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Preface
Why does the general public today know so little about the
life and writing of Frances Harper? She accomplished a
great deal in her lifetime, and was a leading voice for
African Americans in several national movements over the
course of several decades. An abolitionist, temperance
organizer, and suffragist, Frances Harper was also the most
important Black poet in the country until the 1890s. She
published many books of verse, four novels, numerous
essays, letters, and newspaper reports, and several short
stories. Her poetry readings and speeches were always
sought-after events, well attended by the public.
Two book-length monographs on her literary and
professional work have been published in the last three
decades. Melba Boyd’s Discarded Legacy (1994) and
Michael Stancliff’s Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (2011)
give readers a thorough overview of her career and
creative work, if from different perspectives. Frances Smith
Foster’s reader A Brighter Coming Day (1990) provides a
handy resource that includes many of Harper’s recovered
poems, novels, speeches, and letters. Most of her recovered
work has been the subject of academic articles, and also
longer book chapters, by some of the most influential
academics in the field of African American history and
literary studies.
Frances Harper was by any professional measure one of
the most successful individuals in the last half of the
nineteenth century. She didn’t, however, gain recognition
by doing what was expected or easily achieved. As a Black
woman, born free in the time of slavery, Harper sought
above all to apply her creative talents to fighting for racial
and gender equality in the US.



Frances Harper is at one level a formidable interlocutor.
Her many poems, speeches, letters, short fiction, and
novels make for a daunting engagement. There are some
decisions that have to be made about the presentation and
the argument about Frances Harper’s contribution to Black
intellectual thought, as a historical figure and for us today.
I have chosen to present her writing and aspects of her
professional life as a cohesive argument about how she
thought of politics, equality, and the challenges of
democracy. There are many different approaches possible
with the study of the writing of someone so prolific and
talented, as well as someone who was actively organizing
politically throughout her life.
Frances Harper lived in interesting times, during which,
after two centuries, a Civil War brought about the end of
slavery. She spent 40 years fighting for voting rights for
women, falling short of this goal in her lifetime. She
witnessed the creation of a new regime of racial terror in
the US, the collapse of the hopes and dreams of a newly
freed people, at a time when industry was advancing
rapidly. She traveled extensively, met thousands of people
over her life, and was an astute observer of her
environment and the living conditions of the people around
her.
Frances Harper comforted John Brown’s wife after the
failed rebellion as he was waiting to be executed; she
lectured alongside Sojourner Truth and Frederick
Douglass; she was friends with Harriet Tubman; and she
regularly had Ida B. Wells stay at her house in Philadelphia
when she was traveling through. She was used to long
hours on trains and coaches, and walking through the
quarters of former slaves on plantations in Alabama and
Georgia. She was raised in what was then the center of
Black life in the US, Baltimore, Maryland, and so grew up
surrounded by intense social activity. This is someone I



would have loved to meet and talk politics with. Frances
Harper was extremely talented and was always working on
different projects of great importance and interest to many.
I have chosen to provide an overview of some of her
writings, while ignoring the letters as private, and skipping
some of the short pieces of fiction, and that comes at a
cost. Frances Harper wrote and accomplished enough in
her lifetime that no one series of poems, books, short
stories, speeches, and letters can be thought to
encapsulate her oeuvre. The closest we have to a
comprehensive review of Frances Harper’s work is the
extensive study done by Melba Boyd in Discarded Legacy.
Frances Smith Foster has – in collecting many of the
available written works of Frances Harper in one volume, A
Brighter Coming Day – not only provided useful
commentary, but also organized the work chronologically
so that the reader can follow the arc of Frances Harper’s
life in the written material. Stancliff, in his book, applies
the work of Frances Harper to the study of rhetoric and
pedagogy with superb results.
Acknowledging Frances Harper’s genius and the incredible
scope of her work, the fact that there are many very good
studies to draw from, including articles written on specific
works by Harper, is encouraging. I want us to read Frances
Harper, and to do so as a call to a democratic politics that
requires that race and gender be central to our
understanding of this society. Her work is compelling and
demanding, and without the research and recovery work of
several amazing academic historians it would not be
possible to read it. Frances Harper’s works have not been
adequately preserved, which in part accounts for her
obscurity. For the last four decades, scholars have done the
investigative work to find and restore her legacy to us.



I have chosen to use the name Frances Harper throughout
to signal her authorship, even though this does
interestingly coincide conceptually with the struggle that
she experienced in her own life, where she wasn’t accorded
sufficient professional respect as a speaker on behalf of the
Abolition of slavery until she had been married. As Frances
Watkins prior to her marriage, she published poems and
was active in public gatherings as a speaker, and the brief
years of her marriage were a time of relative retreat from
public writing. After her husband’s death, the appellation
“Harper” appended to her name allowed her the social
cover afforded by the patriarchal tradition of the time. This
distinction of social respectability, of having been married,
in contrast to being an unmarried woman, was important in
public, as a public speaker, and in the context of being a
woman author of poetry and prose.
The reader should understand that there is a particular
convention of names and naming, a politics of
respectability with regard to women as authors, that
remains accepted today, and that the social elements of this
convention directly speak to a similar politics of race and
gender that Frances Harper made the central part of her
life’s work. Names are not innocent, but full of portent and
history, and few authors have been more aware of this than
Frances (Ellen Watkins) Harper. I use the name Frances
Harper here throughout not to conceal or suture over this
politics, but to suggest that it matters that when she could
have returned to using her maiden name of Watkins, after
her husband’s death, she did not; that, when she could
choose, she kept the name of Harper, when as a child she
could not choose anything but the name of Watkins. Harper
was the family she chose.
It is through this representation of respectability, publicity,
and personal ambition contained in what seems today
marginal, even ephemeral, to a life of the writer and poet



Frances Harper that we can begin to understand the
challenge her work poses for us today. This was someone
who – not only in her poetry and writing, but in her person,
her speeches, and organizational activity – raised a
challenge to the idea that Black women have not always
been central to the development of the society. In this
struggle against the social elision of Black women in
society, Frances Harper is of course not unique. What she
was able to do, however, was not only to overcome the
social conventions of her time to publish, speak in public,
and organize at the national level, but also to write about
the problem of race and gender at a time when women
couldn’t vote, and for the first decades of her life she was a
free Black person in a society where the enslavement of
Black people was the social norm.
Frances Harper wrote, lectured, and organized while being
active at the heart of the Abolitionist Movement, the
Temperance Movement, and the Suffragist Movement. She
traveled in the South immediately after the Civil War, and
sent what today would amount to newsworthy dispatches
north from the frontlines of the aftermath of the War.
Frances Harper was one of the architects of the modern
Women’s Rights Movement, and she also was one of the
first truly public intellectuals for Black Americans in the
country. She spoke to and wrote for Black men and women
at a time when the struggle to define the terms of Black life
in America was both visceral and of immediate concern to
everyone in the society.
It is important to understand that, though the sheer volume
and contribution Frances Harper made to her public and
the society during her lifetime are unappreciated today,
certain pieces of her work have circulated widely. The claim
in this book follows that of the researcher Frances Foster
and others: that Frances Harper wasn’t ignored, but
instead diminished in importance. There is a particular



politics, therefore, not simply of recovery, but of discovery,
of developing a new description of the place of African
Americans in this society, in working with the writing of
Frances Harper. This book contributes to existing
scholarship that seeks to make one of the most important
thinkers and writers of the nineteenth century available to
a wider audience. In doing so, it also provides a description
of another America, a new society that we should aspire to
become – one that acknowledges and understands the
contribution of all members of the society to how we think
of this nation.
The structure of the book is designed with, first, a
biographical chapter. Chapter 2 discusses the novel Iola
Leroy, in order to frame the oeuvre of Frances Harper and
to provide an understanding of the themes of her earlier
writings. Next, chapter 3 addresses Trial and Triumph, and
then chapter 4 Sowing and Reaping and “The Two Offers.”
Chapter 5 considers Minnie’s Sacrifice and the poetry of
Frances Harper. Chapter 6 concludes the book with a
discussion of her poetry.
Three considerations guide this approach to her work. The
first and most important is that readers encounter the
familiar first. If they have read anything by Frances Harper,
it is usually Iola Leroy, and if not, it was one of the most
popular novels in the last decade of the nineteenth century
and should occupy pride of place for that reason. Second, I
want the reader to get an understanding of the
sophistication that determined the choices made by
Frances Harper of genre, plot, and character in the novel,
and to appreciate the overwhelming task with which she
was faced in trying to establish a narrative of hope and
progress for Black people in the 1890s in the US. The book
was published the same year as Ida B. Wells’ study of
lynching, Southern Horrors.



Third, the reader today knows that what Frances Harper
tries to do in the novel with regard to her intended
audience fails. I want the reader to understand that this is
why the work of Frances Harper has been neglected until
recently. In Iola Leroy, Frances Harper tried to gather the
strands of a decaying set of political possibilities that were
offered with the freeing of the slaves at the end of the Civil
War. She tries to bind everyone up together. It is because
she does this in Iola Leroy that we have in the novel her
mature thinking about the politics of race as a societal idea.
In the novel, she provides for the reader a vision of
potential societal change, of what counts for political
progress as a nation. It is here that she develops for us a
radical egalitarian vision.
Chapter 3 takes up the novel Trial and Triumph to provide
the reader with Frances Harper’s perspective on
community. What is required of the idea of equality to form
a progressive and thriving community? Given the forces
threatening to dissolve the relationships that the freed
people had managed to develop after the War, what should
the community do to resist its dissolution? In the novel,
Frances Harper discusses the criteria for social community
relations, how desire, avarice, fame, and modesty can be
acknowledged so that the community can meet the
challenges that it faces from a reconsolidating White
authority in the society. The novel discusses many of the
same problems of race and gender as we have today, and
Frances Harper demonstrates a sophisticated
understanding of the need for a description of equality that
is always aspirational, external to the current conditions in
the existing community.
In chapter 4, the reader is asked to think with Frances
Harper about the demand for individual perfectionism and
the problem of moral suasion in the society. The discussion
considers the idea of individual, personal politics in the



novel Sowing and Reaping, and includes also a study of the
short story “The Two Offers.” Frances Harper had the idea
that the personal realizes concrete results in the
community – a politics that then realizes change in the
larger social world. She felt that, from personal decisions
about morality and social practices, the necessary political
changes could occur that would protect the community. The
chapter addresses the struggle by the individual to
determine how to positively contribute to the needs of the
community.
The second through fourth chapters develop Frances
Harper’s description of how social change occurs and what
is at stake in the period after the War for the society.
Focusing on societal, community, and personal perspectives
in her work allows the reader to grasp the complexity of
her writing and activism. In chapter 5, the reader
encounters the earliest of Frances Harper’s novels in
Minnie’s Sacrifice; and the idea of what Frances Harper
means by politics, and what her goals were in the work, are
considered. The reader is brought into conversation
extensively with her poetry for the first time. In doing this,
we have come full circle to the reading of Iola Leroy in
chapter 2. We can see the genesis of Iola Leroy in our study
of Minnie’s Sacrifice and the poems, and can ask the
question of how we today should reconsider the challenges
Frances Harper posed to her audience in the last half of the
nineteenth century. In chapter 6, the conclusion, the
conversation with the poems continues. The reader is asked
to think with Harper about what is required to achieve
progress toward racial and gender equality in the society.



1
Frances Harper’s Poetic Journey

A life of consciences
We are always writing for the present, for those who share
the concerns and anxieties of our lives. But, of course, we
can’t know how what we say and do today is measured by
those who come after us, in spite of our desire to inhabit
the thoughts and concerns of those who follow. Frances
Harper – author, abolitionist, orator, political organizer,
temperance activist, suffragist, mother, Black, American,
woman – she dedicated her life to the politics of racial and
gender justice.
Frances Harper was born in 1825 and lived an incredible
life, sharing her ideas and her creativity with an American
public until her death in 1911. She grew up a free Black
person in a society where the majority of Black people were
enslaved. The writer of the first short story published by an
African American woman, Frances Harper also produced
Iola Leroy, one of the most popular fiction novels in the US
of the latter half of the nineteenth century. She was an
accomplished and popular poet, and was able to make a
living on the sale of her poetry at a time when it was not
possible for a Black person to find a position at a university.
An important orator and organizer for the Abolitionist
Movement, the Temperance Movement, and the Suffragist
Movement, Frances Harper was an activist – what we today
call a public intellectual – with the tenacity and skill to
remain at the center of the sweeping political changes that
occurred in her lifetime. She was frequently published in
the leading African American newspapers and magazines,



contributing her ideas to a wide public in the society
(Peterson, 1997).
What Harper couldn’t know is that, by the latter part of the
twentieth century, her own contributions would be largely
obscured by the very forces of racism and sexism that she
fought against all her life (Foster, 1990). Each discovery
today of the wealth of contributions made historically by
Black women in the society is a mandate to again center
these voices integral to the American democratic project,
who, because of the politics of their time, were obscured or
have subsequently had their contributions largely erased.
We can only wonder how much of what was achieved by
those living before us is unrecoverable; how much of what
was accomplished has been erased by disfavor, disinterest,
simple neglect, and the prejudices of popular opinion. Our
history is derived from the imagination of those who would
silence and vilify certain persons, groups, and causes. What
ideas and work remain available from our past? What
should we think today in a time when racial and gender
inequality still remain definitive of American society?
What we do know is that, until the work of Black feminist
researchers in the last four decades, much of the writing of
Frances Harper was unavailable and thought lost. It is only
through the work of these scholars, the diligent work of
recovery and preservation, that we now have access, as
well as to her popular novel Iola Leroy, to Harper’s three
serialized novels, the work Fancy Sketches, many of her
speeches, and the majority of her poetry. We owe a great
debt to this research movement, by Black women working
as established scholars, independent researchers,
librarians, and activists. This dedication to recovering a
Black past before the nadir in the late 1880s, and the
decades of terror that described the time of lynching and
Jim Crow, asks us as readers of Frances Harper’s work to



question how we consider race and the contribution of
Black people today in this society.
Even if the proximate causes have changed, the general
social concerns that occupied Frances Harper are shared
by us today. She can serve as an inspiration for both
creative writing and political engagement. She
demonstrates what was possible to do as an individual in a
society where Black community members were enslaved
and where women were not able to vote. What would it
mean for us to live alongside those who remind us of the
terrible oppression possible for us as well, to interact with
those who share the burden of social descriptions of racial
inferiority, even as our political status differentiates us? We
know.
Today more Black people are in prison than were enslaved
in 1825, and one out of three Black male adults will be
incarcerated at some point in their lives. With large
numbers of African Americans living in poverty, and a
perception of racial inferiority that persists, with significant
pay differentials between men and women, and #MeToo a
necessity, the words of and life led by Harper provide
encouragement and an example of how we might also
thrive. The timeline for Harper’s life covers not only the
last half of the nineteenth century, when the new nation
sought to define its major institutions, but also the last
decades of the centuries-long enslavement of Black people,
the Civil War, and Reconstruction. She was present as the
Western US opened up to settlement, and in the period of
national development that saw rapid industrial growth, and
then the portion of the late nineteenth century that,
because of the establishment of Jim Crow laws and
lynching, many consider the nadir of the free African
American experience in the US.



Frances Harper in the 1820s and
1830s
Born in 1825, in Baltimore, Maryland, Frances Harper was
orphaned at 3 years of age and went to live with her uncle
and aunt, William and Henrietta Watkins. The family had a
library, and as a child Frances was, at a young age, given
access to books and taught to read and write. This
encouragement was to be her fortune, and words and their
value would become her lifelong passion. In Baltimore,
where the family was living, the social relationships of the
family gave Frances conversational exposure to people with
an interest in the major political causes of the day. Her
uncle William Watkins was an abolitionist and public
speaker, someone with social standing in the community of
people, made up of free Blacks and Whites, advocating for
social causes and racial equality. William Lloyd Garrison
and many other activists were regular guests at the
Watkins household.
Harper’s upbringing among those who were were active in
organizing against slavery and other social problems not
only taught her the value of political activism but also
provided her with an understanding of the importance of
education and writing as tools to address social ills. The
public critic – the person who would address an audience in
speaking halls, living rooms, and in formal gatherings to
advocate for changes in the society – was a fixture in the
everyday lives of the inhabitants of the young nation. The
first decade after Frances Harper’s birth saw the
publication of David Walker’s Appeal, the public work of
Maria Stewart in Boston, and Nat Turner’s Rebellion.
In Harper’s day, there were established organizations that
sought various types of reforms and social change in the
society at large. And in Baltimore, where she grew up, free



Blacks and Whites had long been able to establish a public
audience ready to discuss a wide range of social causes and
issues, through printing newspapers, adverts, and lectures
(Foster, 1990). This public forum, a social space within
which to publicly make statements and admonish fellow
inhabitants and the government, was active throughout the
mid-Atlantic seaboard and the East Coast in the 1820s.
While, just as today, it was not clear how discussions in this
public arena determined the definition of government
interests, there is no question that the public intellectual in
the nineteenth century had an importance beyond the
imperatives of electoral politics. Much of this has to do with
the place of this sort of public discourse in local politics –
how independent town, city, county, and state politics are
from the supervision of the federal government in the US.
Electoral parties in the US are not an end in themselves,
for a public is always engaged in discussion about the
merits of a law, a policy, or the conditions in which local
people live.
Unlike other Black women who became well-known public
figures during her lifetime, Frances Harper did not have
the financial means to remain at home throughout her
childhood (Foster, 1990). Having established a school in
1820 – the Watkins Academy – her uncle William Watkins
was able to provide the young Frances Harper with the
vocational training necessary to succeed at those
occupations conventionally available to her as a free Black
woman. It was this training that allowed her to work, as a
teenager, as a young servant in the household of a White
family, and, eventually, to be the first woman hired as a
faculty member to teach sewing at Union Seminary in
1850. When she later moved to Ohio with her husband to
run a dairy farm and help raise their children, this practical
experience as a servant was important, and necessary
when she was shortly thereafter widowed and working to



keep the farm. Frances Harper was raised with the best
training available for someone Black who had no access to
independent sources of income. This is a condition that
most African Americans are too familiar with today, with a
negative savings rate and few assets being the norm for too
many families. She had to survive by the education that she
received, opportunity, hard work, and the trust and
assistance of those around her. This was a free Black
person’s life in the 1820s and 1830s, and is true today for
us as well.
Harper’s work as a servant paralleled the types of work
done by those who were enslaved, but with the glaring
distinction of being free – free to make use of her own life
and time as she would, each day. As a servant, however, she
came face to face with the consequences of a politics of
race in the society whereby some Black people who worked
were free, and some slaves. This experience undoubtedly
transformed her thinking about how race defined the lives
of Black people in America.
In the 1820s and 1830s, when Frances Harper was a child,
the state of Maryland reflected many of the major forces
for change in the new nation. Baltimore and surrounding
areas were places where free Blacks could live alongside
slaves in large numbers – enough to make the differences
in status between Black people an explicit public issue that
Whites sought to address. Whites did not generally suggest
enslaving those who were free, but instead sought to
reduce the number of free Blacks who lived in the state
(Fields, 1985). The uneven economic development between
the state’s northern counties and southern counties was a
source of great tension among politicians. The importance
of slaveholding for agriculture and economic development
that prevailed elsewhere in the South was not evident in
Baltimore, even if true in the southern parts of the state.
The importance of Baltimore as a growing industrial center



on the mid-Atlantic seaboard meant it was a center for the
political currents that were sweeping the young nation. For
Frances Harper, growing up in Baltimore meant that she
was regularly exposed to the social conditions of slavery, as
well as given an insight into the value of schooling and
literacy for effecting social change (Parker, 2010, p. 102).
Think for a moment of what Frances Harper’s attendance
at the Academy run by her uncle must have signaled for the
slaves working around her, slaves who often were
prohibited by their Masters from learning to read and
unable to write. It is important not to make a false
equivalence between what slavery and being free meant for
Black people at the time. Slavery remains a terrible wound
in our history today, but we don’t need to think of Black
people as always available to its constraints as a condition
of living in the society, or as the limit to our political
ambition. The necessary national conversation that we have
today about reparations and reconciling the effects of
slavery generations later should not prevent a discussion of
how free and slave Black people lived alongside one
another. What it meant to be Black at the time, and after
the Civil War, should include such an understanding of the
complexity of Black life.
Frances Harper’s was a singular political awareness, if we
consider the situation for a moment: to be free and yet to
be exposed as a young child to those who were not; to be
socially conscious of the aspiration toward racial equality
derived from the attitudes and behaviors of those Whites
who frequented the Watkins’ home; to know that many
Black people discussed the plight of those enslaved even as
they wrote, spoke publicly, and organized for the welfare of
those who had run away. She also came into constant
contact with White slave owners, and those who perceived
her free status as an impediment to her exploitation, even



as they dismissed her capacity for constraining their
desires with regard to their own slaves.
What would a White stranger have represented socially,
politically, for Frances Harper? What would a slave have
been for a young Frances Harper, if not a person to be
pitied, and also an immediate existential threat, a literal
symbol of the precarious nature of her own status in
Baltimore (Fields, 1985, pp. 39, 79)? In the 1820s and
1830s, when the kidnapping of free Blacks to be sold as
slaves further south was common, how did Frances Harper
determine the motives and interests of the adults, White
and Black, around her? I write this to have us consider how
race was a factor in the young Frances’ life, in contrast to
how it is in our own lives. How would others have
perceived this young woman, who was not only courageous
and literate, but also independent? And though her
situation with regard to opportunities for an education was
unique, she herself, as a young free Black girl child, was
not unique in Baltimore, or in the society as a whole.
How has our awareness of race changed, and what remains
accessible to us of what she must have known? Answering
this question requires a degree of reflective sophistication
about the influence of race on our lives – an awareness that
Frances Harper demonstrates throughout her work. It
would be a rare person today who would have her degree
of insight and courage. Thus, it is important to remember,
when we read her poetry and books, how few of us have
the same perspicuity, the determination that was required –
when there were slaves present, and when women were
unable to vote and were expected to be silent in most
public fora – to confront the description of her own racial
subordination in her public writing (Stancliff, 2011).
Today, when so many people write and publish works on
race and society, it is simply too easy to remain within a



narrative that sees progress in the fact that Black people
can publish and find an audience for their work. Reducing
the achievements of those like Frances Harper to a simple
content analysis, or a discussion of literary form, reduces
the achievements of those, like her, who succeeded at a
time when there were substantial barriers to publishing
and making a career as a public speaker and poet. Leveling
the field of production in this way reduces the importance
of the work that others have done to change how the
society addresses race as a problem, and we tend to ignore
the organizational and professional effort that this success
took – how it was also a tremendous step in our progress
toward the ideal of racial equality. To what extent is it
possible to make sense of the types of commitments that
are evident in the life of Frances Harper such that she
would become the most successful Black poet of the mid
nineteenth century, a writer of four novels – one of which
was a bestseller – a public speaker, an essayist, and a
leading organizer of social movements in the United States
for almost 50 years?
In her letters, it is clear that Frances Harper led a life
whose main ambition was to correct the racial and gender
injustices that she perceived in the world around her. The
activist and literary world in which she lived, as well as
how she was raised when young, fostered an awareness of
a politics of representation in her own person as a Black
woman writer and social critic. This commitment to what
we today call civil rights is ever present in her writing, her
speeches, and her advocacy. I want to suggest that it is only
now, with our complex theories that address the conjoining
of the critical politics of race, gender, and sexuality, that
there exists a public readership that can respect and
understand how a Black woman could be one of the most
important writers, poets, and activists of the last 50 years
of the nineteenth century. Her story now can be brought to



our attention as a difference of perspective that matters,
her work given a place as an important component in a
developing narrative of a diverse American democratic
polity.
It is not a coincidence that, though Frances Harper was
prolific and successful as a writer, her contribution to our
understanding of the period in the nation’s history has until
very recently been obscured. Today we largely accept a
description of the period of US history from 1850 to 1900
that has emphasized the story of the slave struggling for
freedom, those valiant individuals who freed themselves
through personal ambition and great adversity, and the
successful heroic work of White people to emancipate the
slaves who were unable to escape to freedom – the
benighted and beleaguered, the self-emancipated, the
savior and humanitarian. This is too easy a combination of
roles to be true, to be the only description of what was
possible for those who lived in the period. There are other
narrative voices. Today, we increasingly include the claims
of how slaves and free Blacks fought alongside their White
compatriots for freedom during the Civil War, and how
slaves were forced to fight in support of Confederacy.
But a story about American democracy that seeks to simply
reconcile the fact of enslavement for Blacks with the
ownership of other human beings by Whites is too easy and
inaccurate, and accepts a problematic convention for
slavery as a condition for some in the society. Thus, we
have Harriet Tubman, who was a friend of Frances Harper,
as well as Frederick Douglass, who worked often alongside
Frances Harper over the years, in the Abolitionist
Movement and later in the fight for voting rights for Black
people and women. These two are thought to represent
today in the collective imagination a necessary and
particular depiction of what it meant to be Black and
American in that time in US history.



We ask the questions of the past that provide the answers
we need in our own lives. The runaway slave, the slave who
confronts and defeats the ambition of mastery by the
owner, the slave who goes on to free others, who publishes
and speaks in public about their successful emancipation,
make us think about what it means to live in a society
where slavery was possible. Both those whose ancestors
owned slaves and those whose ancestors were enslaved can
supposedly find a form of reconciliation, a foundation for
going forward together, if the history of slavery is viewed
as a mistake, reproduced over many generations – one
corrected through righteous struggle by those whose
morality and personal conviction overcame greed. Sacrifice
and suffering finally came together for the cause of
freedom: to free the benighted Black slave, to educate and
lift up those least fortunate.
Frances Harper represents a different voice from that of
Harriet Tubman or Frederick Douglass, as well as that of
Sojourner Truth or William Wells Brown. Instead of seeking
to establish her equality to a White person who is not a
Master, as a concession to a personal emancipation,
Frances Harper embodies in her writing and public
speaking the always free Black person who also represents
the democratic aspirations of the society. To constantly
measure racial equality with a claim to having once been
enslaved – as being less than human perhaps in the eyes of
some – retains in the new conception of race after slavery
the condition, the possibility, of an enslavement to come.
Such an argument suggests that the baseline of the Black
experience is always slavery, and not a freedom that is
suborned or taken away. This difference in perspective
matters today, as we seek a description of how racism
thrives in spite of our effort to create conditions of equality
socially, economically, and politically.



Imagine instead if a person had always been free, if
someone Black in America had never been a slave. Should
we then make the story of slavery their definition, rather
than accept that for many Black people in the US slavery
and freedom were more complicated, requiring a
description of racial equality beyond that of asking Whites
for justice in the form of allowing Black people to be free?
The end of legal slavery occurred concurrently with the
argument about what constraints could exist for free Black
equality in the society, a conversation centuries old, about
the definition of political equality between racial groups in
the society. Frances Harper is an important voice in this
tradition of exploring the definition of racial equality within
the Black community – someone who left a legacy of
published work for us to consider.
The kidnapping of free Black people and their sale into
slavery caused a furor in the society in the decades leading
up to the Civil War not solely because the sale of Black
people was thought by many to be morally wrong, but
because it suggested that all Black people were potentially
slaves, in ways that had not previously been true in the US.
This idea of slavery as a natural state of Black life in the US
not only is incorrect historically, but also allows for an
erroneous description of the racial justice to be achieved
today. It is very important to understand the contribution of
Frances Harper to how we think of race today, in terms of
her being a free Black woman writing during the last two
decades of legal slavery, and then for several decades after
the Civil War. There was no one else in the period, no other
free Black writer or poet, who addressed the problem of
both race and gender, and what these ideas meant for the
society, with such success. Frances Harper is singular,
unique, and I want to suggest her work is central to a
consideration of how we should think of race and gender in
the US from the 1840s to the 1890s, and therefore also



how we describe a critical race and gender politics in the
US today.
Frances Harper’s work disturbs a desire to return today to
a conversation about what race requires as a supposedly
natural condition – the desire to engage in this as a
question, rather than to reject its assumptions as
fundamentally flawed. It is important to understand how
important this counter-argument to slavery was in her
lifetime, and how in the 1840s and throughout her life she
wrote about the intersectional politics of race and gender
as an aspiration of democratic society. Her life and work
represents a very different description of racial
reconciliation for the society than is often offered when
thinking only about the concerns of the White male slave
owner, the permission given through a definition of
Whiteness for the ownership of human beings, over many
generations in the society. That she spent her entire adult
life writing, speaking, and campaigning on behalf of racial
and gender justice is a fact that should add weight to our
assessment of her legacy, and should make us think twice
about the current tradition of reducing her contribution to
American letters and society in her lifetime to a few short
poems and one major novel, Iola Leroy.

Frances Harper in the 1840 and 1850s
If we take the newly rediscovered volume of verse, Forest
Leaves, as having been published sometime between 1846
and 1849 (Ortner, 2015), Frances Harper was between 21
and 24 when she published her first volume of verse. She
no doubt wrote poetry before this, but in the extant letters
from the period there is evidence of some reluctance on the
part of publishers to publish the poems. Her childhood
education at the Academy and experience as a servant in a
household with an extensive library that she was given



permission to peruse in her free time, and the exposure to
poetry readings and public speeches in the abolitionist
social community of which her uncle and aunt were a part,
provided the opportunity for Frances Harper to develop her
craft. In this, but for the material differences in our lives
today from hers, Frances Harper had what many today
would think of as those influences necessary to create a
poetic muse.
Her uncle William had been at the center of the
development of the Abolitionist Movement in Baltimore for
decades, and was an active contributor to the publishing of
writings in support of the Movement. His house was a
frequent location for meetings with other central figures of
the growing Abolitionist Movement, such as Willian Lloyd
Garrison. One of William’s sons, a cousin of Frances
Harper, was also involved in the Abolitionist Movement and
a public speaker on this issue. He would later facilitate her
introduction to abolitionists in the Northeast (Washington,
2015). But another influence on the life of the young
Frances Harper was the work of women writers and poets,
and public speakers in the Abolitionist Movement, such as
Jarena Lee, Zilpha Elaw, and Elizabeth Margaret Chandler
(Washington, 2015, p. 69). Even as a young child, she was
brought into contact with the work and persons of women
who were able to publicly declare their ideas about slavery,
racism, and gender.
This publicity was at odds with the prevailing gender social
norms whereby women were expected to be silent in public
gatherings where men were present, and not engage in
public speaking to an audience comprised of both men and
women. This early exposure to women writers, poets, and
speakers was definitely important to the young Frances
Harper’s sense of what was possible. She would go on to be
only one of several Black women to speak regularly as part
of the Abolitionist Movement (Peterson, 1995).


