and her obligations, as a 

rational and accountable creature" (Letters on the Equality 67-8). Even when Sarah 

alludes to woman's ideal position, she describes it in terms of woman's current 

perspective, from below, suggesting the difficulty that even a feminist, such as she had 

viewing from a perspective other than from below. 

The Grimkes imply that both men and women suffer from the dilemma of woman's 

sphere in their suggestion that "confusion" results from the disparity between the 

positions of the sexes. This perception that both sexes share the problem creates 

identification between men and women. Furthermore, Angelina implicates an urgency 

for society to solve the problem, which ultimately prepares the audience for suggestions 

and imperatives. This subtle, yet powerful form of identification occurring between men 

and women is a type of identification Kenneth Burke describes in Dramatism and 

Development that "derives from situations in which it goes unnoticed" (28). In other 

words, the audience members, especially the men, are not aware that they are identifying 

with the psychological anguish caused by inequality of the sexes. Kristeva's work also 

extends Burke' s idea of identification. Suzanne Clark notes Burke's contention that 

"identification functions persuasively before any argument that might be advanced." She 
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explains that "Kristeva insists on the importance of identification, but also urges that we 

keep before us its metaphoricity-to transfer one's affective investment from one identity 

to another is to make a metaphorical identification between self and other" (309). 

Kristeva' s theory, therefore, allows us to see the identification that occurs as a result of 

intertextuality through the transference of a psychological state ( confusion) that is based 

on a metaphorical description (platform). We will see in the discussion below that this 

phenomenon of transference also occurs when language transfers an entire code of 

signification, which is evident through the Grimkes' appropriation of the emblems of 

slavery for woman's rights. 

The objections that the Grimkes received to their public work provide the inspiration 

for them to compare woman's position with the slave. Angelina writes: "the 

investigation of the rights of the slave has led me to a better understanding of my own" 

(Letters to Catherine 194). Angelina also introduces slavery analogy in her talk on 

slavery as a political subject. Grimke explicitly compares woman's situation in 

nineteenth-century America to the enslaved; she asks, "if women ar never to intermeddle 

with political concerns, how are we any better off in this respect than the slaves of the 

South. Like them we ar denyd the privilege of voting, tho' our number ar as carefully 

counted in order to increase the State & National Representation, but like them wear 

never to interfere with the politics of our Country" ("Slavery a Political[,] Moral and 

Religious Subject"). And she further reveals the silencing of women in "Slavery, a 

Political Subject" in An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States, Issued by an 
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Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women: "The denial of our duty to act, is a bold 

denial of our right to act; and if we have no right to act, then may we well be termed 'the 

white slaves of the North'-for, like our brethren in bonds, we must seal our lips in 

silence and despair" (An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free 14). Angelina 

articulates women's marginal position and her word, "despair," corresponds to Kristeva's 

concept of depression. 10 

Kristeva' s term intertextualiy includes the idea that history and the depressive psyche 

or "melancholia" interact to create an historical depression. According to Kristeva, this 

depression can allude to "a matter of the subject's relationship with other people and with 

the social realm" (Interviews 82). It can manifest in a writer's text in the form of 

"autonomy of discourse" in which a writer speaks in a "different manner from [their] 

familial and social determination." Kristeva explains that political and metaphysical 

contexts can bring about "the context of a generalized doubt about values" (Interviews 

53). In Desire in Language, Kristeva explains this phenomenon in intertextuality as 

ambivalence in values. In this dynamic, the writer can challenge past writing as Sarah 

and Angelina do so regarding traditional biblical interpretation. Kristeva explains: 

"Dialogue and ambivalence are borne out as the only approach that permits the writer to 

enter history by espousing an ambivalent ethics: negation as affirmation." Kristeva 

relates that the nineteenth century labeled the resulting intertextual relationships the 

'"social value ' or literature's moral 'message"' (69), which writers are able to espouse 

through dialogic texts as the Grimkes do. 
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Angelina's public appeal, such as the one above in which she refers to women's 

"despair" if the situation does not change, provides insight to how nineteenth-century 

women perceived their condition, and it provides the context for the Grimkes' 

intertextual work within society's language. Intertextuality also results in "the 

transposition of one or more systems of signs into another, accompanied by a new 

articulation of the enunciative and denotative position" (Roudiez 15 Intro). This new 

articulation becomes a vocabulary to describe the status of nineteenth-century women. 

The women' s comparison of their situation with the slaves is signified by words, such as 

bonds, chains, and fetters. 11 Sarah uses this technique in Letter III in fact when she talks 

about the need for women to be "emancipated from the thralldom of superstition and 

' traditions of men" (Letters on the Equality 37). Grimke strategically uses the word 

emancipate which is the language that the abolitionists use to express freedom from 

slavery. Jonathon Culler calls this dynamic a code. He writes that "'intertextuality' leads 

us to consider prior texts as contributions to a code which makes possible the various 

effects of signification" (103). Likewise, the Grimkes talk in a new code based on 

slavery analogy. However, the metaphoric language's greatest impact on the Grimkes is 

its impact on their language to theorize women's position. 

Angelina' s Statement on Woman's Rights 

By the summer of 1837, Angelina gained a reputation as an active woman's rights 

advocate, and on August 1 O, 183 7, Chase wrote Angelina with a request for her to send 

him a statement on the subject of women. Chase was working as a temperance agent and 
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desired to urge more females to become involved in the cause. He requested Angelina to 

write "On points touching the proper sphere of womans action" (10 Aug. 1837) to 

include in an address he was to make. Angelina writes Chase delineating her perspective 

of woman' s right to labor, and in this letter she lays out her own contributions to feminist 

theory enumerating each of her five points. Angelina often uses enumeration of her 

points, both when writing and lecturing. Although she may not have been aware of the 

roots of her form, the style can be traced to Renaissance rhetorician Peter Ramus's 

method of listing logical reasons in outline form which the Puritans adopted. Although 

Angelina apologizes for "entering into particulars," she states: "I have done so because it 

appeared to me to be absolutely necessary to establish fixed principles before we can 

draw correct inferences" (to Chase, 20 Aug. 1837). This letter is especially valuable 

because Angelina clearly lays out woman's duties and rights according to a biblical 

model and she names reformers as prophets, an argument that Sarah applies the following 

month in "Ministry of Women." 

Angelina informs Chase: "As to my views on the duty of woman to labor in the 

temperance and all the moral Reformations they are so ultra that I doubt whether thou 

wouldst assent to them, much less be willing to make any use of them." Angelina then 

proceeds to articulate to Chase her own biblical argument. Angelina states in her first 

point that she believes "woman is bound to labor in all Moral Reformations, because she 

is a moral, intellectual, & responsible being, standing on the same platform of human 
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rights and human responsibilities with man" (20 Aug. 183 7), and she argues for woman's 

equal rights and duties with those of man. 

In her second point, Angelina notes that in scripture, man and woman fell to the same 

level, and she concludes that man "never was invested with superiority or authority over 

woman" (to Chase, 20 Aug. 1837). Sarah bases her final Letter on the Equality of the 

Sexes, "Man Equally Guilty with Woman in the Fall," on this same topic two months 

later. 

Angelina's third point holds that "Under Jewish Dispensation women were called to 

fill the highest offices in Church & State" (to Chase, 20 Aug. 183 7), and she argues that 

women worked alongside men. In her final points, Angelina describes historical women 

who participate in public speaking, ministry, and political labor. Cataloguing virtuous 

women is the same approach that we discuss above that Angelina uses in both her Appeal 

to the Christian Women and her lecture on slavery as a political subject. 

In the conclusion to her statement to Chase she asserts: "Those who are engaged in the 

moral reformation of the day are the true prophets of this age. In these societies (not in 

the nominal church) is embodied all the moral power of our beloved but guilty country" 

(20 Aug. 183 7). Angelina's argument suggests that motive distinguishes a prophet and 

that moral power inspires prophets to speak. The Grimkes are motivated out of a concern 

over the immorality of slavery, so this statement serves to confirm the sisters' roles as 

prophets. Furthermore, the Grimkes rely on the precedent of women prophets to argue 

for woman's right to speak; consequently, they strive to identify themselves as prophets. 
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In her landmark feminist work, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition 

of Woman, Sarah extends Angelina's ideas. First, she affirms that women can speak 

publicly as well as perform political activities, and then she ultimately provides 

justification for the moral autonomy and equality of women (Bartlett 3). Sarah 

accomplishes this end by following Angelina's practice of using female biblical 

characters to create a defense for women's public speaking. However, first Sarah 

confronts patriarchal opinions of the clergy. In Letter III, on the subject of "The Pastoral 

Letter," Sarah responds to the pastoral letter's premise that questions the Grimkes' right 

to lecture publicly according to biblical conventions. Sarah compares male interpretation 

of scripture to the "opinions of Cotton Mather and other distinguished men of his day, on 

the subject of witchcraft" (Letters on the Equality 37). She maintains that when women 

have the same Greek and Hebrew education that men have, they will produce different 

commentary (38), an idea which Sarah acts on two months later in Letter XIV when she 

discusses alternative commentary. 

In Letter IV, "Social Intercourse of the Sexes," Sarah follows Angelina's call for 

women to assert their rights, proclaiming: "[Woman] is now called upon to rise from the 

station where man, not God, has placed her," and she encourages women to "claim those 

sacred and inalienable rights" (Letters on the Equality 42) and perform her "duty bound" 

effort to communicate with other reformers (43). In Letter XIV, "Ministry of Women," 

Sarah argues that biblical women's public speaking shows that they are equally 

permitted, equally qualified, and equally responsible to teach and preach, setting a 
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precedent for women's public speech. In the conclusion of her Letters to Catherine 
' 

Angelina refers to this stance as "Christian equality" (200). Sarah claims that it is 

universally admitted that women were called to the prophetic office, and she uses the 

same technique as Angelina listing examples of edifying women, noting Miriam, 

Deborah, and Huldah . . Sarah explains that ministers are successors of the prophets and 

"women are now called to that office as well as men" (87). The Apostle Paul, she notes, 

defines exhortation as prophetic utterance. Therefore, because Angelina and she are both 

exhorters, Sarah implicitly argues that they function as prophets (88). This argument for 

women's right to speak using prophetic women as well as the theme that stresses 

women's action are intersections of Sarah and Angelina's texts that help show how 

Sarah's writings compliment and extend her sister's. 

In her Letters to Catherine, Angelina's response to Beecher implicitly provides a 

defense of women's political action outside the home (Ceplair 139). Angelina argues that 

there is no middle ground in reformation. She states: "he or she that is not for the slave, 

in deed and in truth, is against him (Letters to Catherine 156). In Letter X, Angelina 

reveals her opinion that interaction and sharing ideas will bring about emancipation. She 

states: "Now I believe with [Catharine Beecher], that the tendencies of the age are toward 

Emancipation; but I contend that nothing but free discussion has produced this tendency" 

( 184 ). Like Sarah, Angelina is referring to emancipation of women as well as to slaves, 

and her comments function as a segue to her following two letters to Beecher on woman. 

Reformers use the concept, free discussion, to describe their commitment to a dialogic 
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format to discuss ideas among themselves as well as with detractors, and Angelina 

explains that this free discussion "naturally produces light, as striking of the flint and the 

steel produces fire. Free discussion is this collision, and the results are visible in the light 

which is breaking forth in every city, town and village, and spreading over hills and 

valleys, through the whole length and breadth of our land" (187). Kristeva's following 

description is similar: "[ dialogism] does not strive towards transcendence but rather 

toward harmony, all the while implying an idea of rupture (of opposition and analogy) as 

a modality of transformation" (Desire 89). Angelina's description includes these same 

phenomenon: free discussion ( dialogism), collision (rupture), and breaking forth light 

(transformation). We see that Angelina sets forth specific action: woman's duties and 

dialogue, which Sarah extends for her theory on woman's equality. 

The Grimkes' Collaboration on Gender Theory 

The Grimkes see degendered communication between the sexes as the most pertinent 

issue regarding equality between the sexes and equal opportunity, and they see 

discrimination and exploitation resulting from gender distinction. The issue of woman's 

equality implies society's notion of gender, and the Grimkes build on each other's 

comments on gender beginning with a public statement from Sarah that suggests 

disregarding gender in communication. In the early nineteenth century in which many 

feminists held essentialist views of men and women, 
12 

Angelina and Sarah hold 

surprisingly contemporary views of gender. In "Social Intercourse of the Sexes," Sarah 

observes: "We approach each other, and mingle with each other, under the constant 
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pressure of a feeling that we are of different sexes; and, instead of regarding each other 

only in the light of immortal creatures, the mind is fettered by the idea which is early and 

industriously infused into it, that we must never forget the distinction between male and 

female" (Letters on the Equality 41-2). She continues: "Nothing, I believe, has tended 

more to destroy the true dignity of woman, than the fact that she is approached by man in 

the character of a female" (42). Sarah's clear articulation of the problems caused by 

gender typing echoes the following private statement that Angelina wrote to Smith two 

months prior: "If we regarded each other as moral & intellectual beings merely, how pure 

& elevated & dignified would be our feelings towards, & intercourse with [men]" (29 

May 18 3 7; Cep lair 14 2). This instance suggests the collaboration behind the 

intertextuality in the Grimkes' work, and the dynamic continues when Angelina suggests 

a resolution in her own public letter. 

Both Sarah and Angelina respond to the author of the pastoral letter's declaration that 

there are "dangers, which at the present seem to threaten the female character with wide 

spread and permanent injury," referring to women who "itinerate in the character of 

public lecturers and teachers" (Pastoral Letter 211; Lerner 189). The Grimkes interpret 

this fear of woman's injury from her public action as an unhealthy romantic notion of 

chivalry that retain woman's place as "dependent and defenceless" (Letters to Catherine 

190). Angelina ascertains: "When human beings are regarded as moral beings, sex, 

instead of being enthroned upon the summit, administering upon rights and 

responsibilities, sinks into insignificance and nothingness" (195). This degendering of 
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women and men is subsequently called the "dethroning of sex" (Henry 341) by Katherine 

Henry who argues that Angelina's success in dangerous circumstances and in situations 

in which she is vulnerable amounts to a "rhetoric of exposure" (330).13 Angelina's 

technique undermines religious authorities' and Catherine Beecher's argument that 

women should be confined to the domestic sphere. Henry comments that "[Angelina's] 

effect is to blur the distinction Beecher makes between public and private and, therefore, 

to dislodge it from its grounding in gender differences" (335). Accordingly, Angelina 

speaks of gender in terms of equality. She declares: "I recognize no rights but human 

rights-I know nothing of men's rights and women's rights; for in Christ Jesus, there is 

neither male nor female. It is my solemn conviction, that, until this principle of equality 

is recognized and embodied in practice, the church can do nothing effectual for the 

permanent reformation of the world" (Letters to Catherine 196-7). Angelina's evaluation 

of the inefficiency of the church has the effect of disqualifying the clergy while endorsing 

herself as a reformer. 

In the same letter, Angelina furthers the argument that "whatever is right for man to 

do, is right for woman" (Letters on the Equality 38), and Angelina goes on to proclaim 

that "whatever it is morally right for a man to do, it is morally right for a woman to do" 

(Letters to Catherine 196) and "whatever is morally wrong/or her to do, it is morally 

wrong for him to do." Furthermore, Angelina elaborates her idea of gender declaring the 

qualifications of all women. She concludes that woman has just as much right as man "to 

have a voice in all the laws and regulations by which she is governed," and to sit in the 
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highest government offices, including the presidency (197). Thus, the Grimkes' 

discourse refutes the nineteenth-century idea of gender specific social roles, situating 

them as progressive woman's right's activists because they have an understanding that 

gender entails a social category as much as a biological category. Glenn explains that 

power is at the heart of gender as a social category (11); consequently, the biological 

aspect of gender is irrelevant when discussing gender in regards to equality, but gender's 

implications in dividing power is relevant. 

In addition to confronting resistance to women's political activities, the Grimkes work 

to create awareness about the connection between gender discrimination and exploitation. 

Angelina compares women's lack of representation in government to the lack of 

representation of the revolutionaries who "waged a bloody conflict with England, 

because they were taxed without being represented." She states: "This is just what 

unmarried women of property now are" (Letters to Catherine 193). Sarah refers to the 

same problem, yet she implies that the women might enact their own revolution. She 

states: "And this taxation, without representation, be it remembered, was the cause of our 

Revolutionary war, a grievance so heavy, that it was thought necessary to purchase 

exemption from it at an immense expense of blood and treasure, yet the daughters of New 

England, as well as of all the other States of this free Republic, are suffering a similar 

injustice" (Letters on the Equality 76). Sarah's implication that another revolution could 

be imminent is reminiscent of Abigail Adams' words to her husband, president John 

Adams, on March 31, 1776 (sixty years prior to Sarah's letter) during the American 
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Revolution. Adams also implores her husband to remember: "Remember the Ladies" and 

warns: "If perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the Laidies [sic] we are determined 

to fomet [sic] a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we 

have no voice, or Representation" (121). Sarah's open letter is in contrast to Adams' 

private letter to her husband. However, a code of behavior is present through the idea of 

women starting a revolution, suggesting the continued impact of the American revolution 

on the zeitgeist of the 1830s and exemplifying that revolutionary rhetoric informs the 

Grimkes' discourse on woman's duties, human rights, and gender equality. 

Examination of the Grimkes' language and content in an intertextual study confirms 

that the Grimkes maintained a productive collaboration in which they worked together, 

shared ideas, and extended each others' work while creating and supporting feminist 

principles. Intertextuality in the Grimkes' collaboration reveals that Angelina's seminal 

feminist work on duties and rights of women enables Sarah's full articulation of feminist 

theory. In the book edition of her letters to Beecher, Angelina inserts a telling statement 

at the conclusion of Letter XII, "Human Rights Not Founded On Sex," in which she 

underscores the intertextuality of her and her sister's work. Angelina refers the reader to 

Sarah's work to see the rest of her own views, which she has in common with Sarah. She 

explains: "Sarah has taken up this subject so fully, and [she has] only glanced at it" 

(Letters to Catherine 198). Angelina is able to make these comments after each set of 

letters is republished in a completed book form in 183 8 because both the Grimkes' 

dialogism and their theoretical perspective are complete although intertextuality 
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continues, as Angelina infers, through readers' interaction with the texts as they respond 

to the Grimkes' views on women and abolition. 

207 



Notes 

1 
Bizzell and Herzberg are referring to Lerner's work, The Grimke Sisters from South 

Carolina: Pioneers for Woman 's Rights and Abolition. 

2Stephen Howard Browne quotes from this letter in Rhetoric, Identity, and the Radical 

Imagination and argues that the letter is "[Angelina's] most elaborate private account of 

women' s rationale for public action" (124). 

3Sarah also takes up this issue of women's preoccupation with fashion in her Letters on 

the Equality of the Sexes and faults woman's vanity as an obstacle to her performing 

duties. 

4Although there is no date on Letter VIII, Sarah's preceding letter was written on 

August 22 and her succeeding letter was written on August 25. 

5 Angelina wrote Weld on August 12, 183 7 that Sarah and she were going to Brookline 

for Sarah to rest (B/D 417); nevertheless, Sarah accomplished much writing during this 

time. 

6We also referred to this historic lecture in Chapter 3. See the note in that chapter. 

7The Grimkes held regular meetings at a supportive Baptist minister's session room on 

every Thursday afternoon at 3 O'Clock. When the meetings started getting crowded, 

with over 300 people attending, the minister invited them to start giving meetings in the 

church. (Angelina and Sarah to Jane Smith, 20 Jan. 1837). 

8F oucault expresses the idea of intertextuality when he states: "The frontiers of a book 

are never clear-cut: beyond the title, the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its 
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internal configuration and its autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of references 

to other books, other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network" (The 

Archaeology 23). 

9
The summer of 1836 Angelina lived in Shrewsbury and Sarah lived in Burlington, 

New Jersey. 

10In choosing slave analogy, the Grimkes counted on their audience being opposed to 

slavery. However, some people also undoubtedly believed the racist idea that white 

women deserved better treatment than slaves, which Sarah denounces in letter XII, 

"Legal Disabilities of Women." 

11 Y ellin agrees: " [Angelina] used the terms of the female antislavery emblem to 

explore slavery imaginatively from a woman's perspective" (31 ). 

12Essentialism is the conviction that men and women have an essential nature (Tong 

88). 

13Henry uses the word exposure in the sense of "spectacle-as public performance 

aimed at attracting an audience and influencing public opinion" (354n29). 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION: TO GO FURTHER 

" [I] am earnest in the hope that we are only pioneers going before a host of worthy 

women who will come up to the help of the Lord against the mighty." 

Angelina Grimke, 1837 

During Angelina and Sarah Grimke's public career, audiences had the privilege of 

experiencing the pair's dynamic, collaborative rhetoric. The Grimkes were a speaking 

team, and as I argue in this study, they were a writing team, also. Scholars such as 

Elizabeth Ann Bartlett, Gerda Lerner, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, and Larry Ceplair have 

accomplished much recovery work of the Grimkes' texts. However, these and other 

scholars do not focus on collaboration as the reason for the power and force of the 

Grimkes' confrontational discourse nor has previous scholarship examined the Grimkes 

pioneer feminist work from a collaborative perspective. This study has sought to extend 

previous scholarship by recovering the collaborative aspect of their rhetoric and showing 

how the Grimkes defended their right to speak as they questioned and instructed their 

detractors. 1 Collaboration, itself, works against the notion that a single author, a "solitary 

genius,"2 creates new ideas for a work. In fact, feminists such Mary Belenky, Blythe 

Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, Jill Tamie, Carol Gilligan, Lisa Ede, and Andrea Lunsford 
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theorize collaboration as a feminist working style, which makes examining the Grimkes' 

collaboration a natural extension of the study of their feminist work. This examination of 

the Grimkes' work provides an opportunity for us to consider their collaboration as part 

of their feminist style and feminist work and to discuss their specific contributions. 

Prior scholarship has emphasized the Grimkes' finished texts, but this study explores 

many aspects of their collaborative rhetorical process using a variety of sources of the 

Grimkes' writings in addition to their published texts. I examine unpublished portions of 

letters, memoirs, notes, and lecture notes in order to explore the Grimkes' collaboration 

comprehensively from various angles: private communication, confrontational discourse, 

public oratory; and the creation of feminist principles. I conclude that collaborative 

rhetoric should be looked at as a private and public process and not as a finished product. 

Methodology which considers textual, biographical, and historical information reveals 

that the Grimkes collaborated throughout their public career. The organization of this 

work follows several of the Grimkes' collaborative performances and shows the ways in 

which the Grimkes respond to exigencies 

Rogerian argument provides the vocabulary to describe the motivation of the 

Grimkes' collaboration and uncovers that empathy, because it is inherently supportive, 

facilitated their collaborative process and made it powerful. Furthermore, empathy is the 

impetus for confrontational rhetoric. An examination of the Grimkes' rhetoric using the 

Rogerian principles of genuineness, acceptance, and empathy as seen in agreement, 

understanding, and shared feelings reveals that it not only informs their collaboration, but 
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every collaborative relationship in which they participate. These terms accurately 

describe the Grimkes' relationship, and I believe reflect the meanings suggested by their 

own language in a more accurate way than the term identification; however, Burke's 

concept is appropriate when describing specific rhetorical strategies of the Grimkes' 

public texts. 

After a discussion of the Grimkes' relationship, I show how the sisters overcame 

obstacles in order to voice their opinions in their speeches and writings. The terminology 

of parrhesia provides a rhetorical method to examine confrontational discourse and 

collaboration together, and it identifies the Grimkes' role. Collaboration supports 

confrontational discourse because it empowers a group that agrees to resist dominant 

social discourse. Sarah and Angelina had to confront clergy, society, and even close 

friends in order to move forward. The discussion reveals that threat of opposition does 

not keep the Grimkes from speaking or writing. Rather than succumbing to pressure to 

quit their feminist work, the Grimkes overcame these obstacles by engaging in interactive 

methods of communication. 

Classical rhetoric, audience analysis, and rhetorical analysis provide perspectives for 

examining the Grimkes' public oratory of which we have inchoate texts. This study 

shows that we can discuss oratory and uncover rhetorical techniques by analyzing 

available texts: lecture notes, comments from letters referring to lectures, and newspaper 

accounts. Rhetorical analysis gives us a tool to use in order to find out the Grimkes' 
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rhetorical strategies, to evaluate their objectives, and to show how successfully they used 

the devices and format of argument. 

Discussing the Grimkes' oral rhetoric in terms of invention, memory, arrangement, 

style, and delivery gives us a framework in which we can conceptualize their 

performance and learn what gave them their force. For instance, I find that invention and 

memory are crucial for the Grimkes' collaboration because they entail the skills of 

discovering and explaining, activities that are central to a collaboration. Additionally, 

analysis reveals that the Grimkes creatively used memory as they adapted to each unique 

speaking situation. They show resiliency as they remain composed and inventively 

respond during unusual and adverse conditions. Moreover, analysis of the classical 

canon reveals the Grimkes' education and background because they have the knowledge 

to use these rhetorical tools. 

Audience analysis gives us another angle from which to explore this work. Not only 

does audience reaction affect the Grimkes' performance; we see that the Grimkes' 

interaction with audience members provides inventive material for their talks. In 

addition, the Grimkes understand that issues, such as women's deficient education, hinder 

their confidence to work for reformation, so the Grimkes inventively adjust their content 

according! y. 

Finally, rhetorical analysis also provides the tool to examine Angelina's three days of 

talks before the Massachusetts Legislature. Examination of lecture notes according to 

rhetorical categories, such as ethical, pathetic, and logical appeals, gives us a better 
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understanding of Angelina's rhetorical strategies. We only have one partial extant text 

from this historical event, so this discussion is a significant addition to our understanding 

of the Grimkes' techne, their use of the art of rhetoric. 

Anyone doing research on the Grimkes discovers that they worked closely together, 

but it was a task of this study to show the intersections of their work as one aspect of their 

collaboration. An analysis of the Grimkes' published texts reveals the intertextual nature 

of their work and finds that the Grimkes' dialogic works have overlapping boundaries. 

The intertextual theory of Kristeva supports my hypothesis that Sarah's Letters on the 

Equality of the Sexes is an integrated expression of the Grimkes' ideas. Sarah and 

Angelina's written work on woman's rights became the written authority on the subject 

in their own time, and their collaborative texts provide an appropriate concluding analysis 

in this study because these artifacts represent their continued impact in communication 

studies, feminist studies, history, and rhetoric. 

The Grimkes' collaboration raises questions for rhetoric scholars to consider. How 

should we view the Grimkes in rhetorical studies-as feminists, as collaborators? Why 

should we study the Grimkes-are they worth study because of their feminist theory, 

their oratory, their achievements, or writing? This study shows that their rhetoric is 

significant for several reasons. The Grimkes spoke during America's age of oratory. 

Because there are few specimens of women's oratory during the nineteenth century, 

discussion of the Grimkes' work is important for rhetoric scholars. Contemporary 

literature documents less than three thousand of Angelina's words spoken during her 
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public career from 1835-1839, including less than eight hundred words from her talk 

before the Massachusetts Legislature. Angelina's legislative talks are especially of 

interest because of their place in women's history and because they occurred at a high 

point in the Grimkes' career. The discussion of this event remaps rhetorical history and 

allows us a perspective from which to view it. 

Scholars in many fields are interested in the Grimkes, but rhetorical scholars are able 

to use tools of analysis which reveal the results of the Grimkes' collaboration: 

metaphorical language, invention and memory techniques, and created ethos. This study 

considers archival material that has never been analyzed and adds a significant quantity 

of rhetorical analysis to scholarship on the Grimke sisters. Moreover, it provides 

description and analysis for further discussion and comparison, and scholars will 

accomplish more remapping through additional analytical work. 

The findings support my premise that any study of nineteenth-century rhetoric or 

women' s rhetoric should consider the Grimkes' collaboration and include both 

Angelina' s and Sarah's works. Students will then see more accurately how the Grimkes 

produced their rhetoric and their reality. They can study the Grimkes intertextuality by 

identifying where the sisters plagiarize each other and build on each others' work. While 

teaching Sarah's letters (Bizzell and Herzberg include in The Rhetorical Tradition "The 

Pastoral Letter " "Social Intercourse of the Sexes," and "Ministry of Women") instructors 
' 

could add Angelina's letter to Catherine Beecher entitled "Human Rights Not Founded 

On Sex." This letter contains interesting material to compare to Sarah's letters because 
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she demonstrates her own independently arrived conclusions and also adds to Sarah's 

ideas through metaphorical language. 

As I have indicated, previous scholarship on the Grimkes has neglected analysis of the 

rich nuances of their collaboration. I contend that if we apply feminist theory or have 

feminist concerns, then we should consider that Angelina contributed vital work toward 

the collaboration and toward "Sarah's" feminist theory. The study has shown that the 

Grimkes' collaboration was important for their success. Subsequently, their technique of 

collaboration has implications for contemporary feminists because it demonstrates the 

strong impact of shared metaphorical language: it can create an ethos as well as an 

argument. 
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Notes 

1Glenn concurs with Barbara Biesecker's challenge to move beyond mere inclusion of 

females into the rhetoric tradition. As we noted in Chapter I, Glenn argues that feminist 

historiography must "locate female rhetorical accomplishments within and without the 

male-dominated and male-documented rhetorical tradition that it interrogates" (10). 

21 borrow Jack Stillinger' s description from his work, Multiple Authorship and the 

Myth of Solitary Genius. 
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THE GRIMKES' DEVELOPMENT OF FEMINIST THEORY 

Use of Biblical Women to Set Precedent for Public Speaking 

Angelina Sarah 
July/1836 l . Appeal to the Aug.25/1837 5. Letter IX, "Heroism 

Christian Women of the of Women-Women 
South in Authority," from 

Brookline, MA. 
Feb.2/1837 2. "New York Lecture on 

Slavery, A Political Between Aug. 6. Letter X, "Intellect 
Subject" 25 and 28/183 7 of Woman," from 

Brookline, MA. 
May 1837 3. "Slavery, A Political 

Subject" in An Appeal to Between Sept. 6 8. Letter XIV, 
the Women of the and 30/1837 "Ministry of Women," 
Nominally Free States. from Brookline, MA. 

Aug. 20/183 7 4. Angelina's letter to 
George Chase from 
Brookline, MA. 

Aug.28/1837 7. Letter XI, "The Sphere 
of Woman and Man As 
Moral Beings The 
Same," from Brookline, 
MA. 

Duty of Woman's Public Action 

Angelina Sarah 

July/1836 1. Appeal to the July 11/183 7 4. Letter I, "The 

Christian Women of the Original Equality of 

South. Woman," from 
Amesbury, MA. 

Feb.2/1837 2. "New York Lecture on 
5. LetterIV, "Social Slavery, A Political July 27/1837 

Subject" Intercourse of the 
Sexes" from Andover, 
MA. 
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Duty of Woman's Public Action Continued 

Angelina Sarah 
May/1837 3. "Slavery, A Political Between Sept. 1 8. Letter XI, "Dress 

Subject" and "Slavery, A and 6/1837 of Woman," from 
Religious Subject" in An Brookline, MA. 
Appeal to the Women of the 
Nominally Free Nominally Between Sept. 6 9. Letter XIII, 
Free States. and 30/1837 "Relation of 

Husband 
Aug.20/1837 6. Angelina's letter to and Wife" from 

George Chase from Brookline, MA. 
Brookline, MA. 

Between Sept. 6 10. Letter XIV, 
Aug.28/1837 7. Letter XI, "The Sphere and 30/1837 "Ministry of 

of Woman and Man As Women" from 
Moral Beings The Same," Brookline, MA. 
from Brookline, MA. 

Oct.4/1837 11. "What are the 
Duties of Woman at 
the Present Time?" 

Oct.20/1837 12. Letter XV, "Man 
Equally Guilty with 
Woman in the Fall" 
from Uxbridge, MA. 

Woman's Rights 

Angelina Sarah 

Feb.2/1837 1. "New York Lecture on Between July 3. Letter III on the 

Slavery, A Political 17 and subject of "The 

Subject" 27/1837 Pastoral Letter" from 
Haverhill, MA. 

May/1837 2. "Slavery, A Political 
4. Letter IV, "Social Subject" and "Slavery, A July 27/1837 

Religious Subject" in An Intercourse of the 

Appeal to the Women of the Sexes," from Andover, 

Nominally Free States MA. 
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Woman's Rights Continued 

Angelina Sarah 
Aug. 20/183 7 5. Angelina's letter to Between Sept. 6 7. Letter XIV, 

George Chase from and 30/1837 "Ministry of 
Brookline, MA. Women," from 

Brookline, MA. 
Aug. 28/ 183 7 6. Letter XI on "The 

Sphere of Oct.4/1837 9. "What are the 
Woman and Man As Duties of Woman 
Moral Beings The Same" at the Present 
from Brookline, MA. Time?" 

Oct.2/1837 8. Letter XII, "Human Oct.20/1837 10. Letter XV on 
Rights Not Founded On "Man Equally 
Sex," from East Guilty with 
Boylston, MA. Woman in the 

Fall," from 
Uxbridge, MA. 

Woman's Equality 

Angelina Sarah 

Aug. 20/183 7 4. Angelina's letter to July 11/183 7 1. Letter I, "The 

George Chase from Original Equality of 

Brookline, MA. Woman," from 
Amesbury, MA. 

Oct.2/1837 8. Letter XII, "Human 
Rights Not Founded On July 17/1837 2. Letter II, "Woman 

Sex," from East Subject Only To God," 

Boylston, MA. from Newburyport, 
MA. 

Oct. 23/1837 9. Letter XIII, 
"Miscellaneous Between July 3. Letter III, "The 

Remarks,- Conclusion" 17 and 27/1837 Pastoral Letter," from 
Haverhill, MA. 

Between Sept. 6 6. Letter VIII, 
and 30/1837 Condition of Women 

in the United States," 
from Brookline, MA. 
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Woman's Equality Continued 

Angelina Sarah 

Between Sept. 6 7. Letter XIV, 
and 30/1837 "Ministry of Women," 

from Brookline, MA. 

Gender Theory 

Angelina Sarah 
May 29/1837 I .Comments to Jane Between July 2. Letter III, "The 

Smith regarding social 17 and 27/1837 Pastoral Letter," from 
intercourse between the Haverhill, MA. 
sexes. 

July 27 /183 7 3. Letter IV, "Social 
Aug.28/1837 4. Letter XI on "The Intercourse of the 

Sphere of Sexes," from Andover, 
Woman and Man As MA. 
Moral Beings The Same" 
from Brookline, MA. Aug. 15/1837 4. Letter VI, "Women 

in Asia and Africa" 

Oct.2/1837 5. Letter XII, "Human from Groton, MA. 
Rights Not Founded On 
Sex," from East Sept. 6/1837 6. Letter XII, "Legal 

Boylston, MA. Disabilities of 
Women," from 
Concord, MA. 
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