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You owe a debt to humanity for this Ethiopia of the Outstretched Arm,
who has made her beauty, patience, and her grandeur, law.

—W.E.B. Du Bois, “Jefferson Davis as a Representative of Civilization”
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NOTE ON USAGE

Throughout this dissertation I often use the term “African” to refer to people of Black African
descent in the Americas. This usage does not assume an essential unity among African peoples, be it
ethnic, cultural, linguistic, political, or psychological. Instead, it is an argumentative tactic rooted in
the fact that Africans in the Americas rather quickly generated a strategic, racialized African self-
concept and a pan-African culture comprised of various ethnic, linguistic, and religious customs—a
concept and a culture, moreover, that significantly preceded the self-description of those living in
“Africa” as “Africans.” While it is true that ethnic identity mattered for a long time to many Affricans
forcibly taken from their natal lands, this particularity was often and early subordinated to common
Africanity; the same holds for many of the Afro-American subcultures that developed across the
Caribbean and the Americas. Indeed, it was through arguments about this subordination (with all the
conflict and contestation subordination tends to entail) that many other proper names for African
peoples—such as “colored,” “Negro,” “African American,” and “Black”—historically emerged and
were embraced, rejected, and reformed. I retain the relevant designators where ethnic and cultural
particularities seem to me to play especially important roles. Otherwise, it is chiefly for these reasons
that I refer to the persons and communities under consideration in this dissertation as Africans.'

Given my argumentative aims, I also use “African” as a marker of difference. Because I
explicate a religious tradition appearing to most interpreters as commonsensically and normatively
Protestant, my use of the term calls attention to the cluster of concerns and set of social practices that
suggest Ethiopianism’s proximity to classical African and Black Atlantic religious ideas, customs, and
attitudes. While this usage perhaps risks instantiating a binary that occludes more than it illuminates, I

take this gamble for the sake of my overarching claims. I leave it to the reader determine its fruitfulness.

! See Michael A. Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks: The Transformation of African 1dentity in the Colonial and Antebellum
South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); James Sidbury, Becomzing African in America: Race and Nation in
the Early Black Atlantic, 1760-1830 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); Stetling Stuckey, Stave Culture: Nationalist
Theory and the Foundations of Black America New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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INTRODUCTION
AFRICAN ANCESTRAL PIETIES AND THE STUDY OF ETHIOPIANISM

a covert transmission of African spiritual principles or personalities lies hidden under the
conventional Euro-Christian forms found in black religious traditions.

—Theophus Smith, Conjuring Culture

Masquerading is an aesthetic cultural mode or disposition of religious significance that
ensures the protection and preservation of African people’s most treasured, authoritative
ancestral institutions both on the continent of Africa and in the African diaspora.

—Dianne Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey

One errs in assuming that the slave preacher was primarily Christian and did not play a
variety of religious roles, especially that of African priest ... if the African religious leader
was to operate in the open, the safest cloak to hide behind was that of Christianity.

—Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture

1. YOUNG’S “ETHIOPIAN MANIFESTO” AND THE QUESTION OF AFRICAN SPIRTTUALITY
On February 18, 1829, a free Black man about whom little is known, save that his name was
Robert Alexander Young and he lived for some time near what was then New York City’s Five Points
neighborhood, published a pamphlet announcing the imminent end to slavery in the Americas. In it,
he pronounced the coming of a Grenadian messiah of peculiar appearance, a light-skinned mulatto
with long hair and webbed and bearded middle toes, whom he asserted would lead Africans in revolt
against slave systems throughout the world before establishing an independent Black state. Likening
himself to John the Baptist, Young declared his words were meant to prepare the way for this liberator:
“As came John the Baptist, of old, to spread abroad the forthcoming of his master, so alike are
intended these our words, to denote to the black African or Ethiopian people, that God has prepared
for them a leader, who awaits but for his reason to proclaim to them his birthright” (EM 65). As part
of this preparation, Young exhorted his audience to steel themselves and wait patiently for the time
“when, with but the power of words and the divine will of our God, the vile shackles of slavery shall
be broken asunder from you” (EM 66). When the messiah arrived, his rebellion would be waged not
with carnal weapons but with that divine power which pulls down strongholds. Although his African
brethren lived and labored under duress, Young decreed to them the good news of their redemption—

the good news of their looming “deliverance from all worldly evil” (EM 67).



Perhaps the most well-known section of the pamphlet is an oracle delivered midway through,
in which Young presents the messiah’s arrival as the fulfillment of prophecy. Speaking as a medium,
as indicated by his use of the majestic plural, Young proclaims: “we tell you of a surety, the decree hath
already passed the judgment seat of an undeviating God, wherein he hath said, ‘surely hath the cries
of the black, a most persecuted people, ascended to my throne and craved my mercy; now, behold! I
will stretch forth mine hand and gather them to the palm, that they become unto me a people, and I
unto them their God™ (EM 64). Portending the divine response to human supplication, Young asserts
that because God has heard the cries of this most persecuted people, he has determined to effect a
change in their “dread condition” by gathering them into his outstretched hand. Among other things,
this figural reference confirms that the messiah’s arrival denotes the fulfillment of prophecy. It directly
situates his coming within the promise long thought to be prophesied by Psalm 68:31 (KJV): “Princes
shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands unto God.” Celebrated widely
by the middle of the nineteenth century as “the Ethiopian prophecy,” Psalm 68:31 was regarded by
many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anglophone Black interpreters as heralding the day in which
their fortunes would be reversed. Then, they would find themselves no longer slaves but masters of
their own destiny. Most interpreters therefore understood it also to predict the restoration of Africa
to the heights of its former glory as represented by biblical Egypt and Ethiopia.

Entitled “The Ethiopian Manifesto: Issued in Defence of the Black Man’s Rights in the Scale
of Universal Freedom,” Young’s pamphlet strives to awaken its audience to the urgent worldliness of
their redemption. What it attempts to accomplish—the goal of the “Manifesto”—is to engender in
Black African peoples throughout the globe the twofold sense that, on the one hand, they are destined
to attain their deliverance, and, on the other, this destiny is contingent upon their labors to actualize it.
In particular, the “Manifesto” premises itself upon their willingness to comport themselves according

to a racialist understanding of “the great dictates of nature,” which maintains that all peoples are meant



to be separate and self-governing. If those whom the “Manifesto” refers to as the Ethiopian or African
people are going to see Psalm 68:31’s promised future, it will be because they rouse themselves to “the

b

due and prerogatives belonging to you,” and set aright their relationships with one another, with
nature, and with God (EM 60). While it is true the coming messiah will hasten their redemption,
African peoples must properly align themselves with him for this revitalization to come to completion.
Otherwise, the prophecy may not be fulfilled. By addressing its audiences through Psalm 68:31, then,
the “Manifesto” advances an argument about what Africans ought to do to rectify their condition.
While long considered an early print version of Ethiopianism, the subject of this dissertation,
the “Manifesto” has otherwise tended to vex commentators. Many have sought to decipher its “quasi-
mystical” utterances with difficulty.! In particular, its seemingly unorthodox use of religious language
has inspired much interpretive handwringing, as most interpreters cannot pin down its intellectual or
traditional prehistory.” This has caused some critics to assume the “Manifesto” expresses Young’s own
antipolitical brand of millenarianism. For example, as he compares the “Manifesto” to David Walker’s
Appeal to the Colonred Citizens of the World, historian Graham Hodges reads the pamphlet as bespeaking
an otherworldly apocalypticism, in which only God can restore to Africans their rightful independence.
“Unlike Walker’s rational, analytic dissection of American hypocrisy over race and slavery,” Hodges
writes, “Young’s work was mystical in its appeal for black revolution ... Unlike Walker’s work, which
sought an African American voice in American governance, Young’s pamphlet eschewed politics.””
Because the “Manifesto” employs a religious vernacular not readily accessible to most readers, Hodges
suggests it fails to qualify as a political or moral argument. On his account, the “Manifesto” does not

advance claims about political action so much as it does Young’s own radical millenarian vision.

! Eric J. Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature (Cambridge: Belknap, 1993), 554.
2 Vincent Harding, There Is a River: The Black Struggle for Freedom in America New York: Harcourt Brace, 1981), 83-5.

3 Graham R.G. Hodges, “Robert Alexander Young’s Manifesto,” Encyclopedia of African American History, 1619-1895: From the
Colonial Period to the Age of Frederick Donglass vol. 3, ed. Paul Finkelman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 53-4.



Other scholars have insisted the political character of Young’s pamphlet is clear, even despite
its oracular oddities. Intellectual historians and theoreticians Stetling Stuckey, Theophus Smith, and
Wilson Moses each assert the “Manifesto” puts forth a hasty version of Black nationalism couched in
an esoteric religious sensibility. “There is in Young’s Ethiopian Manifesto,” writes Stuckey, “something
of the primordial, the suggestion of profound beginnings, intimations of the coming sovereignty of
certain ideas. But there is also the clearcut evidence of the confusion of other, only half articulate
beliefs. Just when one thinks it possible to get at certain ideas stripped of their strange hues and
accents, failure inevitably ensures.” Despite its failures, Stuckey regards the “Manifesto” as fashioning
the initial formulations of several nationalist concepts “indigenous to African or Ethiopian peoples in
America, especially the allusion to the God of the Ethiopians.”* Smith agrees and extends Stuckey’s
claim by providing a reading of Young’s invocation of Psalm 68:31 as a Black nationalist attempt at
“conjuring-God-for-freedom.” Nevertheless, he too concedes the “Manifesto” is chiefly comprised
of ““secret commands and exhortations’ ... designed not only for human readers but preeminently for
that divine reader.”” Drawing on Stuckey and Smith alike, Moses offers possibly the most coherent
interpretation of the pamphlet as an early form of Black religious nationalism, owing to its demand
that Africans gather themselves into “a people framed into the likeness of that order, which from our
mind’s eye we do evidently discern governs the universal creation” (EM 61). Even still, Moses rejects
the possibility that one may decipher any other utterances in “this intentionally cryptic document.”
Finding the idiom of the “Manifesto” opaque, these commentators have contented themselves with
describing it as a nascent expression of Black religious and political thought—a first birth, Stuckey

says—“enveloped in a special aura of mystery.”” Unable to pinpoint the historicity of its utterances,

4 Stetling Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism (Cambridge: Beacon Press, 1972), 5.
> Theophus H. Smith, Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations of Black America New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 60.

¢ Wilson J. Moses, “Introduction,” Classical Black Nationalism: From the American Revolution to Marcus Garvey, ed. Wilson J.
Moses (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 17, 60.

7 Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism, 6.



they remain satisfied to explicate its pan-Africanist and proto-nationalistic cry that “duty—imperious
duty, exacts the convocation of ourselves into a body politic” (EM 61).
Historian Gayraud Wilmore has been perhaps the single exception to this interpretive trend.

In a brief aside in Black Religion and Black Radicalism, Wilmore observes Young’s pamphlet discloses

a deep-lying African spirituality, a kind of God-madness, an enthusiasm for dream interpretation,
visions, and prophecy. These tendencies were unfettered and enhanced when black men and women,
in the groaning and travail of their spirits, attempted to apply biblical categories to their understanding
of and attitude toward their oppression. With the mystical sense of prophecy and divine intervention
that both laity and clergy found in the Scriptures—particularly in the apocalyptic writings—they were
able to invoke a power that required no human justification, a power that gave them license to become
oracles against the whites in vindication of their own people.’

Rather than read the pamphlet as expressing an idiosyncratic brand of millenarianism, Wilmore notes
many of its most seemingly eccentric elements reflect the influence of African spirituality. In fact, he
proposes the “Manifesto” is the distinctive result of Young’s combination of African spirituality with
biblical interpretation. “Under the sanction of #his kind of religious intuition and in the language of
mysticism,” Wilmore writes, “Young appealed to blacks of all nations to take stock of the injustices
visited upon them by whites and to prepare for the revelation of God’s judgment.”” He thus insinuates
that Young approximates other Black religious radicals of his era, including Tacky in Jamaica, Dutty
Boukman and Cécile Fatiman in St. Domingue, and Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner
in the U.S., whose 1760, 1791, 1800, 1822, and 1831 rebellions, respectively, were all to varying degrees
inspired by African spiritualities wedded to biblical paradigms."” In other words, Wilmore intimates
that Young’s pamphlet belongs to a familiar moment in Black intellectual history, in which African
spiritualities were often joined with biblical categories as Black peoples advanced quests for freedom.
While he does not further elaborate, Wilmore’s remarks imply that any substantive interpretation of

the “Manifesto” must consider it in the broad context of this distinctly Africana history.

8 Gayraud S. Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religions History of African Americans, third ed.
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1998), 59.

° Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism, 60, emphasis mine.

10 On the role of obeah in Tacky’s rebellion, see especially Vincent Brown, Tacky’s Revolt: The Story of an Atlantic Slave War
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020), 105-07.



If Wilmore’s dramatic rendering of the God-mad spirituality animating Young’s pamphlet is
somewhat embellished, it nevertheless captures the fact that the “Manifesto” does indeed demonstrate
the influence of what we might call “classical African religions.”"" Although Young’s prose is animated
by biblical categories, it articulates a view of the world as suffused with readily accessible divine power,
a commitment to rightly-ordered relationships with both visible and invisible beings, an oracular and
medium-like practice of prophecy that appears, at times, to border upon spirit possession, as well as
an apparent belief that one is punished or rewarded in this life for their deeds and impact upon their
communities. Considered in this light, the pamphlet’s textual performance of prophecy can be regarded
as an adaptation of the classical African practice of delivering oracles in response to human inquiry
just as much as an adoption of Protestant practices of biblical figuralism and prophetic social criticism.
Indeed, that the “Manifesto” draws upon Psalm 68:31 does not necessarily mean it is a Christian text.
It could be the case, instead, that the Ethiopian prophecy’s figures provide a practical and accessible
linguistic frame within which to articulate recognizably African religious concerns; that is, it could be

the case that Young uses its categories to translate African concerns into a novel political vocabulary.

11T borrow the term “classical African religions” from Dianne Stewart, who advances a sixfold schema for provisionally
identifying both classical African religions and African-derived traditions in the Americas. Stewart writes: “In suggesting
continuities between continental and diasporic African religions, I identified six general components of classical African
religions that consistently appeat in most, if not all, traditions. Those tenets are: (1) a community of deities or invisible
beings (communotheism); (2) ancestral veneration; (3) possession trance and mediumship; (4) food offerings and animal
sacrifice; (5) divination and herbalism; and (6) a strong belief in neutral mystical power.” What matters here for identifying
particular traditions as “classically African” or “African-derived” is not that each case demonstrates all six components,
but that there are concrete ties to at least a few of the above. In a later discussion of Native Baptists, for example, Stewart
suggests their practices were a “nineteenth-century expression of African-derived religion in Jamaica” because they
“exhibited at least three of the foundational features constituting classical African and African-derived religions,”
patticularly communotheism, spirit possession, and a belief in neutral mystical power. Dianne M. Stewart, Three Eyes for the
Journey: The African Dimensions of the Jamaican Religions Experience New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 58, 129.

My reading here is also informed by Peter Paris, who suggests that in classical African thought, “The integral relationships
between humans and invisible superior powers require a reciprocity of functions between them both. In return for their
devotion and faithfulness, humans can expect the protection of both the divinities and the ancestors from a variety of
unfriendly cosmic forces. In other words, it is the responsibility of humans to take the initiative in maintaining good
communal relations with the invisible world of spirits. If they exercise their responsibilities well, they will receive
approptiate compensation in the form of a good life. If they fail to do so, they will suffer misfortune. Insofar as humans
are faithful in their devotion to the invisible spirits, they can rightly expect reciprocity ... In either case, with the combined
help of professional diviners and much concentrated effort on their own part, humans may, to a certain extent, overcome
many aspects of a bad destiny. Thus the notion of destiny, whether good or bad, does not imply human passivity. Instead
it informs persons about the possibilities that they ate either capable or incapable of realizing.” Peter J. Patis, The Spiritnality
of African Peoples: The Search for a Conmon Moral Disconrse (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 131-2.



With deference to Hodges’s reading of the “Manifesto,” Wilmore enables us to see that the pamphlet’s
language both was and is widely accessible—provided one knows where to look. When viewed from
the standpoint of African spiritualities, its utterances appear not quite so difficult after all. Whatever
Young’s ultimate commitments, the “Manifesto” participates in the recognizable nineteenth-century
Black religious practice of mixing ancestral pieties with biblical categories.
1.1. MYAL AND NATIVE BAPTIST RESONANCES IN THE “MANIFESTO”

Consider, for example, Young’s representation of himself as a contemporary John the Baptist.
If one takes Young’s apparent familiarity with Grenada to authorize even the cautious inference that
he may have traveled through the Caribbean before arriving in New York City, then one might surmise
that Young’s self-stylization reflects the influence of Afro-Jamaican Myal and Native Baptist traditions.
Sometimes regarded as singular, other times as distinct yet co-constitutive, these traditions emerged
in Jamaica during an era of missionary and planter suppression of African religious practices. In the
early nineteenth century, they were therefore marked by the covert translation of ancestral pieties into
the more “acceptable” forms of Protestant religion.'” Ashanti and Dahomean rites of spirit possession
and water immersion, for example, were readily correlated with Baptist ideas about the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit upon adult baptism. So, too, were ancestral ideas about religious leadership and social
discipline often tailored to fit Baptist polity and church hierarchies.” The result of this practice of
translation and reinterpretation was a set of religious traditions that appeared according to the letter
of Protestantism while retaining their African spirit. As scholar of Africana religions Dianne Stewart
has written of the Native Baptists: “They authenticated themselves within a context of censorship by

identifying their illicit African religious imperatives with legitimate Christian religious imperatives.”"*

12 Ennis B. Edmonds and Michelle A. Gonzalez, Caribbean Religions History: An Introduction New York: New York University
Press, 2010), 126.

13 Robert Stewart, Religion and Society in Post-Emancipation Jamaica (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1992), 135.

14 Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey, 89.



Indeed, perhaps the most noteworthy example of this self-authentication was their veneration
of John the Baptist, whom Native Baptists appear to have honored above Jesus. Reinterpreting him
as a classical African water priest, Myalists and Native Baptists maintained it was John’s ritual baptism
of Jesus that made possible Jesus’s work in the history of salvation in the first place.” Again Stewart:
“The Native Baptist (Myal) affinity for John the Baptist was probably inspired by the African idea that

the natural elements (water, air, earth, fire) are invested with spiritual/mystical power.”"*

According
to this standpoint, John’s baptism therefore occasioned Jesus’s possession by the Holy Spirit; without
this ritual washing in the Jordan River, Jesus may have remained a rather ordinary religious teacher.”
Despite being separated from ancestral homelands, traditional institutions, and social functionaries,
Native Baptists and Myalists in Jamaica thus remade John the Baptist into a familiar religious expert,
one who was gifted with facilitating spirit possession and the indwelling of supernatural power. Many
nineteenth-century Afro-Jamaicans thus sought a baptism like John’s, and it was not uncommon for
charismatic religious figures to designate themselves reincarnations or vessels of John’s spirit.

Such practices of reinterpretation and translation have led anthropologist Leonard Barrett to
claim Native Baptists (g#a Myalists) were not Protestant but purely African. Although Baptist in name,
the tradition “grafted itself to the African religion of Jamaican slaves and developed outside Christian
missions, exhibiting pure native flavor.”'* He draws upon one nineteenth-century missionary obsetver,
for example, who declared that Native Baptist congregations were places, “in which ignorance and

superstition are enthroned—the hot-bed in which Obeahism and Myalism and other heathen practices

attain their most vigorous growth and where the grossest impurity and vice are found in strange and

15 Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990), 232-35.

16 Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey, 170.

17 Barry Chevannes, Rastafari: Roots and ldeology (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994), 18-19; Monica Schuler,
“Myalism and the African Religious Tradition in Jamaica,” Africa and the Caribbean: The Legacies of a Link, ed. Margaret
Crahan and Franklin Knight (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979), 68-9.

18 Leonard E. Barrett St., The Rastafarians (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997), 76.



unnatural alliance with a profession of the pure religion of Christ.”” On Batrett’s perspective, whereas
missionary accounts emphasize the Native Baptist departure from Baptist norms—emphasize, that is,
a normative Protestantism—Native Baptists distinguished themselves by observing classical African
practices disguised as Christian rites, thereby fashioning an Afrocentric reinterpretation of “the pure
religion of Christ.”* For him, the Native Baptist emphasis upon ancestral pieties rather than Christian
norms indicates that African traditions supplied the religious resources “most suitable for the political
and social aspirations of the slaves. From [them] came the grassroots resistance to oppression.”” If
one is to grasp the political appeal of nineteenth-century Native Baptist and Myalist traditions in
Jamaica, then one must understand how they impressed Christian resources into service to African
concerns. One must see how they reinterpreted African ancestral pieties into biblical forms.

With deference now to commentators such as Stuckey, Smith, and Moses, who appear to place
the “Manifesto” in an intellectual-historical category of its own by treating it as a “first birth,” I submit
that Young’s pamphlet ought to be read (albeit speculatively) as part and parcel of this religious history.
That is, I claim the “Manifesto” should be read as advancing African frames of belief and practice in
the terminological register of a biblical vernacular. Indeed, I propose that locating the “Manifesto” in
this distinctive line of Afro-Jamaican religious thought and practice can enable us to see how Young’s
utterances are neither idiosyncratic, nor secretive, nor even intentionally cryptic, but a paradigmatic
translation of African concerns; to see, in other words, the ways Young’s distinctive vocabulary is not
just informed by a generalized African cultural repository (as Wilmore suggests) but by concrete links
to vital and dynamic Caribbean and African diaspora traditions. Such a standpoint can supply a clearer

understanding of both the historicity of the “Manifesto” and the sources of its argument.

19 Cited in Batrett, The Rastafarians, 52.
20 See Ennis B. Edmonds, Rastafari: From Outcasts to Culture Bearers New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 34-5.

21 Barrett, The Rastafarians, 76.



In particular, this reframing of the “Manifesto” can contribute to scholarly understandings of
the circulation of Black religious ideas and practices throughout the Americas during the slave period.
In the case of the “Manifesto” and the Ethiopianism it often represents, my reframing posits a mutual
influence between nineteenth-century Black American and Afro-Jamaican religious communities. For
example, the Native Baptist tradition has its origins in George Liele’s 1783 arrival to Jamaica.” Born
into slavery in Virginia and forced to work in Silver Bluff, South Carolina and Savannah, Georgia, Liele
converted to Christianity in his early twenties and then helped establish the first two independent
Black Baptist churches in British North America. Following his manumission after the Revolutionary
War, Liele left the U.S. for Kingston, Jamaica, where he formed the Ethiopian Baptist Church in 1784.
This congregation eventually became the center of Native Baptist religious life, which itself became
the wellspring of Ethiopianism in Jamaica.” Indeed, working backwards, historian Monique Bedasse
infers this means something like a proto-Ethiopianist hermeneutics was likely at work in the Ethiopian
Baptist Church, which one might further deduce means Liele encountered early forms of Ethiopianism
in Silver Bluff and Savannah.”* If one therefore surmises, as I have intimated we might, that Young
was familiar with Afro-Jamaican and Grenadian religious traditions, then one can speculate about a
possible movement of ideas between Silver Bluff, Savannah, Kingston, St. George’s (Grenada), and
New York City, with probable detours in-between (EM 66). While literary critic Joanna Brooks notes
the “Manifesto” is not the earliest print instance of Ethiopianism, awarding this distinction to the work
of Prince Hall, a Barbadian migrant to Boston, one may nevertheless conclude it is perhaps the clearest

early record of the transmission (and transformation) of Ethiopianist ideas across the Americas.”

22 On the life of George Liele (and the influence of his African-born father), see Noel Leo Erskine, “George Liele:
Liberated Slave and African American Baptist Missionaty to Jamaica,” Missiology: An International Review 50.1 (2022), 27-40.

23 Leonard E. Barrett St., “African Roots in Jamaican Indigenous Religion,” Journal of Religions Thonght 31.1 (1978), 20.

2+ Monique A. Bedasse, Jab Kingdom: Rastafarians, Tanzania, and Pan-Africanism in the Age of Decolonigation (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 26.

25 Joanna Brooks, “Prince Hall, Freemasonty, and Genealogy,” Afiican American Review 34.2 (2000), 198.
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2. AN AFRICAN-CENTERED REDESCRIPTION

That the classical African elements of Young’s pamphlet have not yet been discussed with any
significant detail in critical interpretations of the “Manifesto” occasions the opportunity for me to raise
the set of questions with which I am concerned in this dissertation. Treating the “Manifesto” as a
proxy for Ethiopianism broadly, I ask: What role, if any, did African religious practices, beliefs, and
attitudes play in the emergence of Ethiopianism? Were any such religious resources particularly
integral to its formation? If so, how might I foreground these resources in my interpretation of the
tradition? What might be gained from this reframing, and should it subsequently change how scholars
of Black and Africana religions discuss Afro-Protestant traditions such as Ethiopianism, which appear
to reinterpret, revise, and reframe elements of classical African religions without also abandoning them
wholesale? Finally, how might scholars talk about early Afro-Protestant traditions in a way that neither
presumes their Christian character nor renders it teleologically inevitable despite history’s course?

In this dissertation I therefore offer a revisionist description of Ethiopianism from what might

be called an African-centered standpoint.”®

I consider my standpoint African-centered for two reasons.
First, because I am chiefly devoted to explicating the role of African religious practices in the tradition’s
origins and development. Although Christian thought and practice have played a substantive role in

Ethiopianism’s formation, I here attempt to hold questions of Christianity at arm’s length for the sake

of interpretation. When they do come into play, as they surely will, my operative assumption is that

26 T adapt my use of the term “African-centered” from the work of Dianne Stewart and Wilson Moses. For Stewatt, the
term describes a hermeneutical approach meant to challenge the assumption that Christianity is “the definitive religious
identity” of Afro-Jamaican religious traditions that combine both classically African and Christian elements. Unlike many
other scholars of Africana religions, Stewart understands “the African appropriation of symbols from Christian sources,
or the African appropriation of Christian sources in themselves (for example, the Bible or biblical concepts and icons), to
be the persistence of African-detived teligion through oppressive time/history.” Stewatt, Three Eyes for the Journey, 211

For Moses, the term roughly refers to “the belief that the African ancestry of black peoples, regardless of where they live,
is an inescapable element of their various identities — imposed both from within and from without their own communities.”
Indeed, Moses writes that this belief “represents an attempt by black and white authors to manipulate history and myth,
poetry and art, folklore and religious tradition, regardless of authorship, in ways sympathetic to African peoples.” In short,
it flags a set of cultural nationalist commitments that maintain “Africans were essentially African, and that the solutions to
their problems must be discovered within a Pan-African context.” Wilson J. Moses, Afrotopia: The Roots of African American
Popular History New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 6, 11, 13.
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most Africans in the Americas came to Christianity through ancestral religious and cultural forms, and
that these forms inevitably reconfigured the meaning and message of their Christianity.”” While this
distinction is mainly theoretical, in the sense that Africanity and Christianity cannot be cleanly teased
apart, it nevertheless proves instructive for me. One only need recall the Native Baptists, for example.

Second, I consider my standpoint African-centered because, although the figures I deal with
in this dissertation have also been identified as belonging to Aristotelian, republican, liberal egalitarian,
Black nationalist, and Black radical intellectual traditions, among others, I do not treat them as such.
Instead, I read them primarily as participants in the making of a distinctively Black diasporic religious,
ethical, and political tradition centered upon “the redemption of Africa.” Such a reading perhaps leaves
me vulnerable to the accusation that my redescription of these figures strays from what they actually
thought, said, and wrote, in the sense that my interpretive attention is selective. Nevertheless, my
concern in this dissertation is to accentuate and recover certain indigenous African and extra-Christian
elements operative in this strand of Black religious thought, rather than to provide a comprehensive
reconstruction of each individual’s body of work. In other words, I am concerned to point up the
Africanity of Ethiopianism, and, in so doing, to flag what might be called its extra-Christian meanings.
I leave it to my readers to determine whether this emphasis ultimately proves distorting.

My emphasis upon Ethiopianism’s Africanity is also why I consider this description revisionist.
Most scholarly handlings of Ethiopianism begin not with African religious ideas, practices, or attitudes
but with broadly American and African American (read: Protestant and Black church) conventions.
The means by which Africans in the Americas came to revise, refine, and even reject these conventions
are rarely if ever elaborated. I contend that this lapse is both descriptively and normatively fraught, for
it concentrates scholarly attention upon certain dominant categories in the study of Black and Africana

religions, which themselves tend to obscure the history and diversity of Black religious thought.

27 Stetling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and the Foundations of Black America New York: Oxford University Press,
2013), 60.
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Sometimes the reasons for this omission prove understandable. African Americanist Nadia
Nurhussein’s excellent study of twentieth-century African American “imperial Ethiopianism” is a case
in point. Her work explores how African Americans became drawn to the imperial polity associated
with Hailie Selassie I. For Nurhussein, “Ethiopianism” refers to mainstream African American literary
ideologies that responded positively to Ethiopia’s imperial aspirations.”® The term is thus a tool for
considering how twentieth-century African Americans refashioned themselves as Ethiopian citizens.
The role of classical West African religious practices was largely irrelevant to these self-fashionings.
The work of historians Bengt Sundkler and George Shepperson also proves instructive, as their cursory
treatments of Ethiopianism’s rise in the U.S. supply retrospective context for discussions of its impact
in southern Africa.” For them, “Ethiopianism” refers to indigenous African appropriations of colonial
European forms Protestant Christianity rather than a Black diaspora tradition. Like Nurhussein, they
are examining different (albeit historically related) phenomena, which they explicitly circumscribe.

Other times, this omission appears to stem from the troubled interpretive politics of how

scholars evaluate what historians of Black religion Albert Raboteau and Curtis Evans have called “the

> >

vexed problem of ‘African survivals™ and “the burden of Black religion,” respectively.”” Wilson
Moses’s insistence that African survivals played no role in Ethiopianism’s formation in Black Messiahs
and Uncle Toms 1s a solid example of this problem, as he discloses his goal is “to demonstrate that
African American cultural expression has been an integral part of American civilization ... to fill gaps

in the historiography of American religious mythology.””" Indeed, Moses’s work contrastively shows

28 See Nadia Nurhussein, Black Land: Inmperial Ethiopianism and African America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).

2 Geotrge Shepperson, “Ethiopianism and African Nationalism,” Phylon 14.1 (1953), 9-18; George Shepperson, “Pan-
Africanism and ‘Pan-Africanism™ Some Historical Notes,” Phylon 23.4 (1962), 346-358; George Shepperson,
“Ethiopianism: Past and Present,” Christianity in Tropical Africa: Studies Presented and Discussed at the Seventh International African
Seminar, University of Ghana, April 1965, ed. C.G. Baéta (Oxford: International African Institute and Oxford University
Press, 1968), 249-264; Bengt G.M. Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa New York: Oxford University Press, 1961).

30 Albert J. Raboteau, Siave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South New York: Oxford University Press,
2004), 327; Curtis J. Evans, The Burden of Black Religion New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).

31 Wilson J. Moses, Black Messiahs and Uncle Toms: Social and Literary Manipulations of a Religions Myth (University Park: The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), viii-ix, 4-8, 28-29.
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the value of the approach I take in my reading of the “Manifesto.” Whereas he keeps African American
traditions circumscribed by the boundaries of the U.S. and so refuses to (or cannot) see the import of
African practices, my work travels imaginatively between Africa, the Americas, and the Caribbean.
Most often, however, the questions of Affrican spiritualities and of classical African religious
influence simply appear not to register as matters worthy of concern. Many interpreters seem to regard
Ethiopianism as a full-fledged Christian phenomenon from its outset.”” That is, insofar as I read the
relevant historiography and literature, many studies of the Ethiopianist tradition describe it as a social
practice rooted in seemingly dehistoricized Black appropriations of the Bible, Protestantism, and other
Anglo-American and European customs and ideas. These works fail to scrutinize the processes by
which the Bible and other Protestant forms were adapted to African frames of belief and practice.”
My argument here should not be taken to imply that I abide a tendentious distinction between
Affricanity and Christianity. I do not. They are neither substantive poles, nor opposites.” One readily
thinks of the historic Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church and the Catholicism of the Kingdom of
Kongo, as well as the more recent proliferation of African indigenous churches, among other examples.
Instead, I mean to state rather baldly that most commentators appear to presume Ethiopianism
emerged in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anglophone Americas among a thoroughly
deracinated African population; that the sheer obviousness of Ethiopianism’s Protestantism has led
many scholars to assume these categories and beginnings as a matter of course. These assumptions
are part and parcel of a widespread analytical problem identified by Dianne Stewart and Tracey Hucks

in their manifesto for Africana religious studies, in which “scholars—operating out of their own
g > p g

32 William R. Scott, The Sons of Sheba’s Race: African-Americans and the Italo-Ethiopian War, 1935-1941 (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993), 10-13.

33 John Cullen Gruesser, Black on Black: Twentieth-Century African American Writing About Africa (Lexington: The University
Press of Kentucky, 2000), 4-6.

34 Even if one were to assume this distinction, Tracey Hucks’s ideas about “religious coexistence” and “multiple religious
allegiance” as ways of naming Black women’s abilities to sustain “open and fluid boundaties” in religious practice call into
question the viability of staging Christianity and Africanity against one another. Tracey E. Hucks, ““Burning with a Flame
in America:” African American Women in African-Derived Traditions,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 17.2 (2001), 90.
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speech cultures—have a tendency to interpret the speech cultures of enslaved U.S. African Americans
as Western, Christian, English vocabularies with which they are naturally familiar.”” In other words,
because most studies of Ethiopianism have begun with the assumption that the tradition is a
thoroughly Protestant phenomenon rooted in biblical interpretation, they have not inquired as to
whether Ethiopianist discourse reflects extra-Christian knowledges, practices, or traditions.

Historian William R. Scott’s otherwise careful studies into the Ethiopianist presence in African
American religious life stand as representative examples of this problem. For Scott, Black adaptations
of the Bible are considered immediately in the context of Afro-Protestantism. Ethiopianism, he says,
“gave several generations of ‘churched’ black Americans the psychological means to mentally survive

73 Yet there is little sense “churched”

brutal racial suppression and sustain hope in a brighter future.
persons and communities may have turned to the Bible for various purposes without also converting,
and almost no discussion of the pre-Christian history of the Black church.”” Among other things,
Scott’s failure to consider this question appears not to take seriously the present scholarly consensus
that holds most Africans in the U.S. did not convert to Christianity until the middle of the nineteenth

century. Indeed, against the relevant historical data, Scott’s description of Ethiopianism an “Afro-

Christian invention” stacks the deck in favor of a Christian-centered interpretation.”

35 Dianne M. Stewart Diakité and Tracey E. Hucks, “Aftricana Religious Studies: Toward a Transdisciplinary Agenda in an
Emerging Field,” Journal of Africana Religions 1.1 (2013), 50.

36 William R. Scott, ““And Ethiopia Shall Stretch Forth Her Hands:” The Origins of Ethiopianism in Afro-American
Thought, 1767-1896,” Umagja 2.1 (1978), 1-15; “The Ethiopian Ethos in African Ametican Thought,” International Jonrnal
of Ethigpian Studies 1.2 (2004), 40-57.

37 W.E.B. Du Bois captures this aspect of the Black church’s history powerfully: “It was not at first by any means a
Christian Church, but a mere adaptation of those heathen rites which we roughly designate by the term Obe Worship, or
“Voodooism.” Association and missionary effort soon gave these rites a veneer of Christianity, and gradually, after two
centuries, the Church became Christian, with a simple Calvinistic creed, but with many of the old customs still clinging to
the services.” W.E.B. Du Bois, ed. The Negro Church: Report of a Social Study Made Under the Direction of Atlanta University;
Together with the Proceedings of the Eighth Conference for the Study of Negro Problems, Held at Atlanta University, May 26", 1903
(Atlanta: The Atlanta University Press, 1903), 5.

38 Writing of a different problem, Theophus Smith nevertheless captures the stakes of my claim: “what distinguishes Afro-

Christianity in the Americas is its interactive biculturality. On this view, black theologians have yet to hold Euro-American
academic approaches in creative tension with ancestral and indigenous modes of thought.”” Smith, Conjuring Culture, 179.
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Of course, there have been exceptions to this trend. Scholars of Caribbean traditions Anthony
Bogues, Robbie Shilliam, and Dianne Stewart have each insisted upon Ethiopianism’s Africanity is a
necessary component of its significance. In her brief discussion of Ethiopianism’s influence upon the
Rastafari, for example, Stewart asserts: ““The Ethiopianism of Rastafari ... must be examined as an
integral component of the multiple expressions of African religiosity and spirituality in Jamaica, if we
are to properly assess its critical contribution to African people’s unceasing struggle for liberation and
autonomy on the island.” Rather than describe Ethiopianism as a Christian tradition, Stewart follows
Barrett in characterizing it as a camouflaged expression of the Afro-Jamaican “ancestral traditions” of
repatriation and Zionism. For her, the tradition’s adoption of biblical paradigms transforms but does
not render unrecognizable ancestral concerns for returning to Africa at the time of one’s death, on the
one hand, and traditional identifications with Africa as a site of sacred power, on the other. On her
account, it is only from the standpoint of classical African religions that one can grasp Ethiopianism’s
appeal to the Rastafari.”” Indeed, Stewart provocatively insinuates ancestral African beliefs, practices,
and pieties constitute the tradition’s normative orientation—its “pure native flavor.”

Following Stewart’s provocation, I argue for an account of Ethiopianism that ascribes
significant influence to the role of classical African practices, or what I sometimes call African ancestral
pieties, in shaping biblical interpretation. In particular, I claim that the religious environments in which
Ethiopianist thought emerged, was taken up, and has been reworked demonstrate the concrete impact
of these practices upon the tradition’s arguments about Black history and destiny. As I show in chapter
1, this does not mean I understand the practices to be static or unchanging, however, only that I grant
them persistent priority in the task of redescription. Accordingly, my central claim is that Ethiopianism
should be regarded as a Black Atlantic religious, ethical, and political tradition that joins African

ancestral pieties to Christian categories and marshals them toward the redemption of Africa.

3 Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey, 135.
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I therefore presume as axiomatic that the Middle Passage did not wipe out the cultures that
Black Africans brought with them across the Atlantic; that it did not, in other words, “create in the
Affrican a tabula rasa of consciousness.” Although the Middle Passage and slavery certainly created
the conditions for the transformation of classical African religious cultures by coercing intensive inter-
ethnic contact and exchange between groups previously unknown or hostile to one another, they did
not deprive Africans in the Americas of ancestral frameworks of belief and practice. Not even in the
United States, where plantation surveillance, cultural repression, missionary work, and the “breeding”
of enslaved women combined to create a thoroughly anti-African environment, were African peoples
robbed of their cultural repositories.*! Instead, what developed across the Americas was a novel pan-
African culture based upon certain shared and recognizably West-Central African values, meanings,
and practices. “It was inevitable that, given the shifting of slaves from island to island throughout the
Caribbean and from the Caribbean to North America, and vice versa,” writes Black studies scholar St.
Clair Drake, “an awareness of their wide distribution in the Diaspora would emerge, and ... sentiments
of Pan-Negroism would emerge—the solidarity of all Africans, of all black men.” Although Affricans
had been “torn out of the familiar matrix of existence for a voyage across the sea to live an alien mode
of life,” their prior cultural life was not destroyed. The gods did not die. Despite the horrific conditions
of slavery and the Middle Passage, classical African practices both thrived and proliferated in the
Americas. Beginning with a forced supra-tribal bond, “the tie between ‘shipmates,” and continuing
on plantations, in swamps and forests, and throughout cities, Africans in the Americas forged a new

racialized self-concept and pan-African cultural repertoire, with which they could negotiate daily life.*

40 Henry Louis Gates, Jt., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1994), 4.

4 Manning Marable, How Capitalismz Underdeveloped Black America: Problems in Race, Political Economy, and Society (Chicago:
Haymarket Books, 2015), 63.

42 St. Clair Drake, The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion (Chicago: Third World Press, 1977), 13-4, 18.

17



In British North America and the later United States, where Ethiopianism emerged and where
African cultural survivals were not as pronounced as elsewhere, this repertoire did not generate full-
throated Black Atlantic religious traditions such as candomblé, Santerfa, or vodou. With a few notable
exceptions, African practices in the U.S. remained more scattered, provisional, covert, and incomplete.
They almost never persisted in “pure” forms tied to specific African ethnic groups or homelands.* It
is perhaps only in New Orleans and among Georgia’s Sea Islands that these practices have taken on
anything resembling a systematic form. Nevertheless, as scholar of African American religion Eddie
Glaude writes of early African American religious life, “Africa’s presence was still felt” in such things
as folktales and rites, burial practices, the ring shout, the spirited worship of slave churches, the sorrow
songs, and the supernatural healing-harming practices of conjure, hoodoo, and root-working.* Indeed,
it was through these practices and aesthetic forms that many Africans in the U.S. fashioned versions
of pan-Africanist race consciousness and, eventually, converted to Protestant Christianity. As ancestral
modes of belief and practice, albeit necessarily improvised and modified ones, these cultural resources
often preceded and informed the work of biblical reinterpretation that so many scholars have otherwise
considered the cornerstone of Ethiopianism.

As the foregoing will suggest to those familiar with recent developments in the study of Black
and Africana religions, my pursuit of an African-centered redescription of Ethiopianism has not
involved uncovering much new evidence. Nearly all the relevant data has been ready to hand. What
has been needed is the introduction of an alternative standpoint for reading it. Ultimately, I hope
scholars of Black and Africana traditions will agree that my redescription opens new vistas for looking
at Ethiopianism. In addition, I hope scholars working in the broader, so-called normative study of
religion and religious thought might use this work as a spur to consider how critical religious discourses

rooted in Africa and its diasporas can transform present concepts, concerns, and conversations.

43 Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past, 122.

# Eddie S. Glaude Jr., African American Religion: A Very Short Introduction New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 25.
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3. FORGING AN ALTERNATIVE CONCEPTUAL VOCABULARY

I facilitate my African-centered redescription by forging an alternative conceptual vocabulary
for talking about Ethiopianism. In particular, I fashion two concepts—conjure and repatriation—
meant to accentuate the Africanity of the tradition’s discourse, or what Theophus Smith might call its
“indigenous African and extra-Christian elements.”* Drawing upon Ann Stolet’s notion of “concept-
work,” or the idea that concept-use both illuminates and occludes specific ways of seeing and the
relations of force upon which seeing often depends, I use these concepts to call attention to certain
distinctively African concerns, beliefs, and practices that enslaved Africans brought with them to the
Americas, which I contend filtered and inflected their engagements with the Bible and Protestant
Christianity.” While both concepts are derived from actually-existing social practices in Black and
Africana religious life, they cannot be reduced to them. Because concepts are not given but made, as
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari remind us, I necessarily depart from the contingent historical
particulars of these practices as I turn them into concepts.”” Rather than provide exhaustive historical
descriptions of conjure and repatriation or remain obligated to account for all of their norms, then, I
stabilize them according to what I take to be their most consequential features and transform them
into analytical tools meant to enable new ways of seeing Ethiopianism.

While the need for this fresh conceptual vernacular has become clear in my engagements with
texts like the “Ethiopian Manifesto” and the historiography of Ethiopianism, I have found additional
motivation in the work of cultural studies scholar Paul Gilroy. In an argument from The Black Atlantic

worth quoting at length, Gilroy writes:

The exceptionally fluid political collectivities that emerge under the aegis of eatly Pan-Africanism are
only half grasped by the unsatisfactory term “movement.” Exploring them raises its own difficulties. It
is necessary, for example, to appreciate that these histories of subversive political organization cannot

4 Smith, Conjuring Culture, 18.
4 Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durtham: Duke University Press, 2016), 17-20.

47 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy? New York: Columbia University Press, 19906), 11.
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be charted satisfactorily either in conventional terms of party, class, ethnic group or through more
potent but also more evasive concepts like race and nation. The phenomena we struggle to name as
Pan-Africanism, Ethiopianism, Emigrationism, Washingtonism, and Garveyism coexist with these
terms but also register deep dissatisfaction with what the more orthodox concepts derived from
respectable disciplines can offer black political thought premised on their inadequacy. Successive phases
of struggle by blacks in, but not completely of, the West have pushed at the very limits of what Euro-
American modernity has delineated as the approved space for politics within its social formations.
Conventional ideas of modem citizenship have sometimes been stretched so that they might
accommodate black hopes. At other times they have been compressed to the point of implosion by the
dead weight of black suffering. This is another way of saying that the specific forms of democracy and
mutuality that inhere within the dynamic oppositional structures blacks have created to advance their
interests require a different political and philosophical vocabulary from that endorsed by past and
present social scientific conventions.*8

What I take Gilroy to mean is that the “orthodox” concepts and concerns presently structuring inquiry
in fields like religious studies were not forged with Black communities in mind. Because these concepts
are not just cognitive tools for arranging data and organizing perceptual worlds but wrapped up in
anti-Black relations of force, they necessarily distort the phenomena they are meant to name. They do
not account adequately for the ways Black diasporic peoples have adapted to life in the modern west.
How does one chart phenomena like vodou or conjure in such orthodox terms as Catholicism, magic,
religion, ancestors, saints, and healing, for example, without stretching these concepts beyond their
conventional meanings or missing something about the phenomena they intend to cover?®

Indeed, this is precisely what I believe to have happened in studies of Ethiopianism. Caught
between conceptual paradigms that force a choice between Africanity and Christianity (among other
troublesome binaries), most scholars have opted for concepts that cannot do the work they demand.”
While it is of course true that no concept can ever fully cover the phenomena it means to name or be

divorced from the interests of power, some concepts are better, more able to perform the work asked

48 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscionsness New York: Verso, 1993), 114.

4 See Bedour Alagraa’s discussion of the ways vodou “evades explanation” in terms of “the Western episteme.” Bedour
Alagraa, “The Interminable Catastrophe: Fatal Liberalisms, Plantation Logics, and Black Political Life in the Wake of
Disaster,” (PhD diss. Brown University, 2019), 186-193.

50 Andre Willis’s discussion of the difficulties with the terms “religion” and “politics” in African American religious studies

informs my thinking here. Andre Willis, “Black Religion and American Politics: The President, the Reverend, and the
Activist,” unpublished manuscript May 1, 2020), typescript, 1-39.
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of them, than others. What is needed, then, is a new conceptual idiom capable of both accounting for
the specificities of Ethiopianism and challenging present analytical conventions in religious studies.
4. OUTLINE OF THE PROJECT

Accordingly, I commence by conceptualizing Ethiopianism, conjure, and repatriation as social
practices common in nineteenth-century Black religious life before elaborating my redescription of
the tradition via fresh, chapter-length readings of David Walker, Maria Stewart, and Martin Delany. I
have chosen these figures because, on the one hand, they appear in nearly every scholarly account of
early Ethiopianism and, on the other hand, they are almost always treated as significantly distant from
the forms of slave culture and the observance of classical African religious practices. They therefore
serve as an ideal staging ground for my claim that Ethiopianism is marked by the joining of biblical
categories to African ancestral practices: if I can supply persuasive rereadings of these figures as tied
to African pieties, then I can argue that conventional narratives about Ethiopianism need to be recast.

This dissertation may thus be divided somewhat artificially into two parts. Chapters 2-4 should
be read as providing a historical reconstruction of sorts, in which I reread Walker, Stewart, and Delany
and give an account of the ways they used Psalm 68:31 to cast visions about Black destiny and African
redemption. In this part, I make two crucial methodological moves. The first is to situate these figures
in networks of intimate (and sometimes less-than-intimate-but-still-consequential) relationships that I
think might cause readers to view them in a new light. Considering whom Walker, Stewart, and Delany
claim as kin and countrymen, I try to situate them explicitly within broader Black Atlantic and African
diasporic networks and religious worlds that do not obviate their Afro-Protestantisms but perhaps
complicate our understanding of their character. In this, I follow recent work in religious studies that
suggests attention to intimate relations possesses the potential to transform how scholars understand

and explain the shape and scope of religious thought and practice.”

51 Constance M. Furey, “Body, Society, and Subjectivity in Religious Studies,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 80.1
(2012), 7-33.
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The second move is to cleave as closely as I can to what has been called “Skinner’s maxim,”
the or idea that “No agent can eventually be said to have meant or done something which he could
never be brought to accept as a cotrect description of what he had meant or done.”” According to
intellectual historian Quentin Skinner, if I am to rehearse a successful narrative about the development
of Ethiopianism, then I must remain content to labor within the terminological universes of the figures
under consideration—or at least within universes these figures might plausibly accept. If I am to do
this, for Skinner, I must further deploy rigorous empirical methods for grasping the practical, social,
political, and intellectual exigences that would have supplied these universes with their meaning and
significance.” On his account, I must strive to avoid imposing my own meanings upon these texts as
much as possible, for imposed meanings invariably collapse the distance that exists between historical
figures and their interpreters. That is, such meanings indicate a failure to take seriously both the
pastness of past religious ideas as well as the differences that now obtain between these ideas’ initial
configurations and their contemporary articulations. Because my interpretive aim is to approximate
something given in history and not to advance my own perspective upon this given thing, I seek in
these chapters to minimize my present standpoint and motivations as much as possible. As philosopher
Kwong-loi Shun says, my interpretive attention is “directed maximally to the text and to what the text
tells us about the past, and only minimally to the present concerns and conceptions of ourselves.”*

By contradistinction, chapter 1 and the conclusion are exercises in philosophical construction.
Here I stipulate my conceptions of Ethiopianism, conjure, and repatriation and evaluate the promise

of culturally nationalist approaches to Black religious traditions and the ethical-political horizons of

52 Richard Rorty, “The Historiography of Philosophy: Four Genres,” Philosophy in History: Essays in the Historiography of
Philosophy, ed. Richard Rorty, J.B. Schneewind, Quentin Skinner (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 53;
Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” History and Theory 8.1 (1969), 28.

53 Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” 3-53.

>4 Kwong-loi Shun, “Studying Confucian and Comparative Ethics: Methodological Reflections,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy
36.3 (2009), 458.
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redemption, respectively. Despite its placement at the outset of this project, chapter 1 takes insights
gleaned from my reconstructive labors in chapters 2-4 and pairs them with historical and ethnographic
studies in Black religion to fashion what I hope are appealing and defensible accounts of the concepts
identified above. The conclusion, too, develops insights gleaned from chapters 2-4 as I reflect upon
the best ways to analyze the indigenous African and extra-Christian meanings of Ethiopianism. It also
offers a summative restatement of the key features of the Ethiopianist tradition as I now understand

) <¢

it, that is, as a Black Atlantic social practice for which the tropes of “awakening,” “history,” “religion,”
“elevation,” and “the redemption of Africa” constitute animating concerns.
5. THE PROBLEM WITH STRICT HISTORICISMS

Yet this chapter breakdown inevitably renders unstable the very division of intellectual labor
I have just rehearsed, as it points up the impossibility of advancing a historical reconstruction divorced
from present perspectives. In the case of Ethiopianism, I could not offer the redescription that forms
my overarching aim were I to remain wholly faithful to Walker’s, Stewart’s, and Delany’s terminological
universes. As I use it here, the term “Ethiopianism” itself only came into existence in the middle of
the twentieth century. Indeed, my usage follows twentieth-century scholars of pan-Africanism and
Black nationalism who devised it to call attention to the family resemblances these figures share and
to make claims about how best to read them. While my grasp of this tradition is chiefly derived from
the concerns articulated by these three figures, none would have self-described as an “Ethiopianist.”
Nor am I sure they would have found the use of this term plausible or appealing; they had other terms
they used to refer to themselves, to their colleagues, and to their aspirations. (The same holds true for
my conceptions of conjure and repatriation, albeit in different ways and for different reasons.) My
usage of “Ethiopianism” therefore violates Skinner’s maxim in its own right, then, even if it has no

ultimate bearing upon the quality of my historical analysis. In fact, I would go so far as to say that my

use of “Ethiopianism” points up reasons Skinner’s approach may be ill-suited to my material.
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Scholar of African American literature Joanna Brooks has summarized rather well why strict
historicist approaches are inappropriate guides through Black intellectual history. While she recognizes
their emphases upon compiling documentary records and offering modest readings of Black thinkers

have been immensely generative, she nevertheless insists that

A strictly historicist approach to the problem of early literate African American cultural formation
inevitably fails to fully appreciate the extent, creativity, and resourcefulness of black authority. This is
because historical forces such as imperialism, slavery, and racism have impacted the representational
quality of the historical record. Important factors here include the differential documentation of
African-American lives in government, church, business, and private records; differential access to
political representation, literacy, publication, and preservation; and the politicized assumptions guiding
the composition of “official” state histories ... All of these material and immaterial forces have shaped
contemporary understandings of African-American intellectual history, its points of origination, and its
modes of development.>

On Brooks’s account, methodological approaches to the study of Black intellectual history that insist
interpreters must refrain from imposing present concerns upon past writings generally fail to address
how the historical record can prove an impediment to understanding the contours of Black history.
They fail to address, that is, the ways that relations of force have impacted what material is found in
the historical record, as well as the quality and character of its representation, all while granting this

record interpretive privilege.”

One might wonder how a strict historicist would propetly account for
specific early African religious traditions in the Americas, for example, if they were required to rely
solely upon the terminological universes of the missionary reports, church records, and plantation

ledgers that describe them. What about the hidden transcripts that were never recorded, and to which

we only have access through their present iterations?”’ How might a strict historicist make that work?

55 Joanna Brooks, Awmerican Lazarus: Religion and the Rise of African-American and Native American Literatures New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 188.

56 “Out of this methodological impasse,” writes Africana theorist Felicia Bishop Denaud, “I can only defy the archive’s
presumed powers of adjudication over matters of knowledge and truth.” Felicia Bishop Denaud, “Renegade Gestation:
Writing Against the Procedures of Intellectual History,” Journal of the History of Ideas Blog, accessed July 10, 2022,
https://jhiblog.org/2020/10/23 /renegade-gestation/.

57 Tracey Hucks’s forthcoming monograph asks after precisely this question with respect to obeah in Trinidad. See Tracey
E. Hucks, Obeah, Orisa, and Religions Identity in Trinidad, V'olume I, Obeah: Africans in the White Colonial Imagination (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2022).
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Despite my appreciation for the rigors of Skinner’s maxim, I have invoked Brooks as a means
to say I think there is still need for a certain amount of sensitive, theoretically-driven speculation when
it comes to earnestly reconstructing Black religious and intellectual history. It is my position, therefore,
that the imposition of my alternative conceptual vocabulary upon Walker, Stewart, and Delany does
not preclude an empirically accurate rereading of their work. In fact, quite the opposite. I maintain
that my alternative vocabulary makes an even more empirically accurate redescription possible, in this
case by foregrounding the connections between their work and the concerns of many other Africans
throughout the diaspora. As a student of the history of Black religious thought, I cannot do historical

work abstracted entirely from my own value-laden perspective.”

58 My claim here is partially inspired by the following works: Thomas A. Lewis, Why Philosophy Matters for the Study of
Religion—and Vice 1ersa (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Nancy K. Frankenbetry, ed., Radical Interpretation in
Religion New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Kevin Schilbrack, Philosophy and the Study of Religions: A Manifesto
(Malden: Wiley Blackwell, 2014).
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CHAPTER 1: CONJURING ETHIOPIANISM
THREE CONCEPTS FOR BLLACK RELIGIOUS THOUGHT

Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.
—Psalm 68:31 (KJV)

Psalm 68:31 came to denote the key elements of these subversive (and often clandestine)
syncretic maneuvers. ‘Princes coming out of Egypt’ expressed the movement out of
bondage; ‘Ethiopia stretching forth her hands unto God’ referred to a spiritual intercession
that would support this liberatory, redemptive, and healing enterprise.

—Robbie Shilliam, “Intervention and Colonial Modernity”

By various intellectual strategies, the man Moses selected by God to be the world’s greatest
magician and with this gift to lead his people out of bondage, became a black man and the
Israelites, black for Israel’ now read ‘Ethiopia.’

—Erna May Brodber, “Re-engineering Blackspace”
1. ON BLACK RELIGION, SOCIAL PRACTICES, AND INTERPRETATION

In this chapter I set the stage for my substantive readings of Walker, Stewart, and Delany. I
open by describing how I conceptualize Ethiopianism, conjure, and repatriation as social practices that
play pivotal roles in the history of Black religious thought. Then I introduce the conceptualizations
themselves. First is Ethiopianism, which I conceive as a tradition concerned with Black destiny that
weds African ancestral pieties to biblical idioms. Second is conjure, which I characterize here primarily
as a dramatization of a world filled with spirits that must be addressed. Third is repatriation, which I
frame as both the longstanding desire among African-descended peoples to return “home” and the
attempt to return to “themselves” amid white supremacist conditions of existence. Taken together,
these concepts both guide and are shaped by the close readings I perform in subsequent chapters.

I should begin by remarking that Black religion is not easily defined, and that most attempts
to stipulate a definition of the term reflect the peculiar purposes of the scholar who undertakes this
task. I therefore do not pretend to abstract myself or my commitments from the definition that
follows. As I use it in this dissertation, Black religion connotes an ensemble of social practices and
formations that have emerged as peoples of the African diaspora have sought to interpret, dramatize,

and reconfigure their place in the modern/colonial wotld. In particular, it delineates the practices and
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formations these peoples have used to orient themselves toward and harness immaterial power, so as
to press this power into service against the horrors of the Middle Passage, racial slavery, and white
supremacy.” For me, the term conjures a distinctive set of vertically-otiented resources that are not
exhaustive of Black religious life but which, for my purposes, merit special consideration. My use of
“Black religion” is thus a way of describing, analyzing, and conceptualizing this set of resources while
also foregrounding the conditions of colonial encounter and imperial duress under which they were
assembled.”’ It focuses attention upon a concrete cultural repertoire fashioned by particular peoples
under specific historical, material, and existential conditions.

What are these conditions? A distinction between Black religion and Black religious life can
specify. Following the spirit but not the letter of Eddie Glaude’s insightful distinction between African
American religion and African American religious life, I understand Black religious life to encompass
the broad diversity of religious practice occurting in Black communities throughout the wotld.”! As a
provisional heuristic, Black religious life covers the practices of Black, sub-Saharan African peoples
residing on the continent and in the diaspora that have evolved over millennia. For example, the term
comprises the practice of classical African religions, participation in Afro-Caribbean traditions, and
involvement with Jewish, Christian, and Islamic groups throughout the world, as well as adherence to
Asian, Indic, and Indigenous traditions, and the embrace of secularity or the non-observance of

religion. Black religious life does not specify one form of religion as more or less authoritative or

5 Following Nelson Maldonado-Tortes and other scholars in the Modernity/Coloniality Working Group, I use the term
modetn/colonial wotld to point up the constitutive links European colonial imperialisms and what many scholars call
modernity, or the modern period. In their view, to say something is modern is to signal its emergence within the patterns
of power established and instituted by colonial domination. Nelson Maldonado-Totres, “Race, Religion, and Ethics in the
Modetn/Colonial Wotld,” Journal of Religions Ethics 42.4 (2014), 691-711.

%0 Here I invoke Ann Laura Stolet’s notion of imperial duress as capturing three perduring features of colonialism: “the
hardened, tenacious qualities of colonial effects; their extended protracted temporalities; and, not least, their durable, if
sometimes intangible constraints and confinements.” Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2016), 7.

ot Eddie S. Glaude Jr., An Uncommon Faith: A Pragmatic Approach to the Study of African American Religion (Athens: The
University of Georgia Press, 2018), 15-16.
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appropriate for Black peoples. Instead, the term simply works to index the variety and dynamism of
religious practice as Black peoples have imagined and embraced it.

By contradistinction, Black religion signifies the repertoire of social practices and formations
that emerge as peoples of the African diaspora negotiate the Middle Passage, racial slavery, and white

supremacy in the Black Atlantic world.”

Indeed, in many ways Black religion as I use it can be thought
coterminous or coeval with the Black Atlantic—in the sense that the former comprises one part of
the latter.” For me, three key ideas thus constitute the heart of this self-consciously provisional usage.
First, Black religion signals the specific racialized contexts into which these practices and formations
have been called forth: the modern/colonial and Black Atlantic worlds. Second, therefore, Black
religion exists in tension and in tandem with European and indigenous American religious practices
and institutions, which themselves constitute key components of these contexts. Though the “Black”
in Black religion focuses attention upon the Africana elements of this cultural repertoire, these
elements have been altered by Africans’ encounters with the practices of others. And third, Black
religion highlights African peoples’ creative responsiveness, both to racialized existence and alternative
religious practices. It indexes the resources they have fashioned while transacting with harsh and
hostile environments and pursuing what scholars of Black religion Howard Thurman and Andre C.
Willis call “whole feeling,” or forms of life which affirm their existence as “divine activity.”** The term

does this, moreover, without reducing the complexity of Black religious life to responses to the Middle

Passage, slavery, and white supremacy.

92'The ties between Black religion and the Black Atlantic in my usage here are inspired by William D. Hart, Afro-Eccentricity:
Beyond the Standard Narrative of Black Religion New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 15-34.

63 T use the Black Atlantic in the sense advanced by Paul Gilroy in his eponymous work, that is, as a way of referring to
the modern, Afro-diasporic political and cultural formation that arises in the wake of the Middle Passage. As not quite a
literal space, the social formation known as the Black Atlantic emerges as African diaspora peoples traverse Africa, Europe,
the Caribbean, the Americas, and the ocean linking them, and thus cannot be charted cleanly in conventional terms of
national or ethnic identity. Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 19.

0+ Howard Thurman, The Search for Common Ground: An Inquiry into the Basis of Man’s Experience of Community (Richmond:
Friends United Press, 1973), 90; Willis, “Black Religion and American Politics,” 17-21.
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I do not intend for this dissertation to contribute to scholarly debates about Black religion and
Black religious life, however, as establishing their normative parameters does not much interest me.
Instead, I use the above distinction to orient myself and my readers in a particular way toward the three
social practices under consideration. By framing Ethiopianism, conjure, and repatriation as species of
Black religion, I can scrutinize their political and ethical force as social practices that find their origins
in African peoples’ responses to the conditions of life in the diaspora. By political and ethical here I
simply mean their character as resources for self-making, social organization, and struggle at the
communal and individual levels, respectively. That is, their character as practices with implications for
how African peoples have interpreted, dramatized, and revised their lives together and as individuals
under conditions of domination and dispersal. Viewed in this way, I contend, Ethiopianism, conjure,
and repatriation can help us understand how and why certain Black figures have fashioned ethical and
political arguments through, rather than against or apart from, their religious practices.” In particular,
they can help us discern how Psalm 68:31 came to be the most quoted verse in Black religious history.*

If readers grant this premise, then three further questions might follow: What are social
practices? What do they have to do with (Black) religion? What is the relation between social practices
and thought such that the former can be said to influence the latter? Or, to frame the third question
in more direct and colloquial language, what is the relation (if any) between Black religious practice

and Black religious thought?

% Following Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Eddie Glaude, and the more recent and skeptical work of Josef Sorett, 1
assume a relative fluidity between the sacred and the secular in Black religious life and thought. This is because, as Glaude
writes after Higginbotham, much Black reflection on ethics and politics has been conducted “within a language that linked
biblical figures to postbiblical persons, places, and events.” I hold this assumption rather loosely, however, as Sorett has
recently demonstrated the ways its uncritical application can work to reinforce Protestant hegemony in the study of Black
religions. Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997); Eddie S. Glaude Jr., Exodus! Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nineteenth-
Century Black America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000); Josef Sorett, “Secular Compared to What? Toward a
History of the Trope of Black Sacted/Secular Fluidity,” Race and Secutarism in America, ed. Jonathon S. Kahn and Vincent
W. Lloyd (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 43-76.

% Albert J. Raboteau, A Fire in the Bones: Reflections on African-American Religions History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 42.
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Theorist of religion Stephen Bush helpfully suggests social practices can be viewed as shared
patterns of behavior conducted according to certain rules, or norms. Combining a Wittgensteinian
sensibility with careful attention to power and interpellation, Bush defines social practices as repeatable
actions governed by the rules of the group that performs them. A social practice, he says, “is shared
in that the participants who occupy a certain role in a practice tend to respond to similar sorts of
situations with similar sorts of behavior, and shared norms apply to their performances.” They are
therefore socially instantiated, in that persons learn how to perform them through processes of
iteration and instruction: they are performed and reperformed as persons learn the rules from which
they derive their meaning and purpose and are corrected when they deviate from them. While social
practices are governed by these rules, and therefore demand that subjects at least partially adhere to
them in their performances, they are not immutable. “They involve habits,” Bush writes, “so they are
relatively stable but not so fixed as to preclude transformation, novelty, reform, or even revolution.”
As such, social practices both enable and constrain change—in that they are open to revision despite
their relative constancy.’’

As pertains to religion, I join many contemporary scholars of religion who find it useful to
think of religions as repertoires of social practices, which different people draw upon differently at
different times and for different reasons, but which share an orientation toward harnessing immaterial
power.” I have already implied as much in my stipulation of Black religion as comprising an ensemble
of vertically-oriented social practices and formations used for the interpretation, dramatization, and
transformation of Black peoples’ place in the modern/colonial wotld. To think of religions as

repertoires of social practices is to think of them as toolkits of sorts, with different resources for

67 Stephen S. Bush, 1sions of Religion: Meaning, Experience, and Power New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 3-4.

%8 Robert Ford Campany, Making Transcendents: Ascetics and Social Memory in Early Medieval China (Honolulu: University of
Hawaii Press, 2009), 39-87; Kathryn Lofton, “Religious History as Religious Studies,” Re/igion 42.3 (2012), 384; Michael
L. Satlow, “Defining Judaism: Accounting for ‘Religions’ in the Study of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion
74.4 (20006), 844.
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different problems, able to be drawn upon “in complex, varying ways on various occasions, shifting

256

the cultural framing of a problem in mid-discourse.”® Like the myriad social practices of which they
are comprised, religions are therefore relatively stable but open to revision and revolution.”

Indeed, this broad conception of religions as repertoires of social practices can also shed more
light on the relation between Black religion and the Black Atlantic to which I eatlier referred. To say
Black religion comprises one part of the Black Atlantic, whereby the latter denotes a distinctively
modern political and cultural formation fashioned by peoples of the African diaspora rather than a
literal space, is to say Black religion is patt of larger social processes in the modern/colonial world. As
such, I neither claim a su/ generis (or even a “really real”) existence for Black religion, nor for religions
generally, but gloss it as relatively recognizable repository of cultural resources.” Indeed, I see Black
religion (and religions) as an always in-process, shifting, and adaptable accumulation of what Willis
calls “means of transcendence” fashioned by Aftican diasporic peoples.”” At risk of repeating myself,
I use Black religion to call attention to a historically specific set of social practices oriented toward the
harnessing immaterial power for the transformation of Black peoples’ position in the African diaspora

without also intending to reify it as an actually-existing phenomenon in the world. The term is a sorting

tool for artificially stabilizing particular practices for the sake of critical thought.
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On the question of the relation between social practices and thought, therefore, intellectual
historian and literary critic Colin (Joan) Dayan offers a generative perspective. In her now classic study
of vodou, Haiti, History, and the Gods, Dayan argues vodou practices are more accurately understood as
ritual reenactments of Haiti’s colonial past than as African retentions or syncretistic reinterpretations
of Christianity. “The Iwa most often invoked by today’s vodou practitioners do not go back to Africa,”
she writes of the innovations these Iwa thus epitomize and embody, “rather, they were responses to
the institution of slavery, to its peculiar brand of sensuous domination. A historical streak in these
spirits, entirely this side of metaphysics, reconstitutes the shadowy and powerful magical gods of
Africa as everyday responses to the white master’s arbitrary power.” Remaining embedded in history,
Dayan reads the lwa as responses to racial domination. Why does this matter? For Dayan, “To
conceive the zzage of the god in oneself is to be possessed. It is a deed of the most serious conception.
Thought realizes itself in the imaging of the gods.”” Because the lwa and the gods ate to some extent
human creations (at least “this side of metaphysics”), the names and meanings for the lwa that are
invoked, iterated, amended, and abandoned in practice can be said, in a sense, to realize thought. The
gods are externalized; made socially real. On Dayan’s account, whereas anthropologist Melville
Herskovits asserts the complexity of vodou practice exemplifies the failure of “the two ancestral
elements,” of Africa and Europe, to merge—exemplifies, that is, the tension that arises when relatively
stable cultures collide—vodou constitutes Black Haitians’ creative response to conditions of
domination. It is part and parcel of the way they have dramatized and interpreted their history.

Indeed, taking inspiration from the work of anthropologist Sidney Mintz, Dayan reads vodou
practices as enacting a series of philosophical propositions about reality, whereby philosophy refers to
the endeavor of “thought thinking itself through history.” When one invokes the lwa, to return to our

previous example, one makes a claim about how history intrudes upon and is felt in the present. When

73 Joan Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 36, 72.

32



one is possessed by a Iwa, one is possessed by the history through which the Iwa was born. Vodou’s
ritualized possessions and ritual invocations thus demand intensive interpretation on par with other
philosophical assertions.”* Indeed, they are philosophical assertions. Given the character of vodou
utterances and performances as interpretations of Haiti’s history, Dayan suggests it is incumbent upon
scholars of religion to explicate these practices as philosophical reenactments of Haiti’s history.
Building upon Dayan’s work, intellectual historian Anthony Bogues points out it is, in fact,
impossible to write an intellectual history of Black peoples without taking their religious practices into
account. “Do these practices not invoke,” Bogues asks, “as Joan Dayan argues, a ‘project of thought,’
with the ‘intensity of interpretation’ that is allowed by such practices?” For Bogues, religious practices
invoke projects of thought not only because the languages of religion and religious practice have been
crucial in the formation of many Black intellectual traditions. It is also because religion has goaded the
invention of what he, invoking Sylvia Wynter, calls “a ‘new cultural signifying system’ ... [that] became

2>

a ‘counter symbolic order.”” Taking the Afro-Jamaican traditions of Myal and Rastafari as his chief
examples of these two premises, Bogues therefore asserts that the study of religious practices must be
central to the study of Black intellectual history. On his account, if one wants to understand the
intellectual history of Black peoples—particularly the intellectual history of Afro-Caribbean peoples—
then one must explicate Black religious practice as a mode of thought. Otherwise, one risks missing a
whole realm of counter-symbolic signification.”

Although unacknowledged, Bogues here extends an insight first made by historian of religions
Charles Long, who advances a similar approach to Black religion in his justly celebrated 1986 collection

of essays, Szgnifications. Characterizing it as “a mode of making sense of the experiences of my tradition

that did not begin with a methodology of pathology,” Long finds in the study of Black religious
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practice “the basis for radical critical thought.” Because religious practices ostensibly index the
“archaic,” or original and immediately experienced, histories of the peoples who fashion them, Long
proposes “a kind of crawling back through the history that evokes these experiences,” as necessary
for seeing the “new and counter-creative signification and expressive deployment of new meanings

expressed in styles and rhythms of dissimulation.””

That is, as the peoples upon whose backs the
modern/colonial wotld was constructed, Long proposes radical critical thought should be generated
from the study of both Black religious practices and the contexts of contact, exchange, and racialized
violence within which these practices emerged. As mediated by the language and form of religious
practice, Black history provides a critical window into the present.”” For Long (as for Dayan and
Bogues), religious practice is one way of coming terms with history.

Although generative, Dayan, Bogues, and Long deliver their provocations as if the connection
between practice and thought is somehow obvious, and as if the connections between thought and
history are similarly transparent. Yet, these ties are far from clear. As Bush has observed, social practice
theorists in the study of religion have tended to eschew matters of mind and consciousness, and
philosophers of religion and historians of religious thought have tended to be equally inattentive to
questions of body, practice, and ritual.”® Where scholars have attended to these relations, as has Long,
for example, they have generally done so with outmoded or idiosyncratic concepts and methodologies
that can obscure as much as they illuminate. One might thus wonder how practices come to express,

or “realize,” thought. By what means? Through which mechanisms? One might also wonder how

practices themselves can be said to be philosophical, or whether they have philosophical content.
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Philosopher Kevin Schilbrack has recently attempted to answer such questions in Philosophy
and the Study of Religions. Assuming a “paradigm of embodiment,” or a methodological perspective that
considers the body the condition for mind and consciousness, Schilbrack advances two key claims
about the philosophical character of religious practice. First, rather than see reason as a human faculty
existing independently of individual bodies, he argues it develops precisely through bodily transactions
with their environments. In particular, he claims reason takes shape as persons appropriate and express
in metaphor the patterns they learn through bodily activity. Thus, Schilbrack says, insofar as a religious
practice calls attention to some feature of one’s bodily life through repetition, then partaking in this
practice becomes an exercise in thought—becomes a resource the mind uses for critical reflection.
Second, he argues processes of reasoning are often recursively extended, via tools and habits of mind
he calls “cognitive prosthetics,” back into the physical, linguistic, and social environments in which
bodies operate. These tools thus function as embedded or extended minds that realize thought outside
the body. We may here recall Dayan’s description of vodou practices and the Iwa as concretizations
of thought, or we might think of simple physical scripts such as a carton left on a counter to remind
one they are out of milk. In the latter case, the carton functions as an extended mind—a thought
concretely entered into space—that makes a claim about the need to go to the store. While Schilbrack’s
answers often draw from premises cribbed from cognitive science and analytic philosophy of mind,
he provides one possible way for scholars of Black religion to theorize, explicitly, the relation between
thought and practice.”

To understand religious practices as modes of thought is in many ways to be in a position to
take up the challenge Long poses to his readers in Significations, namely, that they consider “the religion
of Afro-Americans as the source for new modes of thought.” Taking this challenge as my task, I now

turn to my conceptualizations of Ethiopianism, conjure, and repatriation. In what follows, I do not
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seek to provide definitive accounts of what these practices really are in themselves, because no such
accounts of ever-shifting phenomena are possible, but to offer provisional conceptualizations of each
based upon thick descriptions and attention to their rough essences. The idea is to hold each practice
in a kind of artificial stabilization, to ask after and explicate its uses, and to render public its general
character. My aim is to provide a kind of introductory, in-process account of what both contemporary
scholars of Black religion and the figures I treat in this dissertation might discern in these social
practices, and to render this content visible.”
2. ETHIOPIANISM AS DRAMATIZATION OF BLACK DIASPORIC HISTORY

Most scholars of Black religion depict Ethiopianism as a tradition, a social practice, or what
St. Clair Drake has called a “thought-style,” that links the fates of modern Africans to the peoples of
ancient Egypt and Ethiopia.*’ My conceptualization of Ethiopianism builds upon this depiction, with
particular indebtedness to Drake’s elaboration of its origins and development. As a social practice,
Ethiopianism can be construed as advancing a distinctive argument about Black history and destiny
born out of the Middle Passage and racial slavery. It takes its name from Psalm 68:31 (KJV)—“Princes
shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God”—and its main
characteristics, or norms, include a pan-Africanist understanding of African identity, a concern for the
vindication of all members of the African race throughout the world from unjust degradation, and a
commitment to African self-assertion through political and ethical struggle. Springing from centuries
of Black folks’ regular ritualizations and intensive interpretations of this biblical script, Ethiopianism
stipulates that all peoples of Black African descent, often referred to metonymically as “Ethiopians,”
will “soon” undergo a dramatic reversal of fortunes. Powerful though this assertion has been (and

continues to be) for many Africans, its ambiguity has permitted a range of competing interpretations,
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which is why the three figures whom I scrutinize in this dissertation—David Walker, Maria Stewart,
and Martin Delany—Ilabored extensively to awaken their kin to the “true” meaning of this redemption.
The historical emergence of Ethiopianism as a social practice is therefore dynamically entangled with
Africans’ attempts to grasp their position in the diaspora, as well as past and future prospects.

In its initial, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century iterations, Ethiopianism consisted chiefly in
enslaved Africans’ newly identifying themselves as Ethiopians. At first, the Africans transported to the
Americas did not think of themselves as Africans. They were Ashanti, Golah, Igho, Kongo, Mandinka,
Wolof, and Yoruba, among other ethnic affiliations, but not African. “African” and “Ethiopian” were
terms imposed upon them by a harsh and hostile society that cared little for their previous allegiances
or forms of life—with “Ethiopian” often substituted for “African” in early modern English. As they
adapted to their newfound conditions and appropriated the language of slaveowners, however, many
came to recognize themselves in these new names and even began to assert a positive identification
with them.* Indeed, these names became one basis upon which enslaved Africans blended their
previously distinct ethnic practices and values into an amalgamated, pan-African cultural repertoire,
which served them as a toolkit for dealing with their newly exigent problems in faraway and foreign
lands. “Cock’s mouth had indeed caught Cock,” writes sociologist Erna Brodber of the perhaps
unintended consequences of these imposed names, “for in their definition of their slaves as African
and Ethiopian, Euro-America had given their slaves ... the basis of a liberating philosophy which they
would develop into further philosophy, and action based on that philosophy.”” It was thus as “the
Ethiopian or African people” that certain enslaved Africans in the Americas whom we might now call

Ethiopianists began to forge ideas about the common identity, history, and destiny of the Black race.*
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But how is it that these names could serve as a basis for such ideas? Why might groups of the
enslaved have come to see these (often derogatory) references as positive markers of their identity?
For one thing, these names were drawn from the King James Bible, which many of the enslaved quickly
recognized as one of the chief authorities on matters historical, ethical, political, and religious in their
new environs. Though most seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Africans were not yet Christian in
any significant sense, the capacious religious sensibilities they carried with them to the British colonies
allowed them to regard this book as a source of spiritual sustenance. “American slaves did not read
the Bible through, or even over and against, the traditions they brought with them from West Africa,”
writes biblical scholar Allen Dwight Callahan, “they read the Bible as a text into which these traditions
were woven. The characters and events of the Bible became the functional equivalent of the ancestors
and heroes long celebrated in West Africa.”® As enslaved Africans came to recognize themselves in
the Bible’s references Egypt and Ethiopia (whether through reading or hearing), they therefore began
to fold these names and stories into the narratives they rehearsed about themselves and their ancestors,
both real and imagined. Through dramatic reenactments and ritual performances—sermonizing,
storytelling, commemorating, and judging the dead—Black communities spanned the gap between
themselves and biblical Ethiopians, tying the authority of the Bible into that of their forebears. They
made themselves over into members of this venerable and learned nation, fashioning identities, norms,
and collectivities at least partially inspired by the Bible’s Ethiopian verses.

2.1. THE ETHIOPIAN PROPHECY

One verse in particular stoked the religious and political imaginations of early Africans in the

British colonies—Psalm 68:31: “Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her

hands unto God” (KJV).* Also known as “the Ethiopian prophecy,” this verse was introduced to
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Black communities by Protestant ministers and missionaties eager to Christianize the enslaved.” For
some of these idealistic evangelists, Christianization was undertaken with the aim of saving diasporic
Africans’ souls, thereby setting the stage for the redemption of continental Africa and the fulfillment
of history. These ministers and missionaries often claimed that Africans had a decisive role to play in
salvation history.” For others, Christianization was meant to render Africans more docile and effective
workers. If enslaved Africans could be persuaded they would earn their reward in the afterlife, claimed
no less a Puritan luminary than Cotton Mather, then they would likely become more compliant and
disciplined servants. “Tell them,” Mather wrote in his 1706 pamphlet, The Negro Christianized, *“That if
they Serve God patiently and cheerfully in the Condition which he orders for them, their condition will very quickly be
infinitely mended, in Eternal Happiness.”® Although interpretations of Psalm 68:31 such as Mather’s were
common among seventeenth- and eighteenth-century white Protestant ministers and missionaries, the
force of the Ethiopian prophecy for contemporary Black interpreters generally rested not in the idea
that their redemption would occur at the end of history or in ageless eternity, but “soon.”

Indeed, and though a certain missionary influence cannot be denied, it would be a mistake to
locate Psalm 68:31’s significance for Black religious thought in the readings advanced by whites.
Instead, the verse acquired its distinctively Black significations as Africans in the Americas took it up
into their religious lives and subjected it to an intensity of interpretation. “Once introduced,” writes
political scientist Robbie Shilliam, “the Bible was interpreted to support the extant syncretic African
faiths with their attendant social practices as well as, in the eyes of the followers, to make these faiths
more powerful.” Because they viewed the Bible as a potent source of spiritual power, Africans adapted

it to their situation and made it speak to their experiences. In so doing, they turned it into something
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more, something different, than simply the sacred book of Christianity that was so often used to justify
their enslavement. It became a sacred repository of sorts for them as well, containing not only accounts
of their ancestors but also remedies for their ailments. Hence, Shilliam says, “the enslaved and their
descendants interpreted the Biblical narrative as the ‘half not told” (1 Kings 10:7 — #heir story of exile,
enslavement, and self-redemption, the story of the Israelite Ethiopian-Africans.”” And it was the two
figures of Psalm 68:31—the princes coming out of Egypt and Ethiopia stretching forth her hands—
that served as shorthand for this story.

In broadest strokes, the narrative that arose around Psalm 68:31 can be recounted as follows.
Long before Israel was formed through the ethnogenetic events of the Exodus, two Black civilizations,
Egypt and Ethiopia, flourished along the Nile River—with the former initially constituted as a colonial
settlement of the latter. It was among these peoples that religion, government, the arts, and sciences
were first established, and they quickly developed reputations for piety and for learning. Indeed, it was
this very piety that allowed an uprooted and incarcerated Hebrew, Joseph, to become the chief official
in Egypt’s government and, eventually, to save his people from famine by bringing them into this new
land. After years of abundance, however, a new Egyptian pharaoh arose “who knew not Joseph,” and
therefore enslaved the Hebrews. Then one day, a Hebrew who had been raised in Egypt’s royal house
killed an overseer whom he saw brutalizing one of his people and fled into the Ethiopian wilderness.
There he was welcomed by a priest of Midian, who taught him much of their religion and government,
gave him a daughter in marriage, and sent him back to Egypt to deliver his people. This Hebrew was,
of course, Moses, the traditional author of the Pentateuch. And though the enslaved condemned their
ancestors for holding the Hebrews in slavery, they also recognized Egypt’s might endured long after

Israel’s departure. Egypt and Ethiopia remained powerful empires in the ancient Near Eastern world,
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alongside Assyria, Babylon, and Persia. They saw evidence of this in canonical references to Solomon
and the Queen of Sheba, as well as in New Testament passages that show Egyptians and Ethiopians
playing decisive roles in histories of religion and civilization. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph ventured into
Egypt to escape King Herod’s violence, for example, and an Ethiopian eunuch was the first recorded
Gentile convert to Christianity. It was thus not until much later, likely the early Middle Ages, they
maintained, that Egypt and Ethiopia lost their splendor. Hence, though they presently find themselves
in an abject condition, and though the causes of this condition are not fully known, Africans have not
always been degraded as slaves and they shall not always be—for through their interactions with God’s
chosen peoples, the descendants of Egypt and Ethiopia have become the subjects of their own
redemption-historical promise. They shall one day reign again.

In contradistinction to the Exodus narrative, that other ur-text of Black religion, this story does
not depict Black liberation as a reenactment of Israel’s movement out of Egypt. Indeed, Africans are
Egypt, or are at least descendants of the Egyptians and Ethiopians who held the Hebrews in bondage.
That their ancestors committed the injustice of enslaving another people does not invalidate their
achievements among those who rehearse the story, however, because their moral misjudgment serves
as a useful comparandum for judging the cruelty of whites. Even at their worst moments, for example,
Egyptians were not so cruel as European slaveowners; even at his most murderous, Pharaoh was not
so genocidal as the white masters of a plantation. This comparative refrain not only echoes across the
centuries, but also constitutes a storehouse of meanings by which Africans can understand who they
were in relation to histories greater than themselves. It provides a basis for fashioning values, identities,
and collectivities opposed to slavery, racial domination, and other forms of excess cruelty.
Consequently, the events of this story affected Africans differently than those of the Exodus narrative.
As they heard it told and retold, Black people did not chiefly imagine themselves as an enslaved and

wandering people suffering under a harsh ruler, but as a once great, learned, and pious nation in exile
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on the precipice of return. The Africans who embraced this story saw their coming deliverance as a
redemption, both from slavery and for their destined purposes.”

Indeed, this distinction is perhaps the crucial difference between Black appropriations of the
Exodus narrative and Psalm 68:31, as well as the reason Ethiopianism is marked more by languages
of redemption than of liberation. Psalm 68:31 signifies not an ethnogenetic march toward freedom,
but a redemptive turn away from misery. Here I suggest neither that these narratives are contradictory,
however, nor imply that they failed interpenetrate one another. Any survey of Black religious thought
will show that Ethiopian and Exodus figuralisms readily appear as complements, receiving differential
emphasis in different places and different times. Instead, I observe this distinction to disambiguate
Ethiopianism’s key constellation of concepts from those of the Exodus story. Through interpretation
and dramatization of the Bible’s Ethiopian verses, diasporic Africans generated a religious, ethical, and
political discourse about their history, identity, and redemption, a discourse which placed a premium
on enlightenment and self-assertion as necessary means for fulfilling their destiny.

St. Clair Drake has described the impact of this discourse upon the earliest Black populations
of the Americas as generating senses of race pride and self-esteem, as well as concern for ancestors
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and kin throughout the globe. “They knew they were Africans and ‘of African descent,” he writes, so
“Black people under slavery turned to the Bible to ‘prove’ that a black people, Ethiopians, were
powerful and respected when white men in Europe were barbarians; Ethiopia came to symbolize all
of Africa, and ... the ‘redemption of Africa’ became one important focus of meaningful activity for
leaders among New Wortld Negroes.””” For Drake (and for others), Ethiopianism, which he identifies

with this narrative, emerges as an inversion strategy for standing the typical subject-object relations of

proslavery discourse on their head. Rather than remaining trapped within white society’s negative
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depictions of African peoples, those who drew upon Psalm 68:31 craft a counternarrative suggesting
they were the originators of such cultural goods as learning, religion, and civilization, and that they
may therefore become a flourishing people once again.” They asserted, moreover, that this renaissance
would be their own responsibility. If their ancestors could construct marvelous empires, then so, too,
could they. Although they would need a little divine assistance, so Drake’s interpretation of the effects
of this story goes, certain Africans came to see themselves as able to regain their ancient state of power
and prestige; and they saw it as their duty to awaken the same sentiments in their compatriots. On his
view, Ethiopianism functions as an “energizing myth,” a vital resource, that inculcates both feelings
of racial solidarity and a desire to transform one’s circumstances.

Much Afro-Protestant scholarship reads this story teleologically, as if the adaptation of biblical
narratives by slave communities led inexorably to their Christianization, but Long highlights the
complexity: “To be sure, the imagery of the Bible plays a large role in [their] symbolic presentations,
but to move from this fact to any simplistic notion of blacks as slaves or former slaves converted to
Christianity would, I think, miss several important religious meanings.” Following Long, it seems to
me that the interesting question is not whether Africans ultimately converted as a result of the Bible’s
introduction into their communities, but how they resignified its meanings. As the customs, narratives,
and practices that ordered life in West Africa began to lose authority in the Americas and as Africans
faced what philosopher Alastair MacIntyre has called an “epistemological crisis,” the enslaved turned
to what was available to them to reconstruct new “dramatic narratives,” or stories by which they might
make sense of their place in society and relationships to others.”* “The biblical imagery was used

because it was at hand,” says Long, “it was adapted to and invested with the experience of the slave.””
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Far from telegraphing their eventual and widespread conversion to Protestantism during the so-called
Second Great Awakening, the creation of this story in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries signals
one way African communities sought to understand, interpret, justify, and revise their position in the
diaspora. Then, as now, the use of biblical figures does not necessarily entail Christian commitment.

Following Anthony Bogues and Dianne Stewart (after Long), I contend it was out of Black
peoples’ marriage of their ancestral traditions to biblical paradigms that Ethiopianism arose.” After
admitting that Ethiopianism in Jamaica “was apparently inspired by the Bible,” for example, Stewart
claims it must nevertheless be understood as an expression of African spirituality on the island.”” This
is because traditional Africana religious customs and sensibilities had not dissipated by the time of
Ethiopianism’s emergence, though they were becoming less and less ritualistically discrete. The ethnic
diversity of African communities, paired with growing generational distance from Africa, meant that
practices were changing through contact and necessity. The Bible thus provided practitioners with
representations of Africa and of ancestors that empowered them to continue their veneration of their
homeland and their dead kin despite decreased connection. This novel relation to ancient Egypt and
Ethiopia g#a ethnic homelands forced a redefinition of identity along racial rather than ethnic lines.
As a reconfiguration of Africans’ place in the world it did not, therefore, obviate the practice of
ancestor veneration, but it did substantively alter it.

2.2. MAPPING A “CONTINENT OF BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS””

In spite of these alterations, and, in some ways, because of them, scholar of Jamaican religions

Leonard Barrett maintains “Ethiopia to Blacks in America was like Zion or Jerusalem to the Jews.”””

With its unique mélange of Africana and biblical religious sources, Ethiopianism paved the way for an
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incipient African diaspora consciousness while, at the same time, bringing something of the sacred to
the construction of Black African identity. It allowed Africans to understand themselves geographically
apart from the brutalities of the Middle Passage, slavery, and white supremacy. Indeed, practices of
ancestor veneration and stories of ancient Egypt and Ethiopia provided them with an interpretive
framework with which they could make meaning of their experiences, and, for many adherents, sustain
their hope. As Maria Stewart proclaims in 1832: “And were it not that the King Eternal has declared
that Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto God, I should indeed despair.” The appropriation of
Psalm 68:31 and the Bible’s Ethiopian verses both clarified Africans’ geographical home and place of
spiritual belonging and ensured that Africans knew one day their fates could change. It supplied them
with a map of sorts for enacting this change.

To gesture toward the normative significance of this configuration of race consciousness,
therefore, I turn to the work of Drake. In The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion, Drake offers the
premier account of Ethiopianism’s origins and development, identifying it as a key progenitor of Black
internationalism, Black Power, and pan-Africanism. I take his account of the practice to be not merely
a historical sketch of its origins but also an attempt to explicate Ethiopianism’s normative significance
by scrutinizing its norms. While much of Drake’s argument is implicit in the section above, the basic
contours of his account can prove helpful for understanding Ethiopianism’s political and ethical force.

For my purposes, three features of Drake’s account are important. First, for him, Ethiopianism
is forged out of an existential need. The brutality of the Middle Passage and slavery confronted the
peoples of the African diaspora with the problems of identity and powerlessness. ““Who are we?’ and
‘Why have we suffered this fate?”” Such questions began to be answered as Black peoples fashioned
Ethiopianism’s redemption-historical narrative. Psalm 68:31 served as a resource for making sense of
Black history, destiny, and experience. Second, Ethiopianism did not exhaust its content in responding
to this existential need but also produced “currents of protest and action” phrased in religious

language. This amounts to saying that the vocabulary of Ethiopianism serves as an interpretive
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framework within which to comprehend and criticize Africans’ place in the world. This vocabulary,
moreover, does not require that those who draw upon are true believers but simply as persons who
better understand themselves in view of its explanatory power. Third, the logical conclusion of
Ethiopianist thought is the conclusion that Africans should be able to “chart their own development
and manage their own affairs.” Ethiopianism therefore stipulates that the forces necessary for African
redemption are embedded within Aftica and Africans themselves."”

To invoke the idea of forces latent within Africa is to raise the question of what precisely these
forces might be, as well as the matter of how to access them. Although Drake appears to mean broad
cultural resources that can and have formed the basis for race pride and solidarity, he also refers to
the “African religious genius.” In this sense, he gestures toward traditional African religions. If the
forces are latent within Africa and its diasporas to redeem itself, as Drake suggests, then we ought
now to turn to one way in which Africans have historically sought to channel these forces—conjure."”
3. CONJURE AS INTERPRETATION OF A WORLD FULL OF SPIRITS

The term conjure is first and foremost a name for the magical healing and harming practices
of African Americans. Occasionally also known as hoodoo or rootworking, depending upon locale
and specificity of practice, conjure refers to an ensemble of Africana customs, beliefs, and religious
attitudes that African Americans sometimes use to invoke spiritual power for various purposes, such
as healing, protection, and self-defense. Whereas rootworking tends to emphasize the use of natural
objects in the making of charms and practices of divination and hoodoo calls attention to spell-casting
and other forms of magical manipulation, however, conjure accentuates practitioners’ interactions

with spitits, ancestors, and divine beings, including the intimate dead, God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.'"

100 Drake, The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion 11; 23; 71.
101 Nadia Nurhussein also alludes to the ties between Ethiopianism and conjure. See Nurhussein, Black Land, 52.

102 Yvonne P. Chireau, “Black Magic Matters: Hoodoo as Ancestral Religion,” The Center for the Study of Wotld Religions
at HDS, Cambridge, MA, November 10, 2021, https://cswr.hds.harvard.edu/news/magic-matters/2021/11/10.
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Conjure thus names the practice of mediating between a community and the supernatural forces that
surround it—sometimes for weal, other times for woe. As a social practice of the African diaspora,
moreover, conjure has been subject to extreme contestation and camouflage, for adherents have not
only argued about the relative merits of interacting with forces greater than themselves but also have
faced significant censure in view of Christianity’s historical proscriptions against magic. Nevertheless,
it has served as an enduring resource for Black peoples seeking some measure of power and control
in their day-to-day lives amid contexts marked by racial violence and colonial domination. Indeed, at
root, writes no less an authority on Black magic than historian of Black religions Yvonne Chireau,
conjure enacts “a fundamental quest for powet, explanation, and control.”'”’

When viewed as a project of thought, conjure offers an account of the world “informed by an
African cultural repository, both real and imagined,” as it exists in relation to forces not readily seen.'”
It provides resources for orienting oneself in relation to these forces, and, in many cases, supplies tools
for controlling them. Conjure practitioners thus both preserve fragments of African history otherwise
ignored, exoticized, or denigrated in the U.S., and engage in the interpretation and dramatization of a
world full of spirits. In particular, conjurors (and their clients) often appeal to the mighty African dead

105

and seek their assistance.”” The practice of conjure therefore presupposes a certain amount of

practical and theoretical know-how woven into the fabric African history, despite this fabric’s having
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been rent and revised during diasporic experience. ™ As such, conjure connects practitioners to ways

of knowing and being tied to “home” even as it reflects the character of their lives between worlds.'”’

103 Yvonne Chiteau, Black Magic: Religion and the African American Conjuring Tradition (Betkeley: University of California Press,
2003), 20.

104 Glaude, African American Religion, 206.

105 T.eRhonda S. Manigault-Bryant, Talking to the Dead: Religion, Music, and Lived Memory Among Gullah/ Geechee Women
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 66-135.

106 L eRhonda S. Manigault-Bryant, ““I Had a Praying Grandmother:’ Religion, Prophetic Witness, and Black Women’s
Herstories,” New Perspectives on the Black Intellectual Tradition, ed. Keisha N. Blain, Christopher Cameron, Ashley D. Farmer
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2018), 125.

107 Hucks, ““Burning with a Flame in America,” 91.
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Tracey Hucks argues that Charles Long is exemplary of the intellectual practice of conjure, for
example. For Hucks, Long’s corpus in the history of religions connects scholars to Africa’s constitutive
role in the making of modernity. He demonstrates Africa’s fundamental involvement in the formation
of both modern systems of knowledge and the modern economy—two intangible, “invisible” forces
which nevertheless shape human life—thereby insisting upon the centrality of Africa and its diasporas
not just for Black peoples, but for all peoples in the modern/colonial world. If one is to negotiate this
world, according to Long, then one must acknowledge the forces of Africa as part of its “original
stuff.” It is for these reasons Hucks argues Long should be seen as paradigmatic of “the rootworker
who is mindful of the originary, the primordial, and / racine as it relates to the continent of Africa.”'”

As I use it in this dissertation, conjure also connotes the practice of conjuring culture
elaborated by Theophus Smith in his 1994 study of Black spirituality by the same name. In Conjuring
Culture, Smith sets forth a vision of conjuring as a distinctively African American cultural practice,
which both builds upon but remains distinct from the material practice of conjure. This practice has
three main features: “(1) ritually patterned behaviors and performative uses of language and symbols
(2) conveying a pharmacopeic or healing/harming intent and (3) employing biblical figures and issuing
in biblical configurations of cultural experience.” On this account, whereas conventional conjure
performances tend to be identifiable through their ritual use of material objects—tend, that is, to
involve such items as herbs and roots, human artifacts, and animal ephemera—conjuring culture
describes the attempts by Black peoples to transform their circumstances by appeal to biblical figures.
Because conventional conjurational practices sometimes use the Bible as a ritual object, however,
Smith’s conception both includes traditional conjurational performances and those inspired by them.

For Smith, form and intent matter more than materiality, as conjure’s efficacy rests not in the object

108 Tracey E. Hucks, ““With This Root About My Person, No White Man Could Whip Me:” Chatles H. Long as Intellectual
Rootworker in Africana Religious Studies,” With This Root About My Person: Charles H. Long and New Directions in the Study of
Religion, ed. Jennifer Reid and David Catrasco (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2020), 75-84.
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channeling supernatural power but in the intent of the one who summons it. One conjures culture,
for instance, when one uses a well-known biblical script such as Psalm 68:31, perhaps in a sermon, a
political pamphlet, or a novel, to interpret Black life and create the conditions for its social and material
transformation. As a social practice, conjuring culture therefore follows “the internal principles of
conjure as a folk practice” while extending beyond them. As I draw upon it here, the term conjuring
culture authorizes the redescription of African Americans’ uses of biblical texts, so long as they are
used in a particular style, as conjuring. When an individual cites the Bible to interpret and alter their
circumstances, they conjure.'”
3.1. CONJURE’S AFRICAN ORIENTATION

At this point, scholars of American and African American religions might rightly wonder what
makes conjure a distinctively Black religious practice in the sense I have defined Black religion above.
(That is, as a vertically-oriented practice which emerged as peoples of the African diaspora sought to
interpret, dramatize, and reconstitute their place in the modern/colonial world.) They might also
wonder what makes it an Africana religious practice in Long’s sense of “pertaining to Africa.”""’ What
do I mean? A few anticipated objections can clarify. Doesn’t Smith’s account of conjuring culture very
strongly resemble the Anglo-American practice of typology, or biblical figuralism, by which English
colonists came to imagine themselves and their new nation, the United States, as citizens of a shining
city on a hill?'"" Hasn’t this imaginary been used, moreovet, to inspite some of the worst excesses of
U.S. imperialism? Couldn’t the rather generic account of conjure given above also describe other, not

necessarily Black or Africana, supernatural healing and harming traditions? What about European and

Indigenous practices of ancestor veneration and magical manipulation?

109 Smith, Conjuring Culture, 5-6.
110 Here I invoke Charles Long’s suggestion that the term “Africana” covers “a wide range of meanings, ideas, and symbols
regarding things pertaining to Africa—a kind of potpoutri, an olio or constellation of places, modes, and qualities.” Charles

Long, “What Is Africa to Me? Reflection, Discernment, and Anticipation,” Journal of Africana Religions 1.1 (2013), 92.

11 Typology is the practice of tying biblical figures to postbiblical persons, places, and events. Smith, Conjuring Culture, 55.
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I will address these questions in reverse order. For one thing, although she acknowledges that
conjure draws upon resources derived from Indigenous and European supernatural folkways, including
certain elements of Christianity, Chireau insists the dominant orientation of conjure is “African.” What
does this mean? Unlike European magical traditions, for example, conjure refuses a sharp distinction
between good and evil in its ritual prescriptions. While certain practices invoke healing and others
harming, these goals are not interpreted in moralistic terms; conjure does not offer an exposition of
right and wrong. Instead, it works at a more immediate level. It functions to secure a given individual’s
most pressing needs.''” As Africana religions scholar LeRhonda Manigault-Bryant has observed, this
amoral, immediate, and melioristic orientation links it to other African-derived traditions in the Black
Atlantic that share these emphases.'”” Operating according to a cosmological principle of plurality and
plenitude, and with a decidedly this-worldly sensibility, conjure therefore retains its historical ties to
its West Central African origins, even as it is constantly refashioned according to diasporic
practitioners’ highly context-dependent needs.""* Without being taken to imply amorality, immediacy,
or meliorism are in some essential sense African (as if there were such thing as essential Africanity), I
do mean to suggest these traits bind it to other historically African-derived religious practices. Despite
conjure’s proximity to European and Indigenous magical traditions, then, and in some ways because
of them, conjure should therefore be understood as a distinctively Black religious practice as I have
defined Black religion above. Given its hybridity, however, this identification is not a matter of original
or even practical purity, but of historical affiliation and lines of descent. Its African orientation is an

issue of historical specificity, of thick contextual description, rather than phenomenological similitude.

112 Chireau, Black Magic, 11-58.
113 Manigault-Bryant, Talking to the Dead, 100.

114 T have borrowed the language of principled plurality and plenitude from Sylvester Johnson’s account of West African
indigenous religions, where he writes: “African indigenous religions easily incorporated new revelations from recently
arrived gods and embraced their cults by operating on a principle of plurality and plenitude. To speak of the divine was to
conceive of a divine community, as the economy of veneration was bountiful and multiple. There was more than enough
devotion to go around.” Johnson, Afican American Religions, 1500-2000, 51, emphasis original.
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3.2. THE BIBLE AS CONJURE BOOK

In fact, the syncretistic and additive character of conjure helps explain how the Bible came to
be a central component of conjurational practice, as well as of Smith’s conception of conjuring culture.
Because the Bible was perhaps the chief religious authority in North America, practitioners soon came
to regard it as a potent source of spiritual power. “The lore and images of the Bible provided a fertile
tield for African American occult specialists,” says Chireau, “and the Bible was considered by many
Conjurers to be the ‘greatest Conjutre book in the world.””'"” The Bible was often viewed as a repository
of written charms or spells, the power of which could be harnessed by spoken prayer and other ritual
utterance. Just as the introduction of the Bible into Black communities fostered the development of
Ethiopianism, then, so too did it enrich conjurational practice. In both cases, Black communities took
the text into their ritual lives and adapted it to received frames of belief and practice. For Ethiopianism,
the Bible provided a chronicle of ancestral achievement and promise; for conjure, it provided ritual
experts and their patrons with language and imagery filled with potent energy that could aid their
interactions with spirits and ancestors, as well as assist their attempts to change their circumstances.

To my mind, Zora Neale Hurston provides the most compelling account of the power that
was gained by joining the Bible and conjure in her 1935 autoethnography, Mules and Men. In particular,
she outlines the formation of what might be called a conjurational paradigm for the Bible as she retells
one of conjure’s central dramatic narratives. And though Hurston does not historicize this paradigm’s
emergence—suggesting, in fact, that historicization would be impossible because “nobody knows how
[conjure] started”—her work nevertheless gestures toward its potency. What do I mean? Although
she does not frame her intervention this way, it seems to me that Hurston situates the Bible within an
Africana cosmos as a sacred text of conjure rather than of Christianity or Judaism: “All hold that the

Bible is the great conjure book in the world,” she writes of conjure practitioners, and “Moses is

115 Yvonne Chireau, “Conjure and Christianity in the Nineteenth Century: Religious Elements in African American Magic,”
Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 7.2 (1997), 235.
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honored as the greatest conjuror.” It was Moses’s knowledge of divine names, which he learned from
his Ethiopian father-in-law, Jethro, that enabled him to lead Israel to freedom. Indeed, because “Belief
in magic is older than writing,” Hurston suggests Moses composed the Bible not only as a record of
God’s dealings with Israel in Egypt but also as an index of “God’s making words.”"'® That is, she
suggests Moses composed the Bible to provide the Israelites with the words God uses to create and
to destroy. On this view, the Bible is neither the Word of God, nor the witness to the Word, but a
storehouse of God’s power words—a book of spells. Considering it within the context of conjure,
Hurston frames the Bible as a magical formulary, a book of ritual prescriptions for the practical
negotiation of daily life, as well as for channeling spiritual power towards the transformation of history,
society, and culture.'!’

By recasting the Bible as a conjure book, Hurston redefines its purpose. While still recounting
stories of God’s dealing with chosen peoples, its conjurational provenance invests it with an antiquity
that precedes these peoples’ formation and so with a use-value missed by strictly salvation-historical
approaches. If the seemingly “mythic geography” tying Moses and Jethro to ancient African traditions
appears to escape history, Hurston nevertheless shows its social efficacy. Sharing details gleaned from
her own practice and provided by informants, she imagines a biblical text composed not to confirm
divine election but to affirm remnants, if I may call them that, of ancestral traditions in the present.'"®
She demonstrates how Black readers in the Africa diaspora rework sacred narratives: by their dramatic
reenactment of the Exodus narrative, they locate themselves in sacred history as the very source of its
wisdom. If we begin not with writing but with oral traditions, it therefore becomes possible to imagine
not only how practitioners of conjure came to regard the Bible as both a record and source of power,

but also how they use it to conjure God and awaken the spirits hidden in history and in themselves.
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To return to the eatlier question, then: to contrast conjurational uses of the Bible with practices
of typology, or biblical figuralism, is to see that the Bible remains open to contestation, not only rooted
in the positionalities and purposes of the interpreters who take it up but also how they account for its
historicity as a cultural artifact. Still, such differences do not obviate the possibility of mutual influence.
Theophus Smith has documented the extensive parallels between conjurational and figurative uses of
the Bible and has, in fact, made them central to his own concept of conjuring culture. For Smith, both
conjurational and typological invocations of the text claim the Bible as an authority that has the power
to transform circumstances.'”” Indeed, both use the Bible as a hermeneutical tool for making sense of
a social world, whether Anglo-American or Black American, and for the creation of communal identity.
In this regard, both also summon a normative historical consciousness. Despite these commonalities
and the probability of mutual influence, however, what remains so powerful about Hurston’s paradigm
is the way it flags the very distinct cultural genealogies that African Americans and Anglo-Americans
brought to bear upon their practices of biblical interpretation.

Perhaps imagining a challenge to her repositioning of the Bible, Hurston claims to be handing
down an ancient tradition. She appeals to authority. “That’s what the old ones said in ancient times
and we talk it again,” she says. “It was way back there—the old folks told it—that Raw-Head-And-
Bloody-Bones reached down and laid hold of the taproot that points to the center off the world. And
they talked about High Walker too. But they talked in people’s language and nobody knew them but
the old folks.” Of course, her appeal to an inaccessible antiquity is belied by her reliance on the
figure(s) of Raw Head and Bloody Bones, who originated in Great Britain before traversing the
Atlantic and being taken up by Black communities. Yet Hurston the ethnographer has an alternative
framing for Raw Head and Bloody Bones, too. Following a discussion with one of her informants,

she suggests this figure was a conjuror contemporary with Moses—if not Moses himself: ““[I] thought

119 See also the work of Alphonso F. Saville, “I Know It Was the Blood: Prophetic Initiation and Retributive Justice in the
Narratives of John Marrant, Nat Turner, and Frederick Douglass,” Journal of Africana Religions 7.2 (2019), 248-250.
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everybody knowed who Raw Head was ... He was big and strong ... and he was two-headed. He
knowed all de words dat Moses used to make. God give ‘im de power to bring de ten plagues and part
de Red Sea. He had done seen de Smokey Mountain and de Burnin’ Bush.””"*" Whatever the precise
identification and origins of Raw Head, however, Hurston’s point (as I read her) is that the interpretive
challenge is not to ground the meaning of the Bible in some ostensibly objective historical truth about
its composition, but to identify and explicate its meanings as fashioned by the social practices of the
communities that take it up.

The problem, then, is neither that conjurational uses of the Bible resemble figurative ones, nor
that they may in fact be influenced by them, but that their norms have not been sufficiently explicated.
They have not been considered a dimension of Black and African American religious thought. Perhaps
this is because the historical dominance of Afro-Protestant scholars in the study of Black religious
thought has meant they were inadvertently downplayed in favor of typological and salvation-historical
readings. Perhaps not. Smith and Chireau have shown that conjure and Afro-Protestantism are not
antithetical, even if the latter sometimes seeks to suppress the former for various reasons. At any rate,
I take one of my tasks in this dissertation to consist in building upon their work by further elaborating
the conjurational logics underwriting the biblical citations of certain major nineteenth-century Black
thinkers. I also intend to do this with an eye toward their ethical and political significance.

3.3. INCREASED AUTONOMY

Eddie Glaude, writing about conjure’s political implications, gestures toward three features of
its practice that may therefore prove helpful to keep in mind throughout the project. First is the way
conjure connects practitioners to a broader sense of religious life not tied to whites. Although in many
cases practitioners turn to conjure to remedy situations enacted by whites, it is not a resource to which

whites also have historically had regular access. Citing Frederick Douglass’s famous use of conjure to

120 According to Chireau, “two-head” and “two-headed doctor” are common vernacular ways of referring to conjurors
who use both natural remedies and spiritual ones. Chireau, Black Magic, 98; Hurston, Mules and Men, 165.
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defeat the slavebreaker Covey, Glaude asserts that it generally escapes the “know-how” of dominant
societies in the Black Atlantic and modern/colonial worlds. Second is the way conjure can work to
motivate collective political action and the staging of what philosopher Jacques Rancicre calls
“dissensus.”'*" For more than 300 yeats, conjurors have been integral participants and, indeed, even
leaders in slave rebellions and other uprisings that have aimed at the reconstitution of the social
order.” Third, and finally, is the way conjure helps individuals gain relative measures of autonomy.
Because both Black and white communities have tended to hold conjurors in high regard, if not with
fear and trembling, many ritual experts have been able to use their authority to carve out spaces of
freedom for themselves and their associates. While Glaude observes these features of the practice do
not constitute the major reasons many African Americans have historically turned to conjure—with
such reasons often being more intimate and idiosyncratic—he does suggest any account of conjure
which does not take them into consideration as relevant factors has not elaborated its whole
significance. I therefore return to these three in my interpretations of Walker, Stewart, and Delany.'”’

In a cultural context characterized by syncretism rather than stasis, or as Chireau frames it, by
practices of addition and reparation amid rupture, conjurors have turned to what resources have been
available as they have mediated between their communities and the forces impinging upon them. This
is why so many conjurational utterances have biblical inflections. What may appear at once familiar
and routine in conjurational utterances for many of us who grew up in cultures that bear biblical traces,

therefore, deserves renewed scrutiny. At issue are the Africana dimensions of practices otherwise

>
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presumed to be familiar. Recall I have said Black religion indexes African peoples’ creative responses
to the racialized existence into which they were thrust by the Middle Passage and slavery—with special
attention paid to the responses aiming to secure what Thurman and Andre C. Willis call “whole
feeling.” I turn now to practices of repatriation, which are both familiar and about whole feeling.
4. REPATRIATION AS HOMECOMING AND HOMEMAKING

The ensemble of social practices covered by the term repatriation in this dissertation concern
diasporic Africans’ attempts to reconnect with Africa, whether through death, dreaming, or departure,
as well as the many collectivist projects meant to actualize this desire. Although, as Stewart observes,
“repatriation emerged as a spiritual desire, a yearning, an appetite and need for home, freedom, and
fulfillment” among enslaved Africans, it has also been an innervating political idea with widespread
support, as demonstrated by the various back-to-Africa movements that have cropped up since the
late eighteenth century.'” This knotting together of the religious and the political, the sacred and the
secular, is grasped well by Long, who observes that diasporic Black peoples’ attempts to get to another
place, whether Africa, Canada, the West Indies, or even heaven, have often stemmed from their
religious expetiences of “an-other reality” transcending the strictures of their day-to-day lives.”” The
desire for repatriation, then, names the desire to experience this other reality, the reality of freedom.
The entanglement of the desire for freedom with spiritual yearning, indeed, the spiritual fashioning of
a yearning for freedom, is therefore encompassed by the term repatriation as I use it in this dissertation.
Concentrated into a concept, repatriation covers the various ways Africans in the Americas have

imagined and pursued a return to their ancestral lands.'*

124 Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey, 60.
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4.1. DEATH, DREAMING, AND FLYING AS ANCESTRAL ROOTS AND ROUTES

Historians William Piersen and Michael Gomez have described repatriation as a dynamic
practice in Black religion that began as early as the Middle Passage, when some captive West and
Central Africans would leap into the sea. If those so inclined failed to throw themselves off slave ships,
then they often found other means for taking their lives in the Americas. Though most famously
associated with the Igbo because of the 1803 mass suicide of a group of Igbo captives on St. Simon’s
Island, Georgia, in which they drowned their captors before returning to the waters themselves,
repatriation by self-destruction appears to have been common among diasporic Africans through the
nineteenth century.'”’ Indeed, Piersen hypothesizes that such behavior was motivated by the practice
of classical religions, and by particularly a commitment to the broad West African belief that one
returned to one’s homeland at the time of death. He cites in support of this claim the 1733 suicide of
an African woman in Salem, Massachusetts, who disemboweled herself and declared she was returning
to her native land, as well as the self-drowning of two enslaved men in Connecticut. For Piersen, such
deaths “were likely the result of a common Afro-American conviction that drowning could be a
supernatural method for returning to Africa—as well as an escape from slavery.”'* Whatever form it
took, however, repatriation by suicide seems to have been common not only because it was consistent
with a West African ethical perspective that regarded death as more honorable than servitude, but also
because it was thought that something more significant than simple suicide had occurred—it was an

. . . . Q
act of resistance in the most serious sense, an act of ultimate concern—a martyrdom.'”
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Of course, death by self-destruction was not the only way to repatriate. A more ordinary death
could often serve the same purpose, even if suicide was regarded as more efficacious. In Slave Religion,
for example, Albert Raboteau demonstrates how the funerary rites of southern U.S. slave communities
often reflected certain community members’ belief that the recently-deceased had returned to
Africa.” Comparatively extending Raboteau’s analysis to Afro-Jamaican communities, Dianne
Stewart concurs. For Stewart, scrutiny of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Afro-Jamaican burial
rites and funerary customs indicates most diasporic Africans expected to be reincarnated and
repatriated in the afterlife. In particular, Stewart reads the regular public commemoration and
celebration of the dead as evidence that Afro-Jamaicans tended to regard death as a permanent reunion
with their lost lands and loves—as, that is, an eternal homecoming. Amid the harsh conditions of
Caribbean slavery, Afro-Jamaicans apparently affirmed “the regeneration of the soul, the resurrection
of the body, and the reconstitution of personhood, essentially conceiving of the afterlife through the
lens of repatriation.”””" While the commemoration of the dead was certainly bittersweet for those
remaining alive and in diasporic exile, it could also be an occasion to celebrate the reconstitution of
community in the hereafter. Indeed, it could be a poignant reminder for the living that they, too, might
soon return to their ancestral lands.

As time passed and Africans became more familiar with Christianity, many Black communities
modified their ideas of postmortem repatriation by reinterpreting them or trading them for Christian
notions of heaven. As Gomez observes, these developments can be attributed to the fact that many
American-born enslaved had little to gain by returning to a homeland to which they had no concrete
connection, and, in some cases, because certain African-born enslaved persons had grown accustomed

to diasporic life. Sometimes, the idea of heaven even provided a sense of reassurance for unassimilated
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Aftricans that all would not be lost, as in the case of the Bambara and the Ashanti, for whom death in
a strange land resulted in an eternal and rootless ghostly wandering. In these and other such instances,
writes Gomez, “the Christian call to heaven would have been of great appeal, an answer to the
conundrum, a way out of no way.”"”* It would have provided, that is, a way for one to be rooted in
community until the end of time. Whether or not Africans embraced Christian ideas about the afterlife,
many considered death an avenue for returning to themselves and their communities.

Those who did not find in death an appealing or sufficiently immediate means for returning
to Africa had alternative options, however. For example, in journal entries from February 1858, Henry
David Thoreau records the story of an African-born, formerly enslaved man named Casey Feene who
resided for a time in Walden Woods. Not content to live in bondage, Feene absconded from slavery
just prior to the Revolutionary War, outsmarted the slavecatchers who pursued him by hiding in a river,
enlisted in the Continental Army, and earned his freedom. While Thoreau is most interested in Feene
as an exemplar of wildness, using his story to criticize “the worthies of Concord” for their conformity,
what matters for my purposes is Thoreau’s observation that Feene “used to say that he went home to
Affrica in the night and came back in the morning; ze., he dreamed of home.”'” That is, what is
important about Thoreau’s entry is not his use of Feene for purposes of social criticism (about which
one might wonder), but his documentation of two versions of repatriative practice. He records, on
the one hand, Feene’s non-euphemistic claim to return home each night and, on the other hand, his
own interpretation of this claim as a euphemism. Either way, Thoreau’s journal entry indexes one
African man’s regular returns to his ancestral home from Concord, Massachussets.

In Black Walden, literary critic Elise Lemire suggests Thoreau misreads Feene’s story. Lemire

argues it is less likely Feene understood himself to be dreaming of home than “holding on to the West

132 Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks, 277.

133 Henry David Thoteau, The Journal, 1837-1861, ed. Damion Seatls (New York: New York Review Books, 2009), 487.
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African belief that the soul leaves the body during sleep and travels to wherever it desires. In his mind,
he really did go ‘home to Africa in the night”"* Indeed, citing W.P.A. interviews with formerly
enslaved persons along the coast of Georgia, she observes many Africans in the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century U.S. claimed they returned to Africa while sleeping. The practice seems to have
been particularly common African-born enslaved persons in the southern U.S., many of whom
therefore came to be known by their American-born compatriots as flying Africans. Lemire also cites
as evidence of Feene’s proximity to Africa the fact he fabricated a nkisi, or a “spirited object” into
which spirits of the dead are trapped and whose powers are thus harnessed and directed, for himself
out of a wooden looking glass and cut of paper containing excerpts from a work of moral
philosophy.'” “It seems former slaves [in Concord] turned in times of need to their African pasts for
everything from guidance on how to live,” she writes, “and how to go on living (by making requests

of the spirit world).”"*

The woods in which Thoreau lived for some time were therefore not only
populated by his Indigenous, Irish, and African neighbors, but apparently also by certain spirits who
were very much alive and at work. Feene seems to have known how to interact with these spirits, as
well as to visit, however temporarily, their places of origin.

I have so far outlined a few repatriative practices that might be considered religious. Through
rituals and practices of self-destruction, death and burial, and nighttime travel, many Africans exiled
in the Americas found ways to reconnect with home. Many of these practices might also be considered
individualistic, in the sense that they chiefly provided avenues for one, maybe two, people to return

home at any given time. It is not reported, for example, that Feene took any of his Black neighbors in

Walden Woods with him on his nightly travels. Nor does it seem likely, even in the case of collective

134 Elise Lemire, Black Walden: Slavery and Its Aftermath in Concord, Massachusetts (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2009), 142.

135 Theophus Smith’s analysis of the metaphorical and metonymic properties associated with minkisi (pl. of nkisi) can help
illuminate how Casey may have used his looking glass. Smith, Conjuring Culture, 39-42.

136 TLemite, Black Walden, 143-45.
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suicides, that peoples were accompanied home by their fellows at the time of death. Yet not all, or
even most, attempts to repatriate have been so explicitly religious and/or individualistic. Many of the
most famous repatriation projects in Black history have been mass movements—think, for example,
about movements to found Black settler colonies in the nineteenth-century, about Marcus Garvey’s
Back-to-Africa campaign, and about contemporary Rastafari in Dar es Salaam and Shashemene. Now,
if my readers will grant me two rather tendentious distinctions, I want to consider the character of one
more “secular” and “collectivistic” repatriation scheme.
4.2, REPATRIATION AS POLITICAL CHALLENGE TO SLAVEOCRACY AND WHITE SUPREMACY

One of the earliest (and ostensibly the first) repatriation schemes to be organized by a diasporic
African was headed by Paul Cuffe, a successful eighteenth-century merchant and sea captain. Born in
Massachusetts to an Ashanti father and Wampanoag mother, Cuffe established himself in the shipping
trade following the American Revolutionary War. It was through this work that he became acquainted
with Sierra Leone and the Black British settlers in Nova Scotia who aspired to remove there. Following
his visit to the West African colony in 1810 and a meeting with British abolitionists in London, Cuffe
formulated a plan to “colonize” a large number of Africans to Sierra Leone. While Cuffe’s motivations
appear to have been mixed, it is likely that he saw the colony as a chance for Black peoples to establish
themselves apart from whites by forging an economically independent nation-state. In a letter to Peter
Williams dated August 30, 1816, Cuffe writes: “In consequence of what thee mentioned, (viz.) that we
the people of color might establish a mercantile line of business from the United States to Africa, etc.,
should this still be your mind and you propose to carry it into effect this fall, we have no time to
lose.”" Though Cuffe’s untimely death prevented the realization of this goal, many of the repatriation
schemes which came subsequently, such as that of the African Civilization Society, followed his

example and promoted economic self-reliance. Indeed, ethnographer and historian Giulia Bonacci

137 Paul Cuffe, “Paul Cuffe to Peter Williams, August 30, 18106,” Classical Black Nationalism: From the American Revolution to
Marcus Garvey, ed. Wilson J. Moses (New York: New York University Press, 19906), 48.
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claims Cuffe’s abortive attempt to colonize diasporic Africans in Sierra Leone nevertheless helped
establish “one of the core characteristics of the black ‘civilizing mission,” namely, the attempt to
create an economic power capable of undermining the African slave trade and American slavery."® If
they formed themselves into a free and self-reliant people on the western coast of Africa, Cuffe
thought, then Black peoples could end slavery and shift the balance of global order.

As a tradition, repatriation has played a large role in the religious and political lives of diasporic
Africans. The yearning to repatriate bespeaks a rejection of life in slaveholding, white supremacist
societies and fosters a sense of racial belonging. By imagining and pursuing returns to Africa as their
destined and rightful home, Africans in the diaspora have fashioned senses of themselves not as
(merely) ethnically discrete peoples but as a racially united, collective political subject. In so doing, they
have affirmed themselves and their existences as embedded in novel redemption-historical narratives,
ancestral lineages, and political programs. They have not only remade Africa in their own image but
have found ways to return to themselves through this image and its associated political projects.

My engagements with repatriation, conjure, and Ethiopianism in this chapter highlight issues
I will foreground in my readings of Walker, Stewart, and Delany. One such issue is how they reworked
biblical, liberal egalitarian, and democratic-republican vocabularies by inflecting them with meanings
derived from Black religious practices. Another issue relates the matter of African American religions
to African diaspora religions to global formations of Blackness, for while these each of these figures
operates in African American traditions, they cannot be adequately understood without recourse to
broader social and cultural structures. A third issue considers whether diasporic Africans’ historical

attempts to settle in Africa necessarily advance the settler colonial logics out of which they emerged."”

138 Giulia Bonacci, Exodus! Heirs and Pioneers, Rastafari Return to Ethiopia, trans. Antoinette Tidjani Alou (Kingston: The
University of the West Indies Press, 2015), 29.

139 In The Myth of Ham in Nineteenth-Century American Christianity, Sylvester Johnson has provocatively described
Ethiopianism as “a Negtro version of Manifest Destiny” that participates in “a broader, very American mytheme of divine
destiny.” Yet Johnson ascribes no role to African or Africana religious practices. Sylvester Johnson, The Myth of Ham in
Nineteenth-Century American Christianity: Race, Heathens, and the People of God (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 74-5.
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CHAPTER 2: AWAKENING ETHIOPIA
DAVID WALKER AND THE MEANING OF RELIGION

Religion, my brethren, is a substance of deep consideration among all nations of the earth.
—David Walker, Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World

The concepts of African autonomy and Pan-African revolt, so much a part of Walket’s
thought, did not have roots or currency among Europeans. Though Walker was deeply
influenced by Western thought, especially by Christianity, it is a mistake to conclude that his
revolt was grounded in European political and theological sources. Because Aftricans had not
rebelled on the shores of their homeland, in passage to the Americas, and on arrival there at
the instigation of whites, they know that their resistance to slavery came from within.

—Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture

1. WALKER’S PROXIMITY TO SLAVE CULTURE AND READINGS OF THE APPEAL
Born September 28, 1785 in Wilmington, North Carolina, the posthumous child of an
enslaved father and free Black mother, David Walker grew up among an African community in which

1" Given the ways Wilmington’s

the depredations of slavery effectively, if unevenly, extended to al
streets and markets facilitated commerce between Africans of all stations, Sterling Stuckey suggests
Walker quickly became aware that enslaved and free Africans shared a remarkably common set of
material interests: “On his walks, he saw the wretched living quarters of Wilmington slaves, perhaps
once inhabited by his father. ... By contrast, whenever he walked along the main street, he saw the
palatial homes of the slaveholders rowed off a few yards back amid trees on either side, extending the
length of the street.”™*" Although local authorities stringently discouraged contact between free and
enslaved Africans, passing a law in 1795 that mandated the forcible suppression of any gathering
between them, for example, the regularities of life along the Cape Fear River at the turn of the

nineteenth century provided Walker ample opportunities to grow familiar with the base injustices of

slavery and his brethren in chains.

140 Peter Hinks observes some uncertainty surrounding Walker’s birth. While the scholatly consensus generally maintains
he was born in 1785, Hinks suggests instead that the evidence points to 1795, albeit inconclusively. Hinks also points out
that Walker’s parentage is uncertain. I have therefore decided to go with the conventional account despite retaining a
critical disposition toward it. Peter Hinks, To Awaken My Afflicted Brethren: David Walker and the Problem of Antebellun Slave
Resistance (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 10-13.

141 Stuckey, Siave Culture, 115.
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Among other things, it would have been impossible for Walker, as he traversed the town, to
miss the signs of the religious and cultural lives of the Africans being held as slaves. From daily rice
cultivation to weekly services of Methodist worship to seasonal John Kunering celebrations on major
holidays, all marked to varying degree by song and dance, Africans in bondage made their presence
known to Wilmington’s free citizens, white and Black alike. Walker would therefore have been aware
of the ways they fabricated values and interpreted their worlds, even if North Carolina’s restrictions
on intermingling prevented his full participation in this collective work. Indeed, it may have been
Walker’s youthful observances of the contrast between the religious and cultural lives of those Africans
trapped in slavery and those of slaveowners that generated his vituperative outrage at white Americans’
hypoctisy.'** Regardless of the precise origins of Walker’s indignation, however, it seems safe to
surmise Walker’s knowledge of his father’s slave status, and so the precarity of his own freedom,
inclined him to identify with the enslaved, and to receive the brutality of their treatment as his own.

According to one biographer, Henry Highland Garnet, it was Walker’s sense of solidarity with
Wilmington’s enslaved that drove him away from his birthplace. Finding the condition of his brethren
in chains unbearable, Walker determined to leave the Lower Cape Fear area. Ventriloquizing Walker,
Garnet writes: “Said he, ‘If I remain in this bloody land, I will not live long. As true as God reigns, I
will be avenged for the sorrow which my people have suffered. This is not the place for me—no, [not]
... the same soil where so many men are in slavery; certainly I cannot remain where I must hear their

chains continually, and where I must encounter the insults of their hypocritical enslaver. Go, I must.”'®’

142 Walker describes the following scene in his Appeal “Christian Americans, not only hinder their fellow creatures, the
Africans, but thousands of them wil/ absolutely beat a colonred person nearly to death, if they catch him on his knees, supplicating the
throne of grace. ... Yes, 1 have known small collections of coloured people to have convened together, for no other purpose
than to worship God Almighty ... when tyrants, calling themselves pazrols, would also convene and wait in almost breathless
silence for the poor coloured people to commence singing and praying ... as soon as they had commenced, the wretches
would burst in upon them and drag them out and commence beating them as they would rattle-snakes—many of whom,
they would beat so unmercifully, that they would hardly be able to crawl for weeks and sometimes for months.” .4 39.

143 Henry Highland Gatnet, Walker's Appeal, with a Brief Sketch of His Life and Also Garnet’s Address to the Slaves of the United
States of America (Salem: Ayer Company Publishers, Inc., 1984), v.
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Both Garnet and the Appeal suggest he then traveled throughout much of the U.S., seemingly stopping
for a time in Chatleston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York before settling in Boston in 1825.
While in Charleston, South Carolina, Walker was likely made privy to Denmark Vesey’s 1822
revolutionary conspiracy, if not some sort of accomplice to the plot hatched by Vesey and his deputies,
Monday Gell, Mingo Harth, and Gullah Jack Pritchard, a conjuror.'* Aiming to liberate several
thousand enslaved Africans in and around Charleston before embarking upon a maritime exodus to
Haiti, the rebellion was largely planned by members of Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church,
an independent congregation which Vesey co-founded in 1818. It was also organized along ethnic lines,
with its lieutenants commanding companies of rebels who shared their affiliations: Gell was an Igbo;
Harth, a Mandinka; Pritchard, an Angolan; and Vesey, who had lived in St. Thomas and Haiti, appears
to have appealed to its West Indian constituencies in addition to the broader Chatleston coalition.'*
Although the uprising was betrayed, failing before it could begin, and Vesey was executed with
his co-conspirators, it nevertheless prompted an uproar among local white supremacists and slavers,
not least because of Pritchard’s presence. Indeed, much of the prosecution’s testimony against him
fixated on his role as a conjuror—on the authority it granted him among the enslaved, on the danger
it presented to whites, and on the scandal of “witchcraft” being practiced in a Christian church.'*® It
was this final offense in particular that proved consequential: Emanuel was burned down and most of
South Carolina’s enslaved population was forbidden from gathering for formal worship. According to
white proslavery forces in Charleston, writes historian William W. Freehling, Pritchard’s presence in

the African Church, as it was then known, and his substantial influence upon the failed insurrection,

144 Kellie Carter Jackson, Force and Freedom: Black Abolitionists and the Politics of Violence (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 15-16.
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Louisiana State University Press, 20006), 152-179.
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“demonstrated that churches could be centers of intrigue and that slaves could acquire what seemed
to Carolinians the most erroneous religious visions.”'"’

Charleston’s vindictive white citizens were right, in a way. The uprising was exemplary of how
many Africans in the early nineteenth-century U.S. drew upon resources derived from both Protestant
Christianity and African religious cultures as they resisted enslavement. Like Gabriel Prosser in 1800,
Nat Turner in 1831, and the many unnamed rebels lost to history, the insurgents in Charleston joined
biblical rhetoric with ancestral practices to great effect. Availing themselves of Christianity and
conjure, they cast a vision for Black emancipation that likely struck fear in the hearts of their proslavery
antagonists and inspired their compatriots to fight for freedom.'*® Indeed, though the extent of
Walker’s participation in Vesey’s rebellion remains unknowable, historian Peter Hinks suggests “the
African Church and ... black Charlestonians must have helped convince Walker that religion would
prove decisive in charging African Americans with an appreciation of their worth as individuals and
as a people, and with the courage to strike against oppression.”* For Hinks, Walket’s probable
involvement with Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church helps explain the strikingly religious
tone of his antislavery activism. Witnessing the power of Black religion to awaken his brethren to
action, Walker committed himself to visions of racial solidarity and self-determination derived, at least
in part, from the language and imagery of the Bible.

Provocative as it is, and in many respects because of its provocation, Hinks’s suggestion invites
further inquiry. Given Walker’s familiarity with the events of the Haitian Revolution, for example, it

is worth exploring in greater detail the other religious resources Walker may have regarded as effective

147 William W. Freehling, Pre/ude to Civil War: The Nullification Controversy in South Carolina, 1816-1836 (New York: Oxford
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tools for striking against oppression.”’ Hinks has already called attention to the independence and the
organizational power of Emanuel Church, which he writes may have led Walker to conclude that “an
independent black church with its own system of biblical interpretation was the single greatest threat
to white authority.” ' It was Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church’s relative autonomy, after
all, that enabled Vesey to use it as a strategic base, as he was here neither scrutinized by whites nor
challenged by Africans for his radical readings of the Bible."”* For me, the question therefore becomes
a matter of investigating further the knowledges, resources, and practices sometimes brought to bear
upon the readings of the Bible advanced by Turner, Vesey, Walker, and other Black religious radicals.

In particular, I want to consider the role ancestral practices might have played in convincing
Walker that religion would prove decisive for Black struggle. Certainly, Walker’s indebtedness to Afro-
Protestantism cannot be denied. But continuing to focus solely on his Methodism over other possible
influences is, I think, to limit our understanding of Walker and his pamphlet. If conjure and other
African religious practices did indeed play a significant role in both the religious life of Emanuel and
in drumming up support for Vesey’s revolutionary conspiracy, and if Walker was decidedly shaped by
his proximity to both (as most scholarship suggests), then how might we understand his relation to
these practices? I raise this question at a pivotal moment in Black and Africana religious studies, when
many scholars—primarily historians, ethnographers, and theorists of African American religions—are

revisiting old assumptions about the relation between Afro-Protestant and African religious practices.

150 On the one hand, though Walker celebrates Haiti as “the glory of the blacks and terror of tyrants” and Haitians as those
“who, according to their word, are bound to protect and comfort us,” he is nevertheless ambivalent about their religious
practices, writing that Haiti “is at this time, and I am sorry to say it, plagued with that scourge of nations, the Catholic
religion” (WA 23, 58). On the other hand, his familiarity with the events of the Revolution (which he would have formed
working as a subscription agent for Freedom:’s Journal) means he may have known about the supposed centrality of vodou
to the first stage of the revolution, before the arrival of Toussaint Louverture. On vodou’s role in the Haitian Revolution,
see Laurent Dubois, Awvengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2005), C.L.R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'Ouverture and the San Doningo Revolution New York: Vintage Books,
1989), and Kate Ramsey, The Spirits and the Law: Vodon and Power in Haiti (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012).
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67



In this chapter I use Walker’s Ethiopianism as a lens for exploring these issues. That is, I take
his invocations of Psalm 68:31 as a vantage point from which to consider the convergence of biblical
interpretation, militant abolitionism, and ancestral pieties in his work. Among other things, I contend
that his appeals to “the God of the Etheopeans,” for example, evidence a religio-racial orientation that
cannot be explained by recourse to the norms of literate and “respectable” Afro-Protestantism alone.
Indeed, building upon his African-centered history of religion, which he suggests begins with ancient
Ethiopians, my argument is that Walker’s writing is animated by what Gayraud Wilmore has called “a
deep-lying African spirituality,” which is particularly evident in his treatment of religion." I therefore
address the above questions by surveying Walker’s sense of kinship with Africans g#az Ethiopians and
assessing the political and ethical meaning of his reflections on religion.

1.1. WALKER AND THE REINTERPRETATION OF TRADITIONS

At the heart of Walker’s Appeal rests a strain between what one might consider his pan-African
and African-centered religious sensibilities, which I claimed in chapter 1 were the result of intra-
African cultural and ethnic exchanges wrought by the Middle Passage, and the prophetic Protestant
idioms that characterize his thought.”™ Those who consider Christianity anti-Aftrican, as well as those
who argue certain prophetic Protestant registers of speech serve to establish consensus around U.S.
liberal nationalism, have criticized Walker for contributing to the suppression of African cultures in
the U.S. Stuckey, for instance, claims Walker’s inability to appreciate African religious and aesthetic
forms leads him to underestimate the contributions of slave culture to Africans’ quest for self-

determination." Intellectual historian Wilson Moses, too, argues that the jeremiad Walker enunciates,

153 Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalisn, 59.
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while radical in tone, is ultimately a “means of demonstrating loyalty—both to the principles of
egalitarian liberalism and to the Anglo-Christian code of values.” Though Moses describes an entire
genre of prophecy here rather than focusing upon Walker’s particular inflection of it, this causes him
to conclude Walker is a “loyal informer” of sorts, whose denunciations of the U.S. bolster rather than

contest its status quo."

While Walker is among the earliest published Black radicals and pan-
Africanists, some scholars have thus concluded his use of prophetic modes of address binds him to
modern, anti-African imperial religious and political formations, thereby limiting his ability to inspire
the African redemption he is so famous for seeking.

By contrast, I contend Walker’s pan-African and African-centered sensibilities exist in tension
and in tandem with his Protestantism. To be sure, Walker does fail to appreciate the contributions of
certain African cultural forms to the emancipation of Africans in the U.S. He does not treat all African
religious and cultural practices with the care they deserve. He is perhaps too caught up in rehearsing
a redemptive narrative of exile and return to attend to the “Africanisms” of his present.””” At times,
he even appears to denigrate his brethren who observe ancestral practices, as when he implies Africa
“remains a land of Pagans and of blood” (W.A 52). Yet, rather than read such comments as
straightforward criticisms of African religious, ethical, or cultural observances, I argue that Walker’s
concern with the possibility of a this-worldly, pan-African redemption is itself the result of African
influence in the Americas. Hence, I find certain counterintuitive affinities—not merely tensions—
between his Protestantism and his pan-African and African-centered perspectives. By recounting a
story of African decline and redemption and by arguing about the meaning of true religion, Walker

alms to inspire and empower his compatriots to pursue militant struggle in the Americas in ways that

are not entirely beholden to anglophone imperial formations.
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For one thing, Walker appears to maintain that the misery of Africa and its peoples is the result
of ancestral disobedience to divine dictates. In Article Two of the Appeal, for example, he declares,
“ignorance and treachery one against the other—a groveling servile and abject submission to the lash
of tyrants ... are misfortunes which God has suffered our fathers to be enveloped in for many ages,
no doubt in consequence of their disobedience to their Maker, and which do, indeed, reign at this time
among us, almost to the destruction of all other principles” (WA 23). According to Africana theorist
Paget Henry, such an interpretation of Africans’ history and position in the Americas can be traced
back to the discourses of classical African religions—even when they have been translated into
Christian idioms—which frame the experience of slavery as one of redemptive suffering. Although
Walker deploys language much closer to Christian notions of providence than to African forms of
predestinarianism, his view nevertheless indicates “a continuation with the traditional African view.”"
Premised as it is upon ideas of redemption, moreover, Walker’s interpretation of African history also
maintains Africans can have their glory restored if they would set right a whole host of relationships,
including to themselves. This “classical” perspective is most visible in his invocations of Psalm 68:31,
which he seems to interpret as heralding the imminent transformation of African circumstances. One
need not arrive at a definitive conclusion about the sources of Walker’s “providential historicism,
however, to see that a narrative of African decline and redemption is central to his thought.

The Appealis obsessed with slavery, the Middle Passage, and the ways these horrors manifested
themselves in Africans’ dispositions. In fact, Walker might be considered one of the first great analysts
of the psychic and spiritual damage wrought by chattel slavery, anti-Blackness, and white supremacy.
Testifying to the degradations of slavery and what was called freedom, as well as the consequences of
their ancestors’ disobedience, Walker connects Africans’ present misery and the cruelty of white

society to ideas about religion and morality. But, as his apparent belief in a coming African renaissance

158 Paget Henry, Caliban’s Reason: Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2000), 157-59.
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indicates, he does not regard Africans’ current state as determinative of who they are. Against
philosophers and statesmen such as Thomas Jefferson, who argue for the natural inferiority of
Africans, Walker insists their status is neither natural nor indicative of inherent capacity (WA 28-9).
Instead, it is the result of centuries of “misfortune,” perhaps authorized by the deity, tied to the greedy
and barbarous behavior of whites. In other words, it is the distinct product of human action.

Consequently, Walker views redemption not as a necessity but as an achievement. Awakening
his brethren to the knowledge that their redemption is also dependent upon human effort is therefore
his chief concern. While he maintains “the day of our redemption from abject wretchedness draweth
near,” for example, he insists “there must be a willingness on our part, for GOD to do these things
for us, for we may be assured that he will not take us by the hairs of our head against our will and
desire, and drag us from our very mean, low and abject condition” (WA 2). Although the universe is
ostensibly ruled by a providential God of justice, Walker appears to locate the primary mechanism of
redemption inside awakened and in-motion human breasts rather than divine intervention (IW.A 30).
If African peoples are to return to their former glories, he claims, it will be through a recognition of
their capacities to govern themselves—as testified by the achievements of their ancestors. Walker ties
awakening and its accompanying recognition, in different ways, to religion.

In his analyses of slavery and Black misery, he employs prophetic idioms and paradigms drawn
from biblical and Protestant sources, but which he also inflects with his pan-African perspective and
“African spirituality.”"” Adopting the forms but not always the substance of the biblical prophets, as
well as some of his radical democratic contemporaries, Walker works in a vernacular that would have
been intelligible to white and Black audiences alike in the nineteenth century. But he does so in ways

that conceal and encode his ancestral pieties within this vernacular.'” The crux of my argument in this
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chapter therefore addresses Walker’s translation and transformation, or reinterpretation, of ancestral
Affrican ideas, practices, and concerns into Protestant registers of speech.'”’ In his lamentation over
the “wretched” condition of his brethren, through which he dramatizes anguish and prophesies its
extinguishment, for example, Walker speaks as a witness to African exile and announces the prospect
of return. He testifies to the possibility of a repatriation that will be not only in the hereafter, or upon
one’s death, but this-worldly, political, and involve the reversal of Africans’ fortunes. He announces
the coming of a new day, in which Africans may begin again.'”

How does Walker accomplish this reinterpretation of Christian language? On one reading, his
writings can be thought of as reflecting his indebtedness to the Protestant traditions that were just
then beginning to make institutional inroads into Black communities in the U.S., particularly because
of what have come to be known as the First and Second Great Awakenings. Chiefly Baptist and
Methodist in kind, these traditions centered religious language and liturgical forms that were amenable
to the emphases of classical African religions, particularly ideas of spirit possession and practices of

1% Walker surely draws on these languages, forms, and ideas, as well as

baptism and ecstatic worship.
their African correlates, in his cries to awakening. Articulating ostensibly African understandings of
justice, destiny, and spirit in Protestant terms of “providence” and “gospel,” for example, he forges
an idiom that confounds the conventional meaning of redemption.

My reconstructive chapters commence with Walker, then, because his work touches upon the

central issues raised by Ethiopianism conceptualized as a Black religious tradition that codes certain

161 T here invoke Melville Herskovits’s notion of reinterpretation, while maintaining a critical disposition toward it. “For
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163 Mechal Sobel, Trabelin’ On: The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 97-98.
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ancestral pieties into Christian and biblical idioms. These include: the relation between African and
Christian religious practices and discourses; the appropriation and reinterpretation of the Bible; the
problem of Black exile and misery; the question of ancestors; the meaning of coming to terms with
the past and its implications for the present; and the ethical and political power of religion.
Importantly, Walker not only exemplifies the tensions of Ethiopianism but also its promise. His work
casts a vision (some say the first vision) for what a global, pan-African redemption might look like.
And although he inherits and adapts Ethiopianism from preceding generations of Africans in the
Americas, his status as one of the earliest Black intellectuals to have circulated an Ethiopianist treatise
among mixed-race audiences in the U.S. and engaged in arguments with major white thinkers provides
a fitting point of departure for my labors. Imagine, for instance, the commitment to honoring his
people, whom he calls “the coloured citizens of the world,” past and present, that was demanded of
him as he began to publish and illicitly disseminate the document which he predicted would put him
“in prison or to death, for giving a superficial exposition of our miseries” (WA 4).

In what follows I draw parallels between the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anglophone
practice of appealing as Walker performs it in his Appea/ and the practice of conjuring, with particular
reference to Walker’s “God of the Etheopeans.” Then I outline Walker’s African-centered account of
religion in two parts: first, I consider his vindicationist narrative of religion’s emergence among ancient
Africans; second, I explicate his conceptualization of true, or right, religion. I conclude by connecting
Walker’s thoughts on religion with his attempts to awaken his brethren to redemptive struggle.

2.  CONJURING SPIRITS OF INQUIRY AND INVESTIGATION

After leaving Charleston in late 1822, Walker seems to have made acquaintance with other
early Black religious radicals such as Richard Allen, Samuel Cornish, and John Russwurm as he moved
northward. Indeed, by the time he arrived in Boston in 1824, he had firmly situated himself within the

vast network of Black religious antislavery activists that existed in the antebellum U.S., and he appears
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to have used his connections to promote Black institutions in the city.'** He played a critical role in
the founding of the Massachusetts General Colored Association in 1828, for example. He also served
as an agent for Freedom’s Journal, was a member of the Prince Hall Freemasons, and contributed to
Samuel Snowden’s African Methodist Episcopal Church. Garnet further observes that Walker
facilitated the movement of fugitive Africans throughout Boston, writing: “His hands were also open
to contribute to the wants of the fugitive. His house was the shelter and the home of the poor and
needy.”'” It was here, too, in 1829 that Walker published his incendiary Appeal, which he circulated
throughout the eastern and southern U.S. with the help of James Stewart and sympathetic sailors, and
which Frederick Douglass argues set off the mainstream U.S. antislavery movement in earnest.

It would appear, then, that Walker’s thinking on Africans’ present condition, religion, and their
possibilities for redemption developed as he navigated the crosscurrents of African life in the U.S. He
suggests as much in the Appeal’s opening lines, writing: “Having travelled over a considerable portion
of these United States, and having, in the course of my travels, taken the most accurate observations
of things as they exist—the result of my observations has warranted the full and unshaken conviction,
that we, (coloured people of these United States,) are the most degraded, wretched, and abject set of
beings that ever lived since the world began” (I.A4 3). Positioning himself as one whose argument is
buttressed by experience and observation alike, Walker uses his associations as occasion to introduce
and explicate the problem the Appea/ means to address, namely, the problem of Black misery (.4 79).
“It is this misery,” writes performance theorist Sarah Jane Cervenak, that Walker maintains “has had
God’s ears ringing ‘with the cries, tears and groans of his oppressed people.””'*® It is their recognition

of the contingency of this misery, too, which he hopes will spur them to action on their own behalf.

164 Elizabeth McHenry, Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost History of African American Literary Societies (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2002), 38.

165 Garnet, Walker's Appeal, with a Brief Sketch of His Life and Also Garnet’s Address to the Slaves of the United States of America, vi.

166 Cervenak, Wandering, 80.
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According to political theorists Stephen Marshall and Sheldon Wolin, Walker’s use of travel
places his Appea/within a genre of political discovery employed by western political philosophers from
Plato to Alexis de Tocqueville."”” Here, the account of one’s journey serves philosophical purposes of
explanation, criticism, and prescription. It shows the causes that have produced a people’s condition—
typically happy, in this case miserable—as well as identifies the principles behind those causes. Such a
record is meant to persuade as much by argument as by imagistic depiction, variously appealing to the
experiences of one’s audiences such that they might imagine themselves able to live differently because

168 In other words, Walker

of their encounter with another’s journey and its philosophical restatement.
uses his travels to present his readers with an alternative set of principles by which they may live. By
combining actual characters and conditions with ideal ones, and by commingling social criticism with
an open-ended chance for redemption, his Appeal pushes against the received limits of what was then

19 He recontextualizes Black

thought practical and expedient for Africans in favor of what might be.
misery in the U.S. within a broader and more ancient story of global, pan-African redemption.
2.1. THE PRACTICE OF APPEALING
Indeed, Walker explicitly states his purpose is to enable his audience to reimagine their lives.
After anticipating the objections his .Appea/ may raise, Walker proclaims: “But against all accusations
which may or can be preferred against me, I appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing—who knows

that my object is, if possible, to awaken in the breasts of my afflicted, degraded and slumbering

brethren, a spirit of inquiry and investigation respected our miseries and wretchedness in this Republican

167 Stephen H. Marshall, The City on the Hill from Below: The Crisis of Prophetic Black Politics (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 2011), 29-30.

168 Sheldon Wolin, Tocgueville Between Two Worlds: The Making of a Political and Theoretical Life (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2003), 35-6.

169 David Walker, “Address, Delivered Before the General Colored Association at Boston,” WA 89.
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which he believes their situation has engendered. Through his analyses of the four primary causes of

Black misery—slavery, ignorance, preachers, and colonization—and the principles behind them—
providential just deserts, white hypocrisy, arrogance, and avarice—he hopes to summon in his readers
the ability to become self-determining through critical investigation and imaginative reflection. He
desires to awaken in Africans what Eddie Glaude calls “critical intelligence," or “an intelligence that
was the sum of impulses, habits, emotions, and discoveries that indicated what was desirable and
undesirable in future possibilities and that worked ingeniously on behalf of an imagined good for
people of African descent.”’”” Only then, Walker believes, will his compattiots be able to articulate
and act upon an appropriate plan of action for achieving their redemption. As many commentators
have noted, Walker’s Appeal thus aims to cultivate in its Black audiences a set of capacities, exemplified
by their once great ancestors, that are in themselves independent of racial slavery, but which he
believes they have lost because of slavery’s degradations. It functions as a manual, in other words, for
invoking Africans’ power “to reenvision, revise, and transform the conditions of [theit] existence.”'""

Given Walker’s goals, I want to explore how an often-overlooked element of his declaration
of purpose might enrich readings of the Appeal. As critical theorist of religion Joseph Winters has
observed, in stating his intent to awaken his brethren Walker also indicates there is another party he
aims to arouse: “Heaven.” “Not only does Walker yearn for black people to act intelligently in
confronting the effects of white supremacy,” Winters writes, “but he also implores God to enable his
people to be mote receptive to ‘open their hearts and believe the truth.””'’”” By appealing to heaven,

Walker enlists God in service to his project of awakening. For Winters, this vertical appeal therefore

denotes not only Walker’s reliance on supernatural power for efficacious action in the world but also

170 Glaude, Exodus!, 35.

171 Smith, Conjuring Culture, 6.

172 Joseph R. Winters, “Dewey, Walker, and the Piety of the Uncommon,” Awmerican Journal of Theology & Philosophy 35.3
(2014), 250.
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his understanding of the cosmos as one in which divine and human power work in concert to achieve
certain ends. As they work toward their purposes, humans must also take care to negotiate supernatural
powers appropriately, for Walker asserts—Winters calls it his “commitment to God”—that humans,
gods, and spirits operate in a relationship of mutuality, informing and influencing one another.

While Walket’s appeal to heaven might appear unremarkable to those who read him through
conventional Christian frames of petitionary prayer, political theorist Melvin Rogers’s recent analysis
of the rhetorical power of the Appea/illuminates why it deserves further attention. Surveying the appeal
as an early modern rhetorical practice, Rogers notes that appealing presupposes an external authority
whose judgment can adjudicate the matter at hand; it gives authority to another to determine an issue.
Yet Rogers also remarks that the context in which the practice of appealing became dominant ought
to remind one this authority is not a given—it is not intrinsic to the external party. Instead, authority
comes into being precisely as a result of having been the object of an appeal. Unlike prayer, in other
words, authority is here constituted by the act of appealing itself. He writes: “By the eighteenth century,
the petitionary genre emerges out of a political culture that views the source of political power as no
longer emanating from the figure of the king, but as emerging from those over whom power will be
exercised. Authorizing power, at least theoretically, is no longer secured from the outside.” For Rogers
(as for Walker), appealing “does not refer to a social practice of supplication—a subordinate position
of being merely ruled.”'” Instead, it presupposes a kind of horizontality in which authority is constituted
and conferred in a relationship of reflective assent—a relationship wherein one’s status as worthy to
judge an issue is directly constituted by another’s recognition of their capacity and fittingness.

To perform an appeal, then, is to generate two different political statuses. On the one hand, it
is to designate someone or something as worthy of adjudicating some issue—as authoritative. On the

other, it is to designate the appealer as competent to deputize another to exercise this authority. Rogers

173 Melvin L. Rogers, “David Walker and the Political Power of the Appeal,” Political Theory 43.2 (2015), 220.
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elaborates: “My claim is that appealing o is a bidirectional rhetorical practice that affirms the political
standing of the claimant and the one to whom the appeal is directed. ... The practice of ‘appealing to’ ...
presumes the equal capacity of actors to judge.””’™ On Rogers’s account, then, appealing effectively mobilizes
the horizontality it presupposes as the basis for vertical relationships of authority. It is out of equal
capacities for judgment that authority is constituted.

While one might quibble theologically with the claim that Walker shares an equal capacity for
judgment with heaven, Walker’s textual performance of an appeal does seem to presuppose the idea
that heaven’s judgment will corroborate his. “But against all accusations which may or can be preferred
against me,” he declares, “I appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing” (W.A 4). Walker’s appeal thus
establishes an equal (if more modest) standing of its own, as both God and Walker are deemed
competent to judge, on the one hand, the quality of Walker’s judgments and, on the other, Africans’
circumstances. It is also precisely out of this equal standing that God’s authority is constituted in
Walker’s pamphlet. Again, one sees this when Walker designates heaven as capable of arbitrating the
status of the colored citizens of the world by enacting a change in their dispositions, for he must first
performatively designate himself capable of invoking supernatural power before heaven can be
mobilized."” Indeed, it seems to me Walker’s appeal effectively enacts two new statuses: first, God is

deputized for Africans; second, Walker self-authorizes as competent to induce God to this action.

174 Rogers, “David Walker and the Political Power of the Appeal,” 209-11.

175 Important for my argument here are Walker’s subsequent challenges to God, in which he declares God cannot be God
“to us” if God does not act on Africans’ behalf. That is, Walker regards God’s authority as constituted, at least in part, by
the persons who recognize God as God “for them.” He writes in the preface and Article II, respectively: “I ask every man
who has a heart, and is blessed with the privilege of believing—Is not God a God of justice to @/ his creatures? Do you
say he is? Then if he gives peace and tranquility to tyrants, and permits them to keep our fathers, our mothers, ourselves
and our children in eternal ignorance and wretchedness, to support them and their families, would he be to us a God of
Justice? ... 1 say, if God gives you peace and tranquility and suffers you thus to go on afflicting us, and our children, who
have never given you the least provocation—would he be to us a God of justice?” and “Beloved brethren—here let me tell
you, and believe it, that the Lord our God, as true as he sits on his throne in heaven, and as true as our Saviour died to
redeem the wotld, will give you and Hannibal, and when the Lord shall have raised him up, and given him to you for your
possession, O my suffering brethren! ... The person whom God shall give you, give him your support and let him go his
length, and behold in him the salvation of your God. ... I say if these things do not occur in their proper time, it is because
the world in which we live does not exist, and we are deceived with regard to its existence” (W.A 7-8, 21-2).
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2.2. CONJURE AND THE APPEAL

My purpose in framing Walker’s use of the appeal in this way is to enable readers to see how
the logic of his pamphlet runs parallel to yet another of what Henry calls classical African responses
to political domination. In addition to narrating slavery as an experience of redemptive suffering, then,
Walker also “politicizes religious cosmologies.” Henry describes this additional response, which “gave
greater visibility and power to the gods of war and strength,” thusly: “Here the appeal was to gods like
Shango and Ogun for the strength to fight enslavers and colonizers. Self-reflection recognized itself
as angry, anguished, and religious. ... Slavery and colonial domination were ... to be resisted forcefully
with the aid of divine power.” While we have seen that Walker does not cry out to Shango or Ogun,
his appeal to heaven does conscript God to empower Africans to resist the debilitating effects of
chattel slavery, as well as demonstrate his own commitment to a religiously motivated politics. For
Henry, the fact that appeals such as Walker’s are advanced in Christian language does not obviate their
African orientation but marks an “underidentification with traditional African thought” and an
“overidentification with modern European thought.” Despite these shifting identifications, Walker
remains tied to “the discursive responses of Africans to the existential, political, economic, and other

challenges of the new-world environment.”"”

As he appeals to heaven for aid, he thus draws upon

longstanding African responses to enslavement and the resources of the anglophone Americas alike.
To redescribe Walker’s vertical appeal in this fashion is to depict him as a man of his moment,

in which defiant Africans were joining ancestral traditions to anglophone paradigms with great effect.

It is also thereby to draw attention to a form of Black religious practice that exceeds and transfigures

not only African responses and Christian prayers, but also the appeal’s power as a political practice.'”

176 Interestingly, Henry notes certain themes in Walker’s work anticipate the Rastafari. See Henty, Caliban’s Reason, 158-60.

177 In their discussion of “christianisms” in Trinidadian religions, Tracey Hucks and Dianne Stewart assert that Africans’
use of western cultural and religious resources, including rhetorical forms, “do not signal the birth of a new syncretic
religion. Rather they signal the creative preservation of an ancient religion in a new geographic context, the whole of which
illuminates the impact of globalization of African religions.” Although focused upon the Caribbean, I take their analysis
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Indeed, whereas Henry’s analysis tends to remain on the level of broad discursive registers—to remain,
that is, concerned to parse the gods, spirits, cosmologies, and conceptual schemes upon which Africans
relied—I now want to call attention to the ways Walker’s appeal may also be said to proceed according
to certain norms and expectations long associated with the Black diaspora practice of conjure. As I
shall demonstrate, there are significant parallels that can be drawn between appealing and conjuring.
In fact, although Rogers’s analysis focuses on the horizontal relation between Walker and his
human audiences—how authority is constituted, conferred, and confirmed between them—his study
of the appeal nonetheless illuminates the conjurational qualities of Walker’s vertical appeal to heaven,
too. How? Recall that I theorized conjuring practices in chapter 1 as “modes of magical transformation
of practitioners’ worlds.””® Recall I also argued that they provide practitioners with senses of agency
and autonomy because they supply means for manipulating the forces shaping their lives. If the power
of appealing consists in its ability to call into existence normative statuses that do not obtain until one
has either made or been the recipient of an appeal, for example, and that these statuses give persons
authority to adjudicate some issue, then my claim is that one can also read Walker’s vertical appeal as
a kind of conjure performance. In other words, my claim is that one can read Walker as using the
ritual norms of the appeal to induce divine power to effect new statuses in African life in the Americas.
On this reading, Walker asks heaven to innervate Africans with the ability to judge their circumstances
and adjudicate them for themselves—that is, to awaken within them spirits of inquiry and investigation.
Punning the multiple meanings of “spirit,” Walker indicates he hopes the indwelling of these new
attitudes in his fellows, effected through the supernatural power channeled by the performative means
of his appeal, will result in different social and political outcomes for them. Acting as a conjuror,

Walker summons spirits to transform his brethren’s dispositions and so also their fates.

to illuminate aspects of Black religion in the United States—or at least to open up space for an analogous inquiry. Hucks
and Stewart, “Authenticity and Authority in the Shaping of Trinidad Orisha Identity,” 178-9.

178 Here I invoke Glaude’s description of conjure in particular. Glaude, African American Religion, 26.
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The power of my claim here can be bolstered by reading Rogers alongside Theophus Smith,
who maintains conjurors (and other Black Americans embracing conjurational spirituality) have often
used “democratic ideals and republican political traditions” as potent sources of social transformation.
Although conjure is usually performed with ritual objects and oral traditions associated with classical
African religions and their Afro-Atlantic counterparts, Smith observes Africans in the Americas have
found democratic ideals and republican traditions both useful and unconventional medicines for
negotiating their worlds; that they have, in other words, adapted these resources as “surrogate sources”
for the interpretation and transformation of the their lives when they have lacked access to their usual
materials."” My redescription of Walket’s appeal to heaven as a kind of textual performance of conjure,
then, does not depart from the material particulars of conjure so dramatically as to render the practice
unrecognizable." Instead, it locates Walker within the broader, centuries-long Black diaspora habit
of reinterpreting anglophone political and cultural resources into novel conjurational medicines—a
habit, moreover, which has subsequently reconstituted both these resources and conjure.

Indeed, Smith claims one can perceive in Walker’s vertical appeal to heaven “a displacement
of conjuration from the sphere of ritual and worship to the existential sphere of human freedom.” He
observes that Walker’s petition moves beyond a simple recognition of God as worthy of worship and
reverence into a “religious expression intending to induce, summon, or conjure the divine for the
realization of some emancipatory future.”’*" For Smith, whereas the sphere of ritual and worship is
defined by its immediacy—is defined, that is, by private experiences of contact and exchange between
human subjects and their divine interlocutors—the existential sphere of human freedom is defined by

the collective pursuit of autonomy and nondomination. When Walker implores God for assistance in

179 Smith, Conjuring Culture, 106.

180 I thank Kera Street for helpfully pressing me to think more carefully about the importance of conjure’s materiality and
the implications of this materiality for understanding conjure as a religious technology and medium for channeling power.

181 Smith, Conjuring Culture, 58-9.
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his redemptive task of awakening his much afflicted and suffering brethren, he therefore asks God to
enact a break in the relations of domination that structure their lives. Against those who desire to
“keep us in abject ignorance and wretchedness,” Walker conjures the powers—supernatural assistance
and his fellows’ internal spiritual resources—necessary for achieving African redemption (WA 3).

What can be observed between appealing and conjuring here is their shared concern with
generating new statuses in African life, as well as the idea that these statuses affirm the abilities of
Afficans themselves to interpret and alter their wotlds.'® When Walker announces in the preface, “my
object is, if possible, to awaken in the breasts of my afflicted, degraded, and slumbering brethren, a
spirit of inquiry and investigation respecting our miseries and wretchedness in this Republican Land of
Liberty,” he, too, intends to generate a new status that might prompt change. In his appeals to heaven
and to his brethren, and in his litanies of the causes of African misery, he performs and adapts
conjurational scripts that call Africans to become a collective political subject, an awakened and in-
motion citizenry capable of self-determination. Here, then, is the force of Walket’s politicization of
African religious cosmologies in the terms of Christian and modern European thought and practice:
in so doing, Walker conjures—narrativizes, represents, and summons—capacities to fight.'*’
2.3. “THE GOD OF THE ETHEOPEANS”

Nowhere is this conjuring more apparent than in the prefatory paragraphs Walker appends to

the third and final edition of the Appeal. Here, Walker writes:

It is expected that all coloured men, women and children, of every nation, language and tongue under
heaven, will try to procure a copy of this Appeal and read it, or get some one to read it to them, for it
is designed more particularly form them. Let them remember, that though our cruel oppressors and

182 Writing about southern Black women’s uses of conjure and yet with broader implications for understanding the ways
this ancestral practice can enable diasporic Africans to interpret and dramatize their worlds, James and LeRhonda
Manigault-Bryant say, “The existence and persistence of sacred ancestral practices is integral to the spirit of conjuring. ...
Black women in the South Carolina lowcountry effectively call upon conjute to face the very real effects of modernity and,
more importantly, to configure strategies on which they draw to help move beyond the effects of modernity. Conjure
becomes the mystical, metaphysical course that Black women summon to survive with their bodies, minds, and souls
intact.” See James A. Manigault-Bryant and LeRhonda S. Manigault-Bryant, “Conjuring Pasts and Ethnographic Presents
in Zora Neale Hurston’s Modernity,” Journal of Africana Religions 4.2 (2016), 230.

183 | am indebted to George Shulman for this pithy redescription of conjure. See Shulman, Awserican Prophecy, 253.
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murderers, may (if possible) treat us more cruel, as Pharaoh did the children of Israel, yet the God of
the Etheopeans, has been pleased to hear our moans in consequence of oppression; and the day of our
redemption from abject wretchedness drawth near, when we shall be enabled, in the most extended
sense of the word, to stretch forth our hands to the LORD our GOD, but there must be a willingness
on our part, for GOD to do these things for us, for we may be assured that he will not take us by the
hairs of our head against our will and desire, and drag us from our very, mean, low and abject condition
(WA 2).

Hailing “all coloured men, women and children, of every nation, language and tongue under heaven”
as the people of “the God of the Etheopeans,” Walker demands that his audiences will their freedom
and thereby emplots them in a historical narrative that has their redemption as its culminating event.
Alluding to the Ethiopian prophecy, he reinterprets salvation history to be not about Jesus Christ’s
redemption of humanity but about the God of the Ethiopians’s redemption of Africa g#a Ethiopia.
Yet Walker notes this mercy is conditional: Africans must will God to do this for them, and they must
demonstratively perform their willingness by struggling for freedom when the day of their redemption
arrives. If they do this, he says, God will surely act on their behalf.'* Bespeaking his sense of Africans’
eventual destiny derived from “the slave ethos,” by which term I here connote the norms and practices
often associated with conjure, from earlier generations’ adaptation of Psalm 68:31, and from his own
readings in the Bible, Walker prophesies his brethren’s eventual emancipation.'®

Indeed, one of the central presuppositions of Walker’s Appeal is that things could have been
and may yet be otherwise for Africans; that they have not been and will not always be in bondage to
cruel and murderous whites. While this part of Walker’s thought depends on the Ethiopian prophecy,
as his invocation of the God of the Ethiopians implies, he also bespeaks a more conventional jeremiad.
Because white Americans have imagined themselves a covenant people, he can call them to return to

their (ostensible) founding values under threat of divine judgment. “Remember Americans,” he writes,

184 Indeed, drawing on African studies scholar Jahnheinz Jahn’s desctiption of African religious traditions as ones of “active
worship,” which “create” God and “install the divine being as such,” one might say Walker’s appeal functionally spellbinds
God to act according to his wishes. In Jahn’s words, one may speak of his “designation of divinity,” that is, his production
of divinity itself. Janheinz Jahn, Muntu: African Culture and the Western World New York: Grove Press, 1961), 219.

185 Sterling Stuckey, “Through the Prism of Folklore: The Black Ethos in Slavery,” The Massachusetts Review 9.3 (1968), 417-
37.
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“that we must and shall be free and enlightened as you are, will you wait until we shall, under God,
obtain our liberty by the crushing arm of power?” In these terms, indeed, he prophesies an inevitable
fate, this time addressing himself to his African brethren: “Never make an attempt to gain our freedom
of natural right, from under our cruel oppressors and murderers, until you see your way clear ... when
that hour arrives and you move, be not afraid or dismayed; for be you assured that Jesus Christ the
King of heaven and of earth who is the God of justice and of armies, will surely go before you” (W.A
14). If white slaveowners do not repent of their barbarous perversions of freedom, and if Africans
move forward under the banner of the God of armies and of justice, Walker maintains, then they will
soon see the emancipatory future Walker attempts to conjure with his vertical appeal to heaven.

But what does Walker achieve by translating so-called traditional African ideas, practices, and
concerns into Christian, biblical, and modern European terms? Or more accurately, how does Walket’s
reinterpretation and use of the appeal as a “surrogate source” for conjuring both reflect his African-
centered orientation and shape his engagement with religion and its related discourses of redemption?
3. THE HISTORY OF RELIGION AS ANCESTRAL PIETY

We can start answering these questions with Walker’s invocation of the God of the Ethiopians.
As we have seen, Walker’s figural reference to the possibility of Africans stretching forth their hands
to this God makes clear he is drawing upon the urtext of Ethiopianism, Psalm 68:31 (KJV): “Princes
shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands to God.” In so doing, Walker
repeats the longstanding anglophone Black practice of metonymically identifying Africans with ancient
Ethiopians and, accordingly, suggesting that they will soon experience a divine restoration to

186

Ethiopia’s former glory.™ As conceived by Walker’s precursors, this restoration was thought to

include, among other things, Africans’ return to their primal seat at height of human civilization and

186 Judith Weisenfeld, New World A-Coming: Black Religion and Racial 1dentity During the Great Migration New York: New York
University Press, 2016), 30.
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the corresponding downfall of those who have kept them in chains. As early as the 1690s, the idea of
an imminent African resurgence derived from Psalm 68:31 was used by Africans to support their right
to establish their own independent religious institutions in anglophone North America. By Walker’s
time, it had acquired a political valence which Africans used to extend their claims to rightful self-
governance into political, economic, and cultural spheres. How could princes come out of Egypt, or
Ethiopia stretch forth her hands to God, if they were bound by the chains of slavery?

If we therefore attend to Walker’s figural reference as a narrative, then we see that he situates
Africans in the Americas within an alternative redemption-historical frame. Fabricating a mythic
history in which Black Africans have always been one people united by race, Walker’s account of their
redemption begins not with the Middle Passage or slavery, nor for that matter with the American or
Haitian Revolutions, but with ancient Egypt and Ethiopia—here conceived as mighty Black empires.
While Walker certainly does not trivialize slavery, as theorist Stephen Best insistently reminds us,
calling enslaved Africans “the most degraded, wretched, and abject set of beings that ever lived since
the world began,” he conceives Africans’ entanglement in this “curse fo nations” as part and parcel of a
larger stoty of loss and recovery (VA4 5)."*" In other words, for Walker the defining rupture of Aftrican
history is not the trauma of racial slavery but what he ambiguously refers to as “our fathers ...
disobedience to their Maker,” which he appears to regard as the ultimate source of their present
misery. The substantive “we” of “coloured people under heaven” does not originate in violent
dispossession, although this is certainly a shared experience for many, but in a glorious past rooted in
ancestral achievement. Through his redemptive project of renarrating African history as a fall from
grace, Walker positions his Black brethren in a space somewhere between exile and return. He tells
the story of the once great, presently degraded, global, pan-African community whom he calls “the

coloured citizens of the world.”

187 Stephen Best, None Like Us: Blackness, Belonging, Aesthetic Iife (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 8.
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By beginning not with the Exodus story but with ancient Ethiopia and Egypt, Walker imagines
African peoples’ involvement with sacred history in perhaps surprising ways. In contrast to some of
his contemporaries, whom he says, “do not know who Pharaoh and the Egyptians were ... [taking]
the Egyptians to have been a gang of devils,” Walker posits a line of continuity between ancient
Ethiopians, Egyptians, and contemporary Africans. He argues that it was, in fact, Black Africans who
held biblical Hebrews in slavery. “For the information of such, I would only mention that the
Egyptians, were Africans or coloured people, such as we are,” Walker writes, “some of them yellow
and others dark—a mixture of Ethiopians and the natives of Egypt—about the same as you see the
coloured people of the United States at the present day” (IW.A4 10). But it is not the idea that Africans
held the Hebrews in slavery which most interests him here—though he does not shy from this fact,
roundly criticizing the Egyptians as wicked for their involvement in the practice. It is, rather, the idea
that ancient Africans significantly preceded Israel in their civilizational achievement, and, thus, that
they may have exerted a direct and formative influence on the development of this biblical nation
whose canonical history has been so consequential for the religious life of the world.

What do I mean? Clues may be found in the way Walker speaks of his prelapsarian African
ancestors. Partly, he insists that it was “the sons of Africa or of Ham, among whom learning
originated.” Contemporary Africans are thus the lineal descendants of those “the wise legislators” and
“once mighty people” of ancient Africa who built the pyramids and channeled the Nile. Partly,
therefore, Walker asserts that the knowledge borne by these ancestors is the basis for contemporary
enlightenment—it “was carried thence into Greece, where it was improved upon and refined. Thence
among the Romans, and all over the then enlightened parts of the world, and it has been enlightening
the dark and benighted minds of men from then, down to this day” (W.A4 21-22). As in other
nineteenth-century developmental models of civilization, enlightenment here denotes a historical
process for Walker, whereby, in the words of Wilson Moses, “mankind progressively learned the laws

of physical, moral, and economic science. The laws were universal—they did not belong to any race
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or culture. They were discovered, not invented, and hence not the creation of any race or nation.”'*

Walker thus invokes the African origins of civilization not only to give a just and fitting
acknowledgment of his ancestors’ contributions to human achievement, but to point up reasons for
hope: “I say, when I view retrospectively, the renown of that once mighty people, the children of our
great progenitor I am indeed cheered” (WA 22)." While presently degraded owing to chattel slavery,
Walker appeals to the mighty African dead to presage possibilities for their future.

In his account of the history of human knowledge, Africans play a particularly significant role
in the development of religion via their influence upon Moses, the Hebrew prophet and lawmaker to
whom authorship of the Pentateuch is traditionally attributed. In his analysis of Egyptian slavery, for
example, Walker observes, “Pharaoh’s daughter took Moses, a son of Israel for her own.” Citing the
Exodus story, Walker declares that Moses “would have become Prince Regent to the throne, and no
doubt, in process of time but he would have been on the throne of Egypt” had he not chosen to stand
in solidarity with his enslaved brethren (WA 12-13). Although Walker does not expound in detail
upon the role played by Africans in Moses’s religious formation, his claims about the racial identity of
Egyptians and Moses’s prospects in Egypt’s royal house nevertheless imply that he regards at least
part of Moses’s learning as derived from African sources. In other words, Walker insinuates Moses’s
linguistic, cultural, and religious perspectives were informed by his Egyptian upbringing. While
speculative, this reading of Walker calls attention to what he presupposes in his brief discussion of
Moses—or, more accurately, what Walker might reasonably be thought to presuppose—and better

positions us to understand his account of religion."

188 Wilson J. Moses, Alexander Crummell: A Study of Civilization and Discontent New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 7.
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3.1. VINDICATIONISM AS AFRICAN-CENTERED HISTORIOGRAPHY
In fact, this is where Walker’s appeal to the God of the Ethiopians proves most illuminating,
for it allows me to infer that he draws upon an Africana discourse which predates him by at least half

<

a century.”! St. Clair Drake and Wilson Moses have called this discourse “vindicationism,” and
characterized it as concerned to prove that Black peoples have made significant contributions to
human civilization and progress. A precursor to contemporary Afrocentrism, vindicationism emerged
in the mid-eighteenth century as diasporic Africans repudiated unjust and erroneous characterizations
of themselves as benighted peoples. Because vindicationists recognize that anti-Black representations
of Africans as unfit for civilization have been used to justify their enslavement and the colonization
of Africa, they have long taken pains to insist that Africans not only birthed human civilization, but
in many instances have also been the ones who chiefly drove its development. Often drawing on an
array of sources from western antiquity, vindicationists regularly flag ancient Egypt and Ethiopia’s role
in fostering universal ideas about government, technology, religion, the atts, and abstract reason.'”
“Vindicationism has often been concerned with presenting history in a heroic or monumental mode,”
writes Moses, “It emphasizes the spectacular past and monumental contributions of the ancient
civilizations of the Nile, including Ethiopia, Egypt, and Meroe.”"” Indeed, whether addressing the
history of politics, religion, or the arts and sciences, vindicationists have tended to use these ancient
civilizations to argue for the exceptional humanity and humanism of Africans, ancient and modern."

Walker’s appeal to the God of the Ethiopians as his God and the God of his people, then, suggests

he in some way identifies himself and his audiences with these civilizations.
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As it pertains to the African influence on the history of religion, weak forms of vindicationist
argument can be found in the eighteenth-century speeches and sermons of John Marrant and Prince
Hall—two men with whom Walker was associated by his participation in Prince Hall Freemasonry.
Among other things, both thinkers point up the African ancestry of many early Christian authorities
and thus insist upon the formative role played by Africans in the development of Christian thought.
In his 1789 “Sermon,” for instance, Marrant suggests Tertullian, Cyprian, Origen, Augustine,
Chrysostom, and other notable Christian leaders were of African descent, which he concludes
demonstrates that Africans have always had among them some “who were truly good, wise, and
learned men, as eloquent as any other.” Their present degradations notwithstanding, Marrant claims,
Africans always have and always will contribute to the good of humankind. Indeed, Marrant argues
that “not a nation on earth but has at some period or other of their existence been in slavery, from
the Jews down to the English Nation,” and thus that African slavery “is not a just cause of our being
despised.”™” To consider African history to have begun with slavery, or to consider slavery emblematic
of Africans’ character and identity, is fundamentally to misrepresent their role in the development of
religion, not to mention other arts and sciences.

In his 1792 and 1797 “Charges,” Hall both repeats Marrant’s argument and goes further. On
the one hand, Hall holds up as worthy of imitation the same early African Christians cited by Marrant,
and, in view of their great example, enjoins his brethren to “look forward to a better day; Hear what
the great Architect of the universal wortld saith, Aethippia shall stretch forth her hands unto me.”"* On the

other, Hall argues that the African influence on religion exceeds the patristics. Drawing from the Bible,
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he declares that Moses and Solomon also received their most substantive lessons from Africans: Moses
from his Ethiopian father-in-law Jethro, and Solomon from the Queen of Sheba. Of Jethro’s teaching,
Hall writes: “This is the first and grandest lecture that Moses ever received from the mouth of a man.”
For these reasons, Hall encourages his disheartened brethren to regard themselves as more humane,
dignified, and even civilized than the white people of Boston who hurl insults and sometimes bricks
at them as they walk the city’s streets."”” Although neither Marrant nor Hall goes so far as to argue that
Africans were the originators of religion as such, both insist that Africans have played an integral role
in the history of western religious thought and use this role to counter racist slander. The logical
conclusion of Hall’s account, for example, is that African ideas, concepts, and languages made an
indelible mark upon the Bible, which Anglo-Americans have summarily perverted to advance their
material and ideological interests. True Christian religion consists in observing precepts rooted in
African traditions, rather than emulating white behavior.

A stronger vindicationist argument concerning the African origins of religion can be found in
the work of Martin R. Delany. In his 1853 treatise, The Origin and Objects of Ancient Freemasonry, Delany
argues that many of the core features of biblical religion and Christian thought are developments upon
antecedent Egyptians and Ethiopian systems. To revisit the eatlier formulation of Wilson Moses for
a brief moment, Delany argues that Egyptians and Ethiopians were the first to discover the religious

truths which Christians, “in after ages,” would adduce to support their beliefs. Delany writes:

Being a people of a high order of intellect, and subject to erudite and profound thought, the Egyptians
and Ethiopians were the first who came to the conclusion that man was created in the similitude of
God. This, it will be remembered, was anterior to the Bible record, because Moses was the recorder of
the Bible, subsequent to his exodus from Egypt, all his wisdom and ability having been acquired there;
as a proof of which, the greatest recommendation to his fitness for so high and holy an office, and the
best encomium which that book can possibly bestow upon him in testimony of his qualifications as its
scriptor, the Bible itself tells us that ‘Moses was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians.”

The Ethiopians early adduced the doctrine and believed in a trinity of the Godhead. Though heathens,
their mythology was of a high and pure order, agreeing in regard to the attributes of the Deity with the
doctrine of Christians in after ages, as is beautifully illustrated in the person of Jupiter Ammon, the great

197 Prince Hall, “A Charge, Delivered to the African Lodge, June 24, 1797, at Menotomy, by the Right Worshipful Prince
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god of Egypt and Ethiopia, who was assigned a power over heaven, earth and hell, as well as over all
the other gods, thereby acknowledging his omnipotence.!8

As ““the cradle of eatrliest civilization,” Delany regards Egyptians and Ethiopians as the source for
much of what now passes for biblical and Christian doctrine.'”” “Moses was quite a young man,” insists
Delany, “and consequently, could not have been endowed with wisdom—when, seeing the
maltreatment of an Israelite by the Egyptian, he slew him ... [and] fled into Midian, a kingdom of
Ethiopia.” “From whence could Moses—he leaving Egypt when young—have derived his wisdom,”
he asks, “if not from the Ethiopians?” Indeed, it was not only in Ethiopia where Moses acquired the
knowledge that would make him the wise legislator of the biblical traditions. “It was also in Ethiopia
where God appeared to Moses in a burning bush; and here where he told him, ‘Put off thy shoes from
off thy feet; for the place whereon you standeth is holy ground.” And this ‘holy ground’ was in Ethiopia
or Midian, the true ancient Africa.” While all that Delany writes makes his position clear, he concludes
this overview with a stark restatement: “Had Moses, nor the Israelites, never lived in Africa, the
mysteries of the wise men of the East had never been handed down to us.”*" The religious traditions
which take the Bible to be a central document owe much to the wisdom of Africa.

As he was both a Freemason and an agent for Freedon:’s Journal, two bastions of vindicationism,
it is highly probable that Walker presumes perspectives like those voiced by Marrant, Hall, and Delany.
At the very least, he would have been intimately familiar with their purposes.”’ When Walker appeals
to the God of the Ethiopians, then, he is not simply giving voice to an idiosyncratic conception of the

Christian deity. He is, rather, drawing upon an established Africana religious discourse centered upon
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the reimagining of ancient African civilizations and their God, a discourse which Stuckey aptly
suggests has “far-reaching cultural as well as political and religious implications.”*”” Because Africa
was, for many American-born Africans, by this time “obliterated from their minds,” they had to re-

% “The image of Africa,” as Charles Long sees, “an image related to historical

create it for themselves.
beginnings, has been one of the primordial religious images of great significance.””* It has been, as
Tracey Hucks says, “the foundation for innovative processes and practices, the basis for geographical
cross fertilizations, and a symbol and strategy for religious recovery in Atlantic societies.”*” Indeed,
when Walker appeals to the God of the Ethiopians he does nothing less than reiterate a repatriative
paradigm that repositions the Bible and religion within an alternative geography and genealogy—one
that begins and ends with African religions and deities as he imagines them.
3.2. AFRICAN-CENTERED HISTORIOGRAPHY AS ATTEMPT TO HONOR THE ANCESTORS

Many contemporary critics of vindicationism have argued that its obsession with monumental
African civilizations reflects an implicit anti-Africanness—or, at the very least, a substantive distance
from contemporaneous Africa. Many contend its equation of Africanity with Egypt and Ethiopia is
the result of the adoption of Eurocentric valorizations of civilized life, including conceptions of

religion which privilege Protestant Christianity.”

Some even assert that it directly justified the
colonization of Africa. In UnAfrican Americans, for example, historian Tunde Adeleke writes that

vindicationists’ seemingly negative evaluation of their native African contemporaries, whether by
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express denigration or indirect omission, “contributed to the strengthening of the ideological and
practical rationale for the European colonization of Africa.” He thus regards vindicationism as an
essentially “American” discourse, suggesting it was practiced by Black Americans who sought to
advance their standing in the U.S. by accommodating impetialist degradations of Africa and Afticans.*”
Similarly, Dianne Stewart argues that vindicationists like Walker and Delany often expressed “Black
bourgeois anti-Africanness” in their strident calls for Black (rather than African) self-assertion. It was
not Africa for the Africans, she observes of Delany’s message, but “Africa for the African race, and
black men to rule them.””” Divorced from their native African contemporaries and ancestors alike,
neatly all of whom would not have recognized themselves as “African,” vindicationists fashioned ideas
about Africa that literally re-presented it in their own image. In other words, vindicationists fashioned
an Afrocentric discourse rooted in “American,” that is, modern/colonial, assumptions and practices.

With deference to these critics, I think vindicationism can plausibly be redescribed as a form
of “prophetic ancestralism” (to adopt James Wesley Johnson’s felicitous phrase) that seeks to vindicate
all those African ancestors who have been disparaged by ideological misrepresentations of history.*”
To be sure, this redescription does not exonerate vindicationism from Adeleke’s and Stewart’s
criticisms. One can practice an African religious observance in anti-African ways. This framing does,
however, complicate their claim that vindicationism is somehow totally discontinuous with African
ideas, values, and practices. On my view, for example, vindicationist discourse may be regarded as at

least minimally consistent with the classical African religious concern for honoring and respecting

ancestors—even if its attempts to honor these ancestors ultimately prove entangled with troubling
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imperialistic discourses and histories. In other words, I think vindicationism can be regarded as an
African (rather than American) social practice that does not escape what Hortense Spillers and Eddie
Glaude have called the “structures of ambivalence” that attend Aftrican life in the Americas, or the
wounding experience of being in but not of a place that provides the context for one’s customs and
consciousness.”’” Many vindicationists knew they were African, and some even knew their relatives
who had been forced across the Atlantic. Concrete examples of contemporary life on the continent
were few and far between, however, particularly for those born on American soil, thereby rendering
their knowledge of suitably “African” performances of ancestral veneration difficult, if not impossible.

Indeed, despite its American ambivalence, it seems to me vindicationism can be regarded as
an expression of what theologian Josiah Young has called an “ancestral spirituality that renews,
reforms, recreates and restores African people to the integrity of their persons.””"" As such an
expression, it can be regarded as seeking to establish a sense of reciprocity between the living and the
dead, as well as the reestablishment of a sense of community between visible and invisible worlds.*"?
As we have seen in Walker’s case, one comes to understand one’s potential by honoring one’s
ancestors and their accomplishments. Vindicationism, then, is not just a revisionist scholatly project
or propagandistic enterprise aimed at inserting Black peoples into western historiography and thereby
correcting it. It is rather a social practice continuous with what Young calls, drawing on the work of
Stuckey and Cedric Robinson, “the primal spirituality of black existence,” namely the concern for the

well-being of one’s ancestors.”” If we recall Smith’s earlier suggestion that Africans divorced from
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their homelands and ritual sources adopted surrogates when and where they could, moreover, then
we might also suggest that the addition of western historiography to extant African oral traditions as
sources for vindicationist contestation is continuous with African religious practice rather than a
departure from it. As Laurie Maffly-Kipp has observed, the rise and development of vindicationism
does not signal the uncritical privileging of western historiographical sources over ancestral oral
traditions by Africans in the Americas. Rather, it demonstrates how they creatively joined and
transformed the resources available to them as they generated an African-centered and religious
historiographical practice meant to vindicate their ancestors from white supremacist denigration.*"*
In fact, the purpose of my account of vindicationism here has been to explicate an otherwise
implicit presupposition of Walker’s thought, namely, that he regards Africans as the progenitors of
civilization, as well as biblical and Christian religion. When he invokes the redemptive narrative of
Psalm 68:31 in his appeal to the God of the Ethiopians, he does not simply repeat the missionary story
of Africans as benighted heathens in need of the Christian gospel—though he does appear to believe
they have not yet received it “as it was preached by my master and his apostles” (V.4 20). The end of
his narrative is not Africans finally arriving at civilization via Christian conversion. Instead, Walker
rehearses a story of restoration and fulfillment—of destiny achieved. As the forerunners of biblical
and Christian religion, indeed, as the originators of religion itself, Africans are fated to finally have it
in its plenitude: “the Ethiopians ... are to have it in its meridian splendor—the Lord will give it to
them to their satisfaction” (.4 20). Challenging Anglo-American imperialist ideas about the spread
of (Christian) religion throughout the world, Walker stipulates an African-centered history of religion,
in which Africans play a pivotal role in both its beginning and its end. Indeed, while not a systematic

theorist of religion, Walker’s vindicationist reinterpretation of religion’s origins and meaning situate

veneration typically extends only to the fifth or sixth generation. John S. Mbiti, Introduction to African Religions (Portsmouth:
Heinemann Educational Books Inc., 1986), 123; Young, A Pan-African Theology, 138.

214 Maftly-Kipp, Setting Down the Sacred Past, 24-25.

95



him squarely within a nineteenth-century conversation about its proper form and function. We might
even say he is one of the earliest theorists of Christianity as an Africana religion.
4. RELIGION AS AFRICAN IDEAL

When Walker decides to reinterpret religion for his own redemptive historical project, thus
turning the tables rhetorically on those who imagine Africans in need of a religion which has been
used to justify their subjugation, he asks, polemically, “Can any thing be a greater mockery of religion
than the way in which it is conducted by the Americans?” (W.A 45). Conscious of the ways they have
fabricated it for oppression, Walker fashions a counternarrative in which white Christian Americans
are worse than “those heathen nations of antiquity” (.4 3). Not only do these Christians fail to do
justice at home by practicing racial slavery, but they also send missionaries abroad whose labors result
in the further barbarization of the world, for they make their “Heathen” converts “ten times more the
children of Hell, then ever they were” (.4 20). Because the white Christians of America have been
so wicked as to make the Christian religion into one “of distinction,” in which racial distinctions stipulate
a division between full humans, less-than-humans, and nonhumans, and used it to justify chattel
slavery, they have not only violated religion but also have provoked God’s wrath. Echoing Hall’s
earlier suggestion that white Americans have departed from the ethical precepts of Christianity, which
originated, remember, with Africans, Walker calls them to return to true religion. “O Americans!
Americans!!” he cries, “I call God—I call angels—I call men, to witness, that your DESTRUCTION
75 at hand, and will be speedily consummated unless you REPENT” (V.4 45).

Walker does not retreat from his African-centered reinterpretation of religion when he calls
white Christian Americans to repent. Even though he does not foreclose the possibility of white
redemption through their return to religion, his focus remains African destiny. As far as Walker is
concerned, “pure and undefiled religion, such as was preached by Jesus Christ and his apostles,” is for

all the nations of the earth. The very problem of white religion is that it particularized itself, with white
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Christian Americans “not only hinder[ing] their fellow creatures, the Africans, but ... absolutely beat|[ing]
a coloured person nearly to death, if they catch him on bis knees, supplicating the throne of grace” (WA 39). In
contrast to the ancient Egyptians and Ethiopians, who shared their religious ideas and customs with
Moses and Solomon, the white Christians of America reserve their religion for themselves. “Even
here in Boston,” he observes, “pride and prejudice have got to such a pitch, that in the very houses
erected to the Lord, they have built little places for the reception of coloured people, where they must
sit during meeting, or keep away from the house of God, and the preachers say nothing about it” (W.A4
42). This is why Walker insists that white preachers of the religion of Jesus Christ are one of the
principal sources of African misery—they uphold and reproduce Christian religion as a tool for
articulating essential differences between human populations. It is also why Walker maintains, should
the world ever be Christianized, Africans will be the ones to accomplish it. That is, Walker implies, in
view of his ancestors’ prior generosity with their religious ideas and practices—and unlike the cruel
and barbarous the white Christian Americans who make religion a matter of racial distinction—
Africans will not use it to justify the division of humanity. Just as they inaugurated religion, it is their
destiny to complete its spread.
4.1. RELIGION’S ETHICAL CONTENT

Indeed, the political and ethical meaning of religion changes profoundly when it is placed in
this Africana context—that is, when it is regarded as something first propagated by Africans. Against
those who claim that Africans lack religion, and so humanity, it can be suggested that, in fact, religion
only exists because of African civilizations. Against those who invoke history and Africans’ supposed
lack thereof, it can be insinuated that religion itself demonstrates African historicity. Accordingly, as
Marrant argues, the history of religion indicates that Africans’ present condition is a result of the
contingencies of history rather than an essential or natural African character. Because religion is “the

locus for a meaning that carried an archaic form,” as Long says, it can for Black thinkers “thus become
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the basis for radical critical thought.”** It can, in other words, contravene assertions such as
Jefferson’s that, “It is not [Africans’] condition then, but nature, which has produced the distinction”
(WA 17). Indeed, “crawling back through history,” Walker uses his African-centered, developmental
model of religion to assert that those who have so far possessed religion in its “fullness,” that is,
Europeans, are the most barbaric people to have ever existed. He also uses it as a lens through which
to assert a generally positive assessment of African morality.”® In so doing, Walker performs a weighty
reversal of the typical subject-object relations of nineteenth-century discourse around religion.

For Walker, therefore, religion is profoundly historical. It is an accumulated and accumulating
historical wisdom, upon which people draw and to which they donate rather unevenly depending upon
their time and place. Consequently, religion is also mutable, something that both develops and decays.
One sees how Walker thinks about religion’s decay, for example, in his vindicationist claim that white
Christian Americans have made a mockery of religion as they have “fabricated it” for the oppression
of Africans. “Indeed,” Walker says, “the way in which religion was and is conducted by the Europeans
and their descendants, one might believe it was a plan fabricated by themselves and the devils to oppress
us” (WA 37). Nevertheless, as a product of African civilization, religion for Walker also denotes a

progressive historical process—in which all human beings will one day grasp it in its fullness.
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Yet Walker’s assertion that religion is something from which a person or a people may depart
entails the idea that religion has a determinate content; that, despite its progressive character, there is
a timeless kernel to religion. Interestingly, for Walker this kernel is something all nations possess to
varying degree: “Religion, my brethren, is a substance of deep consideration among all the nations of
the earth. The Pagans have a kind, as well as the Mahometans, the Jews and the Christians” (W.A4 37).
Although his Ethiopianist perspective stipulates Africans were the first to have discovered religion
and systematically elaborated its truths, he does not grant them exclusive proprietorship. This may be
because Africans were generous in disseminating the fruits of their discovery, as Walker has previously
suggested in his discussion of the African origins of civilization and enlightenment (.4 21-22). Or,
it may be because Walker regards the truths of religion and civilization as equally if unevenly available
to all peoples, as Moses argues in his description of nineteenth-century Black nationalist thought.*"”
Regardless of the source of his convictions, Walker appears to maintain that there is an essence or
truth to religion, by which its various kinds and relative development may be judged and evaluated.

In fact, Walker’s scattered reflections on the topic suggest he distinguishes kinds of religion
according to two principal criteria, namely, revelation and ethics. Whereas some fortunate peoples have
received special dispensations of religion, others have not—others have been left to practice religion
according to their best inductive efforts. These are the peoples whom he calls “Pagans.” In a somewhat
surprising move, however, Walker does not equate the reception of special revelation with high moral
character or, indeed, even with the ultimate possession of “true religion.” His two chief examples in

this regard are biblical Israelites and common era Europeans. In Article 111, Walker declares:

But pure and undefiled religion, such as was preached by Jesus Christ and his apostles, is hard to be
found in all the earth. God, through his instrument Moses, handed a dispensation of his Divine will, to
the children of Israel after they had left Egypt for the land of Canaan or of Promise, who through
hypoctisy, oppression and unbelief departed from the faith—He then, by his apostles, handed a
dispensation of his, together with the will of Jesus Christ, to the Europeans in Europe, who, in open
violation of which, have made merchandise of us, and it does appear as though they take this very
dispensation to aid their znfernal depredations upon us. Indeed, the way in which religion was and is

217 Wilson J. Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 15-31.
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conducted by the Europeans and their descendants, one might believe it was a plan fabricated by
themselves and the devils to oppress us. But hark! My master has taught me better than to believe it—
he has taught me that his gospel as it was preached by himself and his apostles remains the same
notwithstanding Europe has tried to mingle blood and oppression with it (W.A4 37).

Literary critic Stefan Wheelock has observed that Walker likely assumes a certain ethical and political
content to these special dispensations. On Wheelock’s account, Walker thinks the peoples who have
received divine revelation ought to be “stewards of modern equality and freedom under God.” Such
an assumption might explain why Walker regards them as abdicating their responsibilities to revelation
through their practices of oppression. The problem for Walker, Wheelock says, “was that Europeans
[and Israelites] abused the Divine dispensation by ‘mingling blood and oppression” with [it.]”*"®
Though these peoples were once heirs to a revealed legacy of freedom and equality, their willingness
to mingle it with oppression suggests to Walker that they are not the ones who will have religion in its
plentitude. As we have seen, Walker holds this destined distinction to be the domain of Africans gua
Ethiopians—whom he believes may one day determine to share it with the world (A4 20).*"

If one holds Walker’s supersessionism at arm’s length for a moment (or reads him as advancing
a historical rather than theological argument), one can thus see that he regards revelation as susceptible
of performance. Unethical behavior contaminates, and so causes a relative departure from that which
“remains the same notwithstanding” (.4 37). While the God of the Ethiopians has supplied certain
peoples with special dispensations of religion, some of them have violated that which was vouchsafed

to them through bad behavior. For example, Walker regards Europeans as conducting themselves and

performing their observances in ways that not only vitiate the dispensation they have received but also

218 Stefan Wheelock, Barbaric Culture and Black Critique: Black Antislavery Writers, Religion, and the Slavebolding Atlantic
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 20106), 114.

219 While Sterling Stuckey approaches the question of religion in Walker with a different set of interpretive commitments,
he summarizes Walker’s position well: “For Walker the humanity of the Europeans was a reality, though they had fought
each other so continually and with such conviction, he believed, that the level of that humanity was lowered from what it
had been before ... People of color had never been so ruthless and, on coming to America, had brought a sense of morality
supetior to that of whites, one that enabled those exposed to Christianity to take its form, to which whites were devoted,
and fill it with genuine Christian feeling. Thus, respect for the moral capacity of Africans who embraced Christianity led
Walker to expound a messianic role for them. Having been exposed to Christianity, they were best suited to spread the
faith.” Stuckey, Slave Culture, 149.
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add falsehoods to it. That is, Walker argues Europeans falsify religion by turning it into a means for
oppression. While revelation forms a core component of Walker’s conception of religion, then, as
Winters writes, “Walker is clearly not simply interested in docttrines and abstract ideas.””’ He is also
interested in conduct—in religion’s ethical content.

There is much that might be said about Walker’s conception of religion’s ethical content. The
Appeal takes aim at avarice, complacency, deceit, hypocrisy, megalomania, pride, viciousness, and other
signs of turpitude. Walker is nothing if not a moralist, and most of his moralism can be tied to religion.
Yet he rarely links specific immoralities to the corruption of “pure and undefiled religion.” Indeed, it
is only hypocrisy, unbelief, and oppression that he suggests attenuate religion. While religion may
condemn moral misbehaviors such as cruelty and greed, it does not appear to be corrupted by them.
To make an inference then, “pure and undefiled religion” demands that religion not be used to justify
oppression. When religion is used in this way, as he supposes the Israelites and Europeans to have
done, religion becomes attenuated. It grows more and more distant from its revealed kernel.

By insisting upon religion’s ethical content, Walker issues a challenge to those white Christian
Americans who assume themselves to be in possession of true religion. He insists religion is not so
much a matter of doctrine as of practice. The way one conducts oneself is more consequential for
one’s religion than one’s beliefs. “I am awfully afraid that pride, prejudice, avarice, and blood,” he
writes to his ostensibly enlightened white readers, “will, before long, prove the final ruin of this happy
republic, or land of /berty!!!l” (WA 45). He therefore inhabits the familiar office of a prophet, warning
his audiences their religion is on the verge of corruption and, as such, that they risk awakening God’s
wrath. He calls them to return to their observance of religion’s original precepts—to a higher morality.
(If we recall Prince Hall’s claim that these precepts are African-derived, then we might even say to an

African morality.) “Invoking the best of their received cultures and traditions,” says Rufus Burrow Jr.,

220 Winters, “Dewey, Walker, and the Piety of the Uncommon,” 252.
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Walker holds them to account for their departure from “the best of [their] long held cultural values.”**'

Addressing his white readers in view of the fact they have perverted religion by making it a tool for
propagating racial distinctions, for example, Walker inquires: “I ask you then, in the name of the Lord,
of what kind can your religion be? Can it be that which was preached by our Lord Jesus Christ from
Heaven? ... What can the American preachers and people take God to be? Do they believe his words?
If they do, do they believe he will be mocked?” (V.4 45). Ventriloquizing the apostle Paul, Walker
warns them that they will receive their just deserts: they will reap what they have sown in their
“fabrications” of religion (Galatians 6:7-8). A hybridized African-Christian religious cosmology is here
moralized and politicized as Walker insists that evildoers will get their punishment.

It is not just white Christian Americans whom Walker holds to account for their infidelities to
religion, however. He argues African peoples are guilty of the same, albeit for different reasons. On
the one hand, Africans have not yet received a special dispensation. Even though Africans are the first
peoples to have discovered and propagated religious truths, these truths have not yet fully developed
among them. Walker says, for example, that Africa “remains a land of Pagans and of blood” (.4 52).
Nor, therefore, have Africans been appointed “stewards of equality and freedom under God,” to recall
Wheelock’s reading of Walker’s understanding of revelation. On the other hand, the truths of religion
are truths for everyone. If it is wrong for Israelites and Europeans to practice oppression, then it is
wrong for Africans, too. Walker’s repudiation of ancient Egyptian slavery makes this clear. So do his
condemnations of the slave markets and “exhibitions in Affrica,” in which some of his “brethren [fall]
in league with tyrants, selling their own brethren into hell upon earth” (W.A 24). Like white Americans,
he maintains Africans have violated the universal ethical content of true religion by practicing slavery.

Yetitis not the practice of slavery that Walker chiefly holds against Africans. He unequivocally

condemns those who participate in it as catchers, traders, and buyers, to be sure, but Walker is more

221 Burrow, Jt., God and Human Responsibility, 4-5.
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concerned with what he perceives as Africans’ widespread acquiescence to it.*** Addressing his
brethren in chains and their complacent free counterparts, he argues Africans’ greater offense is their
acceptance of slave status. Partly, he draws upon biblical revelation as he advances this claim: Africans
are made in the image of God, and “though [they| may be subjected to the most wretched condition
upon earth, yet the spirit and feeling which constitute the creature, man, can never be erased from
[their] breast, because the God who made [them] after his own image, planted it in [their] heart” (WA
64). Given the Bible teaches God is therefore “the sole proprietor or master of the WHOLE human
family, and will not on any consideration admit of a colleague,” Walker argues that those who have
become servile, accepting of their enslavement, directly disobey their Maker (W.A4 7). They contravene
religion’s ethical proscription against oppression by installing someone else in the position of master.

Partly too, therefore, servility constitutes a moral problem because choosing submission rather
than resistance also renders one complicit with oppression. For Walker, servility is an acceptance of
an inappropriate subordination; it is an unfitting acknowledgment of an unjust political status. While
Walker cites numerous examples of these unfitting acknowledgments, taking special aim at a bootblack

'9)

who claims to be “completely happy!!l” and never wants “to live any better or happier than when [he]

can get plenty of boots and shoes to clean!!l,” his chief target is the broad submission of Affricans to

whites (WA 31). Issuing an egalitarian challenge tempered by its masculinism, Walker asks:

Are we MEN!I—I ask you, O my brethren! are we MEN? Did our Creator make us to be slaves to dust
an ashes like ourselves? Are they not dying worms as well as we? Have they not to make their appearance
before the tribunal of Heaven, to answer for the deeds done in the body, as well as we? Have we any
other Master but Jesus Christ alone? Is he not their Master as well as ours>—What right then, have we
to obey and call any other Master, but Himself? How could we be so submissive to a gang of men, whom
we cannot tell whether they ate as good as ourselves ot not, I never could conceive. However, this is shut
up with the Lord, and we cannot precisely tell—but I declare, we judge men by their works (.4 18-19).

222 It is important to note two things here. First is that Walker’s judgment that Africans have acquiesced to slavery may be
a substantive etror, indicating his social distance from the enslaved. This is Sterling Stuckey’s position and the basis for his
claim that Walker could not have been familiar with slave culture. For Stuckey, slave culture indexes a dynamic and vital
repudiation of slavery if not an outright resistance to it. Second is that Walker thinks this acquiescence owes to the historical
impact of generations of servitude upon Africans. It is not that Africans are naturally servile but that years of slavery have
dulled their senses. Stephen Marshall offers an excellent analysis of Walker’s account of this problem. Stuckey, Slave Culture,
123; Marshall, The City on the Hill from Below, 26-56.
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For Walker, that many Africans have acquiesced to their servitude proves a religious problem as much
as a moral one. Whereas the (mis)recognition of another as master displaces God from God’s rightful
authority by appointing another in God’s place, it also constitutes complicity with oppression, which,
for Walker, everywhere vitiates the ethical teaching of true religion. On his account, servility therefore
signals both a departure from the content of divine revelation and a disregard for religion’s ethical
entailments; it highlights both a lack of faith and a lack of character. Whether one is master or slave,
the acceptance of slavery as a social practice in one’s midst violates religion’s ethical content. Whatever
else ethical religion might entail for Walker, his criticisms of his white interlocutors and African
brethren make clear that it minimally demands a refusal of oppression.
4.2. RELIGION AS KEY TO AFRICA’S DECLINE AND FALL

While powerful in their own right as forms of social criticism, Walker’s reflections on religion
serve still another purpose in the Appeal. That is, they help situate Walker’s African audiences within
his broader Ethiopianist narrative of their redemption. By rehearsing his African-centered history of
religion, on the one hand, and his arguments about the failures of Israelites, Europeans, and Africans
to adhere to the demands of true religion, on the other, Walker pinpoints his audiences’ place in history.
They are somewhere between exile and return. They know their origins at the birth of civilization, and
that their ancestors began the dissemination of enlightenment and religion throughout the world. They
know, too, that they are no longer in Egypt and Ethiopia but in the U.S., and that something terribly
wrong must have happened for them to have been brought to this strange land. Yet Walker’s allusions
to Psalm 68:31 provide reasons for hope: Ethiopian-Africans will one day have religion in its “meridian
splendor” and, insofar as possessing true religion entails the refusal of oppression, they will one day
live free from slavery (W.A 20). Far from merely an African-centered reinterpretation of religion, then,

Walker’s remarks about religion’s history and ethics locate his brethren in relation to their destiny.””

225 Molefi Kete Asante, The Afrocentric 1dea: Revised & Expanded Edition (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 151.
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Indeed, Walker’s reflections on religion can help us interpret his otherwise vague reference to
“our fathers ... disobedience to their Maker,” which we might remember is the reason he believes
Africans find themselves in bondage (.4 23). On the one hand, they make clear to whom Walker
refers when he speaks of these fathers. Recall Walker draws a line of direct continuity between ancient
Egyptians and Ethiopians, who “were Africans or coloured people, such as we are,” and contemporary
Black Africans. For him, this line includes the first generations of Africans shipped to the Americas,
with particular reference to North America in 1619—“when twenty of our fathers were brought into
Jamestown by a Dutch man of war” (I.4 38). Despite the differences in language, culture, and religion
that have divided African peoples across time and space, then, of which Walker was well aware, his
reflections on Moses’s Egyptian sojourn involve a stipulation of pan-African racial unity.”** On his
view, all Blacks share ancestry as “the sons of Africa” (WA 22). Whether diasporic or continental, he
asserts they are all children of the same parent, for whom they bear responsibility. In a typically
Ethiopianist move, he refuses to divide Africans by tribe or ethnic group and instead imagines (and
therefore creates) a collective African people marked by internal ties of mutual obligation to the race.

On the other hand, Walker’s remarks provide reasonable grounds for speculating that he views
ancient Africans’ practice of slavery as the disobedience for which contemporary Africans are now
held to account. Consistent with Henry’s suggestion that he views Black misery as divine punishment,
Walker claims Egypt’s enslavement of Israel has prompted God’s wrath: “I will not here speak of the
destructions which the Lord brought upon Egypt, in consequence of oppression and consequent
groans of the oppressed—of the hundreds and thousands of Egyptians whom God hutled into the
Red Sea for afflicting his people in their land” (WA 6) Because God “has no respect to persons,” God
visits punishment upon all who practice slavery, even those without special revelation. Just as God

punishes the Israelite and European nations that enslave others, so, too, does God punish Africans.

224 n a toast delivered to celebrate the emancipation of Prince Abdul-Rahman ibn Ibrahima of Fouta Jallon, a noble Fulani
Muslim who was captured and sold into slavery in the U.S. in 1788, Walker notes the religious and ethnic differences
between them but nevertheless identifies them as part of one and the same people. See Freedon:’s Journal, October 24, 1828.
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Walker’s criticism of his contemporaries’ involvements with slavery further indicates that he
thinks Africans are being punished not for misdeeds recently committed but for actions performed
before the advent of colonial modernity—before, that is, the importation of Africans to the Americas.
Some of the most famous pages in the Appeal take aim at West African barracoons and slave traders,
as well as the “traitorous wretches” in the U.S. who kidnap and sell their own kin into bondage and
otherwise assist slaveholders (WA 24). Yet, Walker maintains these instances of modern internecine
African betrayal have been caused by ignorance and treachery—“misfortunes which God has suffered
our fathers to be enveloped for many ages” (WA 21). Because he follows his vindicationist forebears
in claiming Africans have never been so cruel as whites, and, in fact, their cruelty is a learned behavior,
Walker explains away his peers’ participation in slavery with recourse to divine punishment. He does
not excuse the behavior, however, but asserts it is part and parcel of Africa’s present history of decline.

Indeed, Walker insists the eatliest generations of Africans forcibly transported to the Americas

were generally innocent of wrongdoing, at least with respect to those who brought them. He says,

I have been for years troubling the pages of historians, to find out what our fathers have done to the
white Christians of America, to merit such condign punishment as they have inflicted on them, and do
continue to inflict on us their children. But I must aver, that my researches have hitherto been to no
effect. I have therefore, come to the immoveable conclusion, that they (Americans) have, and do
continue to punish us for nothing else, but for enriching them and their country. For I cannot conceive
of any thing else. Nor will I ever believe otherwise, until the Lord shall convince me (WA 16).

Even if slavery were somehow morally permissible (it is not), as, for example, a punishment for unjust
wars, Walker maintains the earliest enslaved Africans did nothing to deserve the miseries they faced
in the Americas at the hands of the whites.”” “The Spartans or Lacedaemonians,” at least, he writes,
“had some frivolous pretext, for enslaving the Helots, for they (Helots) while being free inhabitants
of Sparta, stirred up an intestine commotion, and were, by the Spartans subdued, and made prisoners
of war. Consequently they and their children were condemned to perpetual slavery” (A4 16). By

contrast, the first Africans enslaved in the Americas did nothing “to merit such condign punishment.”

225 Jeffrey Stout’s discussion of slavery’s absolute moral wrongness is an alternative yet illuminating perspective. Jeffrey
Stout, Ethics After Babel: The Langnages of Morals and Their Discontents (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 13-32.
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While there is not sufficient evidence to establish a definitive account of Walker’s conception
of ancestral disobedience, nor, for that matter, is the value of such an account immediately clear, his
remarks authorize the inference that he regards the ancient practice of slavery as the reason for Africa’s
fall.** Africans are enslaved because they once practiced slavery in direct “disobedience to their
Maker” (WA 23). Minimally, this speculative interpretation suggests Walker considers the constitutive
features of Africanity and Blackness not to rest in their entanglements with modern chattel slavery but
with Africans’ status as the originators of civilization and religion; Black history precedes the Middle

Passage and Black destiny will outlast it.**’

Maximally, it implies Walker’s interpretations of African
history and destiny operate according to a cyclical, moralistic view of the universe. Peoples, polities,
and states rise and fall in accord with their actions. “Fortune and misfortune,” writes Walker, “two
inseparable companions, lay rolled up in the wheel of events, which have from the creation of the
world, and will continue to take place among men until God shall dash worlds together” (WA 21).
The prospective use-value of this reading, then, rests not in its explanatory power regarding
the reasons for Africans’ misery, but in its ability to raise the question of what Walker may mean when
he speaks of African redemption. In particular, it seems to me chiefly valuable for helping us scrutinize
the scope and stakes of Walker’s Ethiopianist narrative of decline, his African-centered notions of
civilization and religion, as well as his demands for redemptive work. If Africans would but awaken

to their birthright and their obligations to themselves and their answers, he appears to maintain, they

would arise again to their rightful place in glory.

226 T heed Aisha Beliso-De Jesus’s warning against liberal academic pornotroping, which views as desirable and, indeed,
erotic the illumination of African diasporic religious beliefs, practices, and rituals otherwise meant to remain obscure. In
addition to consuming the “gratuitous exotica of ethnographic others,” Beliso-de Jesds argues pornotroping participates
“in the consigning of Black and nonwhite bodies to scenes of slavery and colonial otherness that further enmesh fascinating
realms of the ‘not-quite-human.” Put differently: Beliso-De Jesus offers me good reasons to remain skeptical about the
value of establishing a clear understanding of Walker’s declension narrative, even despite its place in my argument. Aisha
M. Beliso-de Jesus, “A Hieroglyphics of Zora Neale Hurston,” Journal of Africana Religions 4.2 (2016), 297.

227 With deference to George Fredrickson, I do not hear the romanticization of Africa in Walket’s treatise but a provisional

historicization. His conception of Africans’ character derives from his reading. George M. Fredrickson, Black Liberation: A
Comparative History of Black 1deologies in the United States and South Africa New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 64.
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5. WALKER ON REDEMPTION AS AWAKENED STRUGGLE

Walker’s African-centered history of religion is idealized, to be sure. But its vision of African
redemption as the fulfillment of promise—as Africans returning to the glorious heights of civilization
once achieved by their ancestors—should not be dismissed accordingly. This would miss the point of
his story. If the defining rupture of African history is not slavery but ancestral disobedience, then
through renewed obedience they may perhaps return to their once-mighty status. Although Walker’s
cosmos is certainly providential, in that he imagines God intervening in human affairs, epochal change
happens not by divine fiat but through human action. In this regard, observing the precepts of true
religion—or at least axiomatically refusing complicity with slavery—makes religion not the “end” of
Black destiny but its condition of possibility. For “obedience” means not subservience, not even to
God, but reconstituting the contours of African life on Africans’ own terms. Were not Affricans the
first to conclude that humans were made in the image of God, and so made to be free? Were not they
the first ones to practice self-government? Were not they preeminent in learning and literature? If
African redemption is not a heavenly reward but the process of enacting this reconstitution, then he
suggests the practice of religion makes redemption imminent. All it takes is Africans deciding for
themselves to do it. Then, the very religious struggle to overcome chattel slavery, colonization, white
supremacy, and anti-Blackness itself instantiates Black destiny.

5.1. FULLY AWAKE AND IN MOTION

I have focused thus far on elucidating the implicit assumptions underwriting Walker’s Appeal,
particularly as relates to his practice of appealing and his account of religion. I have argued that Walker
brings classical African religious concerns and orientations to bear upon each. Regarding the former,
I have suggested that conjure—conceived as channeling spiritual power by means of prescribed ritual
performances, invoking the mighty African dead, and aiming to secure the conditions necessary for

transforming one’s existence—can be superimposed upon Walker’s appeal, casting new light on what
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he accomplishes when he appeals to heaven. Indeed, I have therefore claimed that Walker speaks as
a conjuror who mediates between the spirits, both divine and human, that will achieve Black destiny;
that he appeals to the forces in and around Africans which will enable them to see it through.
Regarding the latter, I have asserted he fashions a historical narrative informed by his pious concern
for vindicating and venerating his ancestors, which ties contemporary Black Africans throughout the
world to ancient Egyptian and Ethiopian empires. This narrative entails the judgment, moreover, that
it was the people of these ancient polities who first propagated the religious ideas that eventually
informed the formation of the Bible, Judaism, and Christianity.””® In both cases, I have contended that
Walker’s primary aim is to awaken Africans to the capacities they bear within themselves to realize
their emancipation. “There is an unconquerable disposition in the breasts of the blacks,” he declares,
“which, when it is fully awakened and put in motion, will be subdued only with the destruction of the
animal existence. Get the blacks started, and if you do not have a group of tigers and lions to deal
with, I am a deceiver of the blacks and of the whites” (W.A4 27). Although Walker despairs that his
fellows have not fully put themselves in motion, he challenges them to see what might happen when
they rouse from their slumber.

Against theological accounts of redemption that locate it in the hereafter, therefore, Walker’s
reinterpretation of redemption makes it eminently this-worldly. In this way he is not so much beholden
to nineteenth-century imperialist Christian logics of religion as he is strategic in their use; he makes
them serve his African-centered purposes.”” We hear him bespeak an eschatological yearning for “the
day of our redemption from abject wretchedness,” for example, as if redemption were a one-time,
future event (WA 2). Yet his appropriation of this language and repositioning of it within his

Ethiopianist redemption-historical narrative contests the very eschatological paradigms that would

228 On Ethiopianism’s role in the formation of Black Judaism, and especially Black Israelites, see Jacob S. Dorman,
Chosen Pegple: The Rise of American Black Israelite Religions New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 113-151.

229 Wheelock, Barbaric Culture and Black Critigue, 111.
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make slavery a necessary evil, or “providential design,” for the soteriological redemption of Africans;
they already had religion. Indeed, it is likely Walker only can appropriate and abstract Christian logics
of redemption in this way because of the African frameworks that inform his thought, and which
allow him to deploy redemptive language in sometimes surprising ways. How, then, does he conceive
redemption and conjure in his readers a desire to achieve it?

I begin my answer with the second half of the question. Walker strives to awaken his readers
by explicating the four chief sources of African misery as he understands them, thereby denaturalizing
and exposing them as products of human action. “The sources from which our miseries are derived,
and on which I shall comment” he writes, “I shall endeavour to penetrate, search out, and lay them
open for your inspection” (WA 5). The Appeal’s four articles therefore stage a claim about how slavery,
ignorance, Christian ministers, and African colonization work in tandem to produce wretchedness and
misery. I have avoided exegeting these articles in my study of Walker because many others have already
performed this task ably.”’ What is here important to observe about them, however, is how Walker
takes pains to insist that Africans are neither naturally suited to be slaves nor ignorant (Articles I and
II), and that both Christianity as practiced in the U.S. and the American Colonization Society’s
colonizing trick are ideological fabrications which entrench white slaveholding power by representing
Africans as subhuman and ineradicably foreign, respectively (Articles 111 and IV).

In the Appeal’s effective re-narration of Africans’ present condition, then, Walker calls Africans
“the most wretched, degraded, and abject set of beings that ever lived since the world began, down to
the present day” not because of anything inherent to them. It is, instead, because “the white Christians
of America, who hold us in slavery, (or, more propetly speaking, pretenders to Christianity,) treat us

more cruel and barbarous than any Heathen nation did any people whom it had subjected, or reduced

230 Among the studies I have not already cited, David Kazanjian’s deserves special mention. David Kazanjian, The Colonizing
Trick: National Culture and Imperial Citizenship in Early America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 89-138.
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to the same condition” (WA 2). Notably, he does not say, with the biblical patriarch Joseph and with
proponents of providential design, that what slavers have meant for evil God means for good (Genesis
50:20). Even if African slavery is some kind of redemptive tit-for-tat, in which a people are working
off prior sins, Walker does not ascribe goodness to slavery. He suggests it simply follows the order of
the universe. Accordingly, he focuses his attention on what Africans can do to overcome their misery.

Having thus alerted his audiences to the contingency of their circumstances, Walker seeks to
conjure the necessary change in Africans’ behavior through his prophetic utterances, or what Rufus
Burrow Jr., calls “ethical prophecy.””" Bespeaking his sense of African destiny, Walker says, with not
a little irony, “Remember Americans, that we must and shall be free and enlightened as you are, will
you wait until we shall, under God, obtain our liberty by the crushing arm of power? Will it not be
dreadful for you? I speak Americans for your good. We must and shall be free I say, in spite of you”
(WA 72-73). The “we” here flags Walker’s identification with the people whose return to glory is
prophesied by Psalm 68:31. Recall the injunction cited earlier: “though our cruel oppressors... treat
us more cruel, as Pharaoh did the children of Israel, yet the God of the Etheopeans, has been pleased
to hear our moans in consequence of oppression; and the day of our redemption from abject
wretchedness draweth near, when we shall be enabled, in the most extended sense of the word, to
stretch forth our hands to the LORD our GOD.” Although this day draws near, Walker reminds his
readers that “there must be a willingness on our part, for GOD to do these things for us, for we may
be assured he will not take us by the hairs of our head against our will and desire, and drag us from
our very, mean, low and abject condition” (WA 2). Identifying himself with the oppressed rather than
the oppressors, he declares that there must be, in other words, a fitting acknowledgment of Africans’
capacity for self-governance, a demonstration of critical intelligence. But what is it that they must do

to signal this acknowledgment?

231 Burrow, God and Human Responsibility, 41-128.

111



5.2. MEN OF SENSE, GO TO WORK

Partly, Walker insists that Africans must go to work to redeem themselves. The evidence of
fitting acknowledgment rests in appropriate action, in this case, laboring to be free. Although Walker
acknowledges that Africans have a few white benefactors, “who have volunteered their services for
our redemption wretchedness,” he says, “they are whites—we are blacks” (W.A 58). What the whites do
“is other men’s labours, and did not emanate from the blacks” (.4 17). White help may ultimately
be necessary in procuring African redemption, but it can never be sufficient. Walker thus maintains it
is up to Africans to determine their own fate, or as Frederick Douglass would later memorably declare,
“Our destiny is largely in our own hands.””* He therefore charges his fellows to “go 20 work ... Let the
Lord see you doing what you can to rescue them and yourselves from degradation” (WA 30). For
when God sees Africans doing what they can to rescue themselves, then, Walker insists, God will
consummate their labors—Africans will find themselves delivered from slavery.

Accordingly, he asserts, “There is a great work for you to do, as trifling as some of you may
think of it. You have to prove to the Americans and the world that we are MEN, and not brutes, as we
have been represented, and by millions treated. Remember, to let the aim of your labours among your
brethren, and particularly the youths, be the dissemination of education and religion” (WA 32).
Because he is convinced of Africans’ innate capacities as attested by their ancestors, and because he is
worried about the political problem of Black ignorance owing to slavery, his priority is to create an
educated African populace—to awaken in them “a spitit of inquiry and investigation.”*” Because he
knows, as we have seen, that Africans’ supposed lack of civilization and religion have been the chief
ways that white Americans have justified their denigration of African humanity (and convinced

Africans of their own inhumanity), he insists that the vanguard of their redemptive work must be the

2 Frederick Douglass, “Our Destiny is Largely in Our Own Hands,” The Frederick Donglass Papers, ed. John W. Blassingame

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 69.

235 Marshall, The City on the Hill from Below, 51.
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dissemination of education and religion. “Walker’s Appea/ concerned itself with personality and
provocation,” writes Glaude, improvising upon Cornel West’s description of philosophies that aim to
redress social crises and challenge fatalism, “a desperate attempt to convince African Americans that
they were self-determining agents and that white Americans were not the bearers of freedom ... and
that as agents they must act for themselves and take the responsibility for their lives and futures.”**
It is through education and religion, which Walker maintains will inculcate critical intelligence, that he
hopes such persuasion can ultimately be accomplished.

On the one hand, the Appeal clearly owes much of its rhetorical force to the way Walker takes
up various western religious and political concepts, forms, and traditions. Not only does he draw upon
the conceptual resources of republicanism, liberal egalitarianism, and Christian ethics, the very form
of the Appeal, which holds all these resources together, is derived from a social practice dominant in
the anglophone legal tradition. Indeed, it is the very combination of these resources, as Stephen
Marshall writes, that enables Walker to envision “a new mode of black subjectivity that might arise
once blacks had awakened themselves from their incapacitating slumber.”*” As he imagines it, this
new collective self-understanding would be rooted in Africans’ ability for self-governance. Walker’s
Appeal therefore offers an account of African misery and provides a roadmap for redemption, all in

<

languages traditionally considered to belong to the “western” intellectual tradition. The letter of
Walker’s thought is derived, then, from the language of his oppressors.

On the other hand, Walker’s effort to inspire his African brethren to actualize their redemption
depends upon the redemption-historical narrative attached to Psalm 68:31 long before the publication

of his Appeal. Although he draws upon this narrative, its force, and its associations, what is novel about

Walker’s contributions to Ethiopianist discourse is the political and ethical character of his thought.

234 Glaude, Exodus!, 39; Cornel West, The American Evasion of Philosophy: A Genealogy of Pragmatism (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1989).

235 Marshall, The City on the Hill from Below, 54.
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Not content simply to prophesy an imminent African renaissance dependent upon divine intervention,
Walker insists Africans must achieve it for themselves, comporting themselves as their ancient
progenitors once did. Conjuring ancestral capacities to fight and resist, Walker inflects Ethiopianism
with a militant energy that cannot be denied. But it is also a masculinist energy, which risks leaving
women out of its redemptive story. In the chapter of this dissertation that follows, we now focus our
attention upon the work of Maria W. Stewart, Walker’s friend and protégé, who both extends Walker’s
reflections on African redemption and challenges his masculinism by positing a central place for

women in the narrative he tells.
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CHAPTER 3: ELEVATING ETHIOPIA
MARIA STEWART AND THE CYCLES OF HISTORY

A belief, however, that the Deity more readily communicates himself to women, has at one
time or another prevailed in every quarter of the earth ... The Jews had their prophetesses.
The prediction of the Egyptian women obtained much credit at Rome, even unto emperors.
And in most barbarous nations all things that have the appearance of being supernatural, the
mysteries of religion, the sectets of physic, and the rights of magic, were in the possession of
women.

—Maria Stewart, “Mrs. Stewart’s Farewell Address to Her Friends in the City of Boston”
The sight of you at once carried me back in memory to the very commencement of the
antislavery movement in this city. ... Your whole adult life has been devoted to the noble
task of educating and elevating your people, sympathizing with them in their affliction, and
assisting them in their needs; and, though advanced in years, you are still animated with the
spirit of your earlier life.

—William Lloyd Garrison, “Letter to Maria W. Stewart”

the Afro-American culture of early New England can no more be understood outside the

context of Africa and Afro-America than the early history of white New England can be
understood without reference to Europe and the remaining colonial New World.

William Piersen, Black Yantkees

1. STEWART’S CONVERSION AND THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF ETHIOPIANISM
On December 17, 1829, roughly three months following the publication of Walker’s Appeal o
the Coloured Citizens of the World, Maria W. Stewart’s husband, James, died of heart disease in Boston.
Although we cannot know with certainty, it appears likely James and Walker conspired to disseminate
the Appeal to sailors in the Boston area and through them to the entire eastern and southern seaboards
of the United States. Walker owned a “slop shop,” or secondhand clothing store patronized by sailors,
bartenders, and ship’s outfitters. James was Boston’s only Black shipping agent, in charge of supplying
whalers and fishing vessels. The two were also friends.”* However briefly, then, it is probable James
assisted Walker in sewing copies of the Appea/ into the maritime garments they traded, or in
distributing the clothes that Walker had secretly mended. Less than a year after James’s death, on
August 6, 1830, Walker himself died amid mysterious circumstances outside his home. In fewer than
eight months, as she testifies in her Meditations, Stewart lost two of her most intimate companions and

collaborators.

236 Burrow Jt., God and Human Responsibility, 32-3.
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Stewart describes her resultant grief as prompting a change of heart. Though she studied the
Bible as a child while bound out to a white clergyman’s family, and later in Sabbath schools, it was not
until she had “drunk deep in the cup of sorrow” that she became a professing Christian. Her newfound
faith, moreover, seems also to have activated something within her. “From the moment I experienced
the change,” she says, “I felt a strong desire, to devote the remainder of my days to piety and to virtue,
and now possess that spirit of independence that, were I called upon, I would willingly sacrifice my
life for the cause of God and my brethren.” After the deaths of her husband and friend, the latter of
whom many regard as having been murdered by angry whites, Stewart became “fired with a holy zeal
for freedom’s cause” (MS 28). She became an ardent advocate of “African rights and liberty” (M. 66).

Stewart’s public works from the period immediately following her conversion are exemplary
of Ethiopianism. “Pleading the cause of oppressed Africa,” she inflects biblical idioms with an
African-centered perspective (MS 24). She innervates a vernacular that is still used in struggles against
white supremacy and anti-Blackness. Joining pan-African race consciousness to Christian registers of
speech, Stewart compels us to consider more carefully the sources informing the development of eatly
nineteenth-century Ethiopianism. How should we understand the first twenty-eight years of Stewart’s
life in relation to her post-conversion persona?”’ What formative influences might she have carried
with her into her Christianity? If we follow the assertion of historians such as William Piersen, who

claim African cultural practices both proliferated and thrived throughout eighteenth- and nineteenth-

27 In an endorsement of the second publication of Stewart’s Meditations, Alexander Crummell recounts his first
acquaintance with Stewart, whom he met while a schoolboy with Henry Highland Garnet and Thomas Sidney. Crummell’s
letter contains one interesting observation that may be of consequence for my argument in what follows, which I reproduce
below. While I regard it with a certain skepticism, Crummell’s suggestion that Stewart was functionally illiterate after she
came to New York from Boston—alfter, that is, the first edition of her Meditations was published—Iends credence to my
speculation she may have been influenced by African oral cultures and traditions while in New England, particularly the
cultures of Black women. He writes: “Mrs. Stewart came to New York with less of the advantages of education than this
small literary circle, but full of greed for literature and letters. She was then a young widow, and still very much distressed
at the loss of her husband. The anguish that occurrence had brought to her caused the outburst of an overwrought soul
in these ‘Meditations and Prayers,” which she had published a year or so before. The surprise of the case was that a person
who had received but six weeks’ schooling, who could not even pen her own thoughts, who had to get a little gitl ten years
old to write every word of this book — that such a person could compose essays of this kind and give expression to such
thoughts and be the author of such a work!” Alexander Crummell, “Letters and Commendations,” (MS 10).
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century New England, can we assume Stewart’s early years in Connecticut and Massachusetts exposed
her to Africana ideas and customs which informed her post-conversion activism?***

I ask these questions to call attention to the fact that most readers have made little of Stewart’s
pre-Christian life.”” When they have addressed it, they have chiefly done so to declare the details of
her initial three decades irrelevant to her work. This certainly makes sense: Stewart does not speak or
write about her pre-Christian life in any depth. In fact, she appears to use her conversion experience
mainly as a tool for fashioning her own prophetic Protestant identity. Cedrick May rightly notes that
Stewart’s account of her calling positions her in the lineage of the Hebrew prophets, for example, and
therefore goes on to assert: “Like the biblical prophets, ... the details of [her] life are mostly irrelevant,
as the prophet seeks to account for the future, punishment, and/or eventual restoration of the people
of God ... not the individual prophet but ... the state, fate, and regeneration of the people.”””* In
making this claim—which I cite as representative of the scholarship—May interprets Stewart
according to the persona she sought to cultivate: that of an ethical prophet, whose life prior to her
vocation merits little attention. May therefore perpetuates the lacuna that marks the dominant
scholarly reading of Stewart, which leaves unconsidered what her early life might have been like and
what religious resources she might have depended upon as a young, free, and orphaned Black woman
navigating New England.

While the dominant reading proves instructive for the way it shows how Stewart adapted and

transformed the genres of prophetic Protestant speech that proliferated in the early republic, I worry

238 William D. Piersen, Black Yankees: The Development of an Afro-American Subculture in Eighteenth-Century New England
(Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988).

239 This despite Marilyn Richardson’s challenge that Stewart “affords us, however, a singular occasion to study not only
the published thoughts and words of an influential eatly black female activist, but the unique opportunity to trace the
sources of her arguments and beliefs to specific points of origin in the documents she studied and by which she herself
was most influenced.” Perhaps one problem with this challenge is its positivistic focus upon documents rather than social
practices, or upon other aspects of Black life not readily archivable. Matilyn Richardson, “Preface,” Maria W. Stewart,
America’s First Black Woman Political Writer: Essays and Speeches, ed. Marilyn Richardson (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1987), xvi.

240 Cedrick May, Evangelisnr and Resistance in the Black Atlantic, 1760-1835 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 119.
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it obscures precisely when Stewart engaged in her public career. That is, I worry it encourages a failure
to historicize Stewart and her communities. As scholars of Africana religion Dianne Stewart and Tracey
Hucks have recently observed, many accounts of Black religion in the U.S. still rather arbitrarily begin
their periodizations in the middle of the eighteenth century—during the First Great Awakening—
when Africans initially began to convert to Protestantism. They highlight three troubling consequences
of this periodization. The first is that scholars tend to ignore the initial century-and-a-half of African
presence and religious life in British North America and in the U.S., as well as its enduring influence.
The second is that it “reinforces the unstated assumption behind most religious studies research on
[Africans in the Americas]—that religion commences with Christianity.”**' The third is that it fails to
address a critical demographic datum first popularized by the late historian of religions Al Raboteau,
namely, that most Africans in the U.S. “remained only minimally touched by Christianity by the second
decade of the nineteenth century.”** To describe Stewart as though Afro-Protestantism were the only
source of religious inspiration motivating her social criticism, as most mainstream critics have done,
is therefore to risk missing the other fonts from which she may have drawn.

Indeed, not even in the North, where free Africans founded their own independent churches
and religious institutions in the late eighteenth century, was the bulk of the Black population Christian.
Stewart herself testifies that most of her kin in Boston did not practice Christianity as late as 1832.
She says in her “Address, to the Afric-American Female Intelligence Society of Boston,” for example:

“I have discovered that religion is held in low repute among ... us ... Ah! methinks I see this people

241 Stewart Diakité and Hucks, “Africana Religious Studies,” 54-5.

242 David W. Wills further supports Raboteau’s historicization, writing: “Most of the Africans who were brought to the
English colonies had not been Christians in their homeland and did not become such in the New World. Numerically
significant Christianization of the slave population only began after 1760 and did not really come to full tide until after
1830, by which time most American blacks were native born. While some blacks at the time of their capture and
enslavement were Muslims, the vast majority were adherents of some form of African traditional religion—and it is
presumably as such that they lived and died in America.” Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the
Antebellum Sounth (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 149; David W. Wills, “The Central Themes of American
Religious History: Pluralism, Puritanism, and the Encounter of Black and White,” Afiican-Amserican Religion: Interpretive Essays
in History and Culture, ed. Timothy E. Fulop and Albert J. Raboteau (New York: Routledge, 1997), 14.
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lying in wickedness; and as the Lord liveth, and as your souls live, were it not for the few righteous
that are to be found among us, we should become as Sodom, and like unto Gomorrah” (MS 61). In
fact, Stewart’s small corpus contains no fewer than eight prayers for her unconverted African friends.
Some might be inclined to regard this as indicative of a form of evangelical piety, and it may very well
be. Yet I insist we must remember Stewart’s gloss on her own conversion was that it awakened within
her a concern for African rights and liberty. One might therefore also read her concern for her friends’
conversion, as I do, as part of her broader project to fire them with “holy zeal” for freedom’s cause.

I do not want to overstate my case here. My point is not that the dominant reading’s focus on
Stewart’s post-conversion prophetic persona is incorrect. Many compelling studies of Stewart have
been undertaken from this angle.” Nor do I mean to imply Stewart was not “truly” Christian, or that
many of her closest friends, neighbors, and colleagues were not also Christians. She was a Baptist; they
were Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, and Episcopalians. My point is rather that scholars of Black
religion can—indeed, should—read Stewart’s conversion as an opening; that scholars of Black religion
ought to read it as an occasion to query whether and how certain ancestral pieties and spiritualities
might inform her religious and ethical orientations. Stewart did not live in an African cultural vacuum
in nineteenth-century New England. It is important to treat her as such. This entails reading her against
the grains of her own self-descriptions, as well as those of the dominant scholarly tendency.

At this point, I also want to flag how Stewart’s reception serves as an illuminating cipher for
the study of Ethiopianism, as the same issues of periodization have also shaped its interpretation. The
most notable student of the tradition, Wilson Moses, for example, denies that Africana and/or classical
African practices influenced Ethiopianism’s formation. This is because its “ideology revealed no

influence of an African priesthood.”*** He claims instead that it “sprang organically out of certain

24 Jacoby Adeshei Carter, “The Insurrectionist Challenge to Pragmatism and Maria W. Stewart’s Feminist Insurrectionist
Ethics,” Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly Journal in American Philosophy 49.1 (2013), 54-73.

244 [t is important to observe Moses’s definitions of Ethiopianism tend to shift from text to text. In the works cited here,
he defines it as literary Black nationalism. When confined to literary circles, I suppose it perhaps makes sense to deny

119



shared ... experiences of English-speaking Africans during the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.”** But why should one make African influences dependent upon the presence of a formal
priesthood? And what does it mean to speak of an eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black tradition’s
“organic emergence” apart from these influences? As Ras Michael Brown and others have observed,
the Middle Passage did not obliviate the cultures Africans carried with them to the Americas.*** While
the Middle Passage and chattel slavery certainly facilitated the transformation of West and Central
African cultures by coercing intensive interethnic contact and exchange—perhaps in the process also
wiping out formal structures of religious leadership—they did not deprive Africans of their ancestral
beliefs, practices, or religious resources. To account for Ethiopianism (and Stewart) without recourse
to these resources, in whatever state of wholeness, is to miss something fundamental about it at best,
and to succumb to ideological misrepresentations of early African American cultures at worst.

In chapter 2, I have shown how Walker mixes concepts and ideas derived from Africans’
ancestral and diasporic practices with idioms drawn from the Bible and Anglo-American religious and
political traditions, thereby transforming both. As Walker writes on the verge of an epochal shift in
Black religion, namely, the widespread adoption and transformation of Protestant Christianity by the
enslaved, his mixture of African and biblical religious resources prefigures much of what will later
come to mark Black religious thought in general and Ethiopianism in particular.*’ Specifically, his

redemptive project of dramatizing African history in biblical terms as a larger narrative of decline and

priestly influence. Yet, I wonder about the merits of delimiting Ethiopianism to literature, particulatly in view of his
alternative descriptions of the tradition as a kind of dynamic mythology. Wilson J. Moses, Black Messiahs and Uncle Toms:
Social and Literary Manipulations of a Religions Myth (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 28.

245 Wilson J. Moses, “The Poetics of Ethiopianism: W.E.B. Du Bois and Literary Black Nationalism,” Awmserican Literature
47.3 (1975), 411.

246 Ras Michael Brown, African-Atlantic Cultures and the South Carolina Lowecountry New York: Cambridge University Press,
2012).

247 Cornel West and Eddie S. Glaude Jr., “Introduction: Towards New Visions and New Approaches in African American
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recovery appears to have been taken up by many others who asked how Africans might achieve their

desired ends.**®

Although Walker neither launched this program of thought nor brought it to its
culmination, indeed, the fertile vocabulary of the .Appea/ has provided many of his fellows, past and
present, with a powerful resource for working out their own programs of African redemption.*”
Stewart is Walker’s immediate successor in the Ethiopianist tradition. Her Meditations testity
she considers herself his heir, albeit one whose womanhood substantially alters her vision for African
redemption (MS 24)." While a single sarcastic aside in “Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality”
signals Stewart’s tacit support for armed resistance in the spirit of Walker’s .Appeal, many of her other
remarks take a more pragmatic tack on how best to achieve Black destiny. In particular, she suggests
African redemption may be hastened through what she calls “religious or moral improvement,” which
she regards as the special province of women (MS 26). Stewart therefore adapts the same lexicon
Walker uses in his Appeal but inflects it with her own voice. She extends Walker’s concern for African
rights and liberty into a sphere he ignored, or, worse yet, even denigrated—the sphere of what was
then called “domesticity.””"' In the absence of an armed and awakened Black citizenty capable of self-
governance, Stewart maintains ethical formation and social uplift, directed by women, will be the way
to bring about redemption. Of the importance of women’s influence, she says, for example: “O, ye
mothers, what a responsibility rests on you! You have souls committed to your charge, and God will

require a strict account of you. It is you that must create in the minds of your little girls and boys a

thirst for knowledge, the love of virtue, the abhorrence of vice, and the cultivation of a pure heart.

248 Herbert Aptheker, “One Continnal Cry:” David Walker's Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World (1829-1830); Its Setting &
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The seeds thus sown will grow” (MS 26). Because she regards women as the source of communal
piety and virtue, and because she believes piety and virtue are the engines of freedom, Stewart places
Black women at the vanguard of history.

In this chapter, I demonstrate how Stewart takes up and complicates Walker’s Ethiopianism,
even as she innovates by injecting her own concerns into the tradition’s ethical-political vocabulary.
As a matter of method, I presume she is familiar with the practices, narratives, and traditions discussed
during chapter 2’s interpretation of Walker, such that the work I performed earlier ought to be carried
in mind as I now read Stewart.” I begin by introducing conjure as a paradigm for making sense of
her assertion of womanly authority as a social critic amid communities that did not make space for
Black women to speak in public. Taking this paradigm to further illustrate her uses of the Bible and
Psalm 68:31, I examine next how conjure might also be said to influence her theory of the cycles of
history. Then, I explicate her account of religion and its role in African redemption in view of her
historical consciousness. Finally, I conclude by setting the stage for an intra-traditional Ethiopianist
dialogue between Walker and Stewart, on the one hand, and Martin Delany, on the other, over the
necessity of repatriation. Must Africans leave the Americas to be redeemed?

2. CONJURING MORAL AUTHORITY

Like Walker, Stewart interprets Africans’ fight for freedom in religious terms. She also regards
their present state as the result of ancestral sin and disobedience. “Africa was once the resort of sages
and legislators of other nations, was esteemed the school of learning, and the most illustrious men of
Greece flocked thither for instruction,” she writes, “But it was our gross sins and abominations that
provoked the Almighty to frown thus heavily upon us and give our glory unto others.” For Stewart,
the struggle for emancipation is also therefore a struggle for redemption, in which Africans must repent

and recover their glory: “Sin and prodigality have caused the downfall of nations, kings, and emperors;

252 Christel N. Temple, “The Cosmology of Afrocentric Womanism,” The Western Journal of Black Studies 36.1 (2012), 24-5.
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and were it not that God in wrath remembers mercy, we might indeed despair; but a promise is left
us: ‘Ethiopia shall again stretch forth her hands unto God™ (MS 68). She thus draws upon the same
longstanding Africana practices of politicizing religion and interpreting slavery as punishment for sin,
as well as anglophone practices of biblical typology, or the figural insertion of oneself and one’s people
into biblical narratives, as did her late friend and predecessor. Speaking to Black Bostonians, whom
she understands to be descended from the very African peoples mentioned in the Bible, she announces
that her prophetic task is therefore to “arouse you to exertion, and enforce upon your minds the great
necessity of turning your attention to knowledge and improvement” (MS 3). Like Walker before her,
Stewart mixes and matches various ancestral and Christian religious idioms and resources as she labors
to awaken her neighbors to the necessity of moral and political transformation.

Unlike Walker, however, Stewart has to confront certain troublesome early nineteenth-century
gender norms as she casts her Ethiopianist vision for African religious and moral improvement. Chief
among these difficulties is the problem of women’s public moral authority. Often identified by scholars
as the Cult of Domesticity, or Cult of True Womanhood, the dominant gender ideology of Stewart’s
time insisted that women were indeed responsible for collective moral formation and the inculcation
of social virtue.” Yet it also restricted women’s pursuit of these obligations to the home, where they
were thought to belong. “No woman,” writes scholar of African American literature Joycelyn Moody,
“was at liberty to leave home without arousing suspicion.””* This was especially true for Black women,
whose stipulated obligations not only to their men but to their race effectively rendered them laborers
and child-bearers. Indeed, because Black women “were admonished by church and society to consider
the home their proper sphere, to look up to men, to demonstrate an appropriate subservience,” says

historian Marilyn Richardson, Stewart faces a dilemma common to many other early African American
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women intellectuals and activists: she has to provide justification for her decision to assume the role
of a public figure.” In a raced and gendered social world where “the fair daughters of Africa [are]
compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles,” Stewart must put
forth a persuasive argument as to why anyone should listen to her (MS 32). Although her essays and
speeches indicate she considers herself called by God to perform her redemptive work, the strictures

**¢ She cannot presume an audience.”’

of her moment demand she give an account of her vocation.

Most historians and critics usually adduce as evidence of this issue Stewart’s forced exit from
Boston in 1834 by hostile white and Black audiences alike; that her public sentiments were received
as too radical even for abolitionists.”® For Stewart to address the public about religion and moral
reform in early 1830s Boston was therefore to face censure from all sides, including from those who
ostensibly shared her desire to see enslaved Africans emancipated and their free counterparts unbound
from the bonds of domestic service. Comparativist Jennifer Rycenga has recently noted how white
abolitionist women contributed to Stewart’s departure. Poring over the pages of the “Women’s
Department” of the Boston antislavery newspaper, The Liberator, in which women addressed and
exhorted one another, Rycenga observes none of the white women who wrote for the publication
cited Stewart in their print conversations about women’s roles in the abolition of slavery. “I despair

that white female abolitionist readers of the Liberator must have been aware of Stewart,” she writes,

“yet did not cite her ... ‘either racism or class bias—or both—prevented them from identifying with
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Stewart.”””” Whether this lack of identification constitutes special culpability for Stewart’s poor
reception in Boston, as Rycenga implies, is difficult to determine. Nevertheless, white women’s refusal
to engage Stewart’s antislavery writings can illuminate just how difficult it was for eatly nineteenth-
century Black women, especially orphans and those from the lower classes, to assert themselves as
public intellectuals. Caught between white supremacy, gender ideology, and class bias, these women
faced double, sometimes triple, disregard and discrimination. As Stewart’s writings testify, they were
forced to arrogate their own moral authority.
2.1. BIBLICAL WOMEN AS ANCESTORS AND EXEMPLARS

Stewart responds to this disregard in her final public address, “Mrs. Stewart’s Farewell Address
to Her Friends in the City of Boston, Delivered September 21, 1833.” Here, she takes up the topic of
women’s authority explicitly, and she discusses her negative public reception in view of her sense of
God’s call and the significant role many women have played in the history of treligion and ethics.”” In
an initial interrogatory that links her to broader oral, rhetorical, and performative traditions in Black
religious life, Stewart asks: “What if I am a woman; is not the God of ancient times the God of these
modern days? Did not Queen Esther save the lives of the Jews? And Mary Magdalene first declare the
resurrection of Christ from the dead? ... Again: Holy women ministered unto Christ and the apostle;
and women of refinement in all ages, more or less, have had a voice in moral, religious, and political
subjects” (MS 76).°°' The rights of women to intervene in public affairs both moral and religious, then,
are thematized from the outset. Whereas proponents of the Cult of Domesticity insist women must

remain content to work in the home—must remain content, that is, to provide moral and religious

259 Rycenga, “A Greater Awakening,” 50.
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instruction only to themselves and to their most intimate relations—Stewart asserts women, “in all
ages, more or less,” have and should continue to exert a profitable public influence upon social life.
As the language of her interrogatory implies, Stewart’s discussion of women’s gainful influence
is drawn from the Bible and the records of antiquity. As she sees it, histories both sacred and secular
bear witness to the fact that the relegation of women to the home is a contemporary mistake with
disastrous consequences. For it is women, Stewart maintains, whom God has charged with achieving
African destiny. “If such women as are here described have once existed, be no longer astonished,

b

then, my brethren,” she warns, “that God ... should raise up your own females to strive by their
example, both in public and private, to assist those who are endeavoring to stop the strong current of
prejudice that flows so profusely against us at present. No longer ridicule their efforts, it will be
counted as sin.” (MS 77). As the rightful guides to piety and virtue, women should not have to seize
or assert their authority to address the public; that they do indicates not a problem with them but with
contemporary social, cultural, and religious life in Boston. Indeed, she says God has raised them (and
her) up “to bring about his most exalted purposes” (MS 77). It follows, for Stewart, that her impending
exile from the city constitutes an offense against these purposes.”” In the face of dominant ideas about
women’s roles and their attendant social pressures, Stewart claims her right to be heard.

In different ways, literary theorists Marjorie Pryse and Katherine Bassard have argued Stewart’s

self-authorizing speech can be read through the lens of conjure, here conceived as a Black Atlantic

religious tradition that both shapes and is shaped by biblical interpretation. Although their analyses

262 Importantly, Stewart does not connect this offense to Africans’ prospects for redemption. She maintains God’s
purposes are greater than her individual fate. Stewart bespeaks her sense of African destiny thusly: “But to return to my
subject. The mighty work of formation has begun among this people. The dark clouds of ignorance are dispersing. The
light of science is bursting forth. Knowledge is beginning to flow, nor will its moral influence be extinguished till its
refulgent rays have spread over us from East to West and from North to South. Thus far is this mighty work begun, but
not as yet accomplished. Christians must awake from their slumbers. Religion must flourish among them ... Yet,
notwithstanding your prospects are thus fair and bright, I am about to leave you, perhaps never more to return; for I find
it is no use for me, as an individual, to try to make myself useful among my color in this city. It was contempt for my
moral and religious opinions in private that drove me thus before a public. Had experience more plainly shown me that it
was the nature of man to crush his fellow, I should not have thought it so hard.” (MS 78-9).
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extend beyond Stewart alone, Pryse and Bassard each draw attention to the ways Stewart emphasizes
women’s ancient powers and special insight. Pryse, for example, stresses how the cultural logics of
conjure help account for Stewart’s appropriation of authority against broader patriarchal prohibitions.
Because the role of conjure woman was well-established in African communities throughout the U.S.,
Stewart was able to cast herself in this mold when she invoked the Bible and women’s histotical
associations with the “supernatural, the mysteries of religion, the secrets of physic, and the rights of
magic” (MS 77). On Pryse’s reading, as Stewart identifies herself with the exemplary women of ancient
and biblical worlds, she also relies upon the implicit norms around conjurational practice, here taken

*% In particular, she

as a background culture, as she challenges her compatriots to lend her their ears.
relies upon conjure’s broader links to ideas about women’s folk traditions, the power that comes from
belonging to these traditions, and her own role as a medium of this power, who can bespeak “all the
creative force of her black and female forerunners.””** Pryse thus discerns a connection between
Stewart’s biblical citations and the practice of conjure: she not only “conjures” an ancestral, matriarchal
lineage for herself—a cloud of witnesses for and to whom she is accountable—but also steps into the
authority of this lineage to fashion a way through the wilderness of the Cult of True Womanhood.
For Bassard, the connection to conjure is even more specific. Reading Stewart alongside other
Black women who have drawn upon the Bible in their religious, ethical, and political thought, Bassard
theorizes the existence of a “hermeneutics of transformation” that resembles homeopathic medicine.
What Bassard perceives across these women’s uses of the Bible is their attempt, on the one hand, to
use the text to expose the negative conditions in their lives and then, on the other hand, to continue

26

using it to transform these negative conditions into positive ones.” We have already seen this strategy

263 Marjorie Pryse, “Introduction: Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, and the ‘Ancient Power’ of Black Women,” Conjuring:
Black Women, Fiction, and Literary Tradition, ed. Marjorie Pryse and Hortense J. Spillers (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1985), 1-24.

264 Pryse, “Introduction,” 2.

265 Katherine Clay Bassard, Transforming Scriptures: African American Women Writers (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
2010), 17.
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at work in Stewart’s references to Esther, Mary Magdalene, and the women who “ministered to Christ
and the apostles.” By claiming them as her ancestors, Stewart simultaneously makes an argument about
the errors of restricting women to the home and offers an alternative model for women’s roles in
society, in which they may serve as public examples of religious, moral, and political excellence.
Although such appropriations of the Bible might appear rather conventional in cultures that bear a
biblical trace, for Bassard this hermeneutics of transformation depends in large part on “an African
sacred cosmos that prompted black American cultural adaptations of Euro-American Christianity.””**
That is, the patterns she perceives to be at work among African American women interpreters of the
Bible owe much to the homeopathic, healing-harming logics at work in conjurational practice. Their
hermeneutics of transformation thus draw on traditions of knowledge and action informed by African
cultural repertoires, both real and imagined, that operate according to a principle of like-treats-like.
Historical specificity does a lot of heavy lifting here. Following biblical scholar Allen Dwight
Callahan, Bassard observes most early African American interpreters of the Bible appropriated the text
in a white supremacist context where it accrued meanings weaponized against them—most infamously
in justifications for slavery. Rather than accept such meanings, however, Bassard notes that their
appropriations of the text occurred in terms familiar to them. Because they knew that “the ‘Bible’ that
Euro-American enslavers presented to [them)], read through western eyes, was already primed to enact
and legitimate certain racial and gendered subjectivities of difference,” they did not read it like their
enslavers.”” Instead, they adapted it to the cultural norms and values that suited them. As African
American interpreters first drew upon the Bible under conditions of domination in part wrought
through the Bible, then, they therefore came to read the Bible against the Bible, to find biblical cures

for biblical curses. Indeed, Bassard claims it was only in this way—claims, that is, it was only through

266 Bassard, Transforming Scriptures, 13.

267 Bassard, Transforming Scriptures, 13-14.
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a homeopathic approach to the text—that African Americans could embrace the Bible as authoritative
for them. On her account, Stewart’s hermeneutics of transformation thus work in tandem with the
conjurational dialectic Callahan identifies between “the good book™ and “the poison book,” in which
interpreters cite “tonic texts” against “toxic texts.” Aware that the Bible has both power of curse and
cure, and aware of its potency for remedying harm, especially harm caused by bad readings of the Bible,
Stewart draws on the Bible as medicine for herself and her people—*“turning curses into blessings.”***

Consider once again Stewart’s use of biblical women to respond to the problem of women’s
public moral authority. On the one hand, proponents of the Cult of True Womanhood appeal to the
Bible and to Christian teaching to argue women should embrace purity, piety, submissiveness, and
domesticity, asserting they should remain at home and school their intimates in piety and virtue.** For
such ideologues, the “valiant woman” of Proverbs 31 is the ideal model: “She hath looked well to the
paths of her house, and hath not eaten her bread idle. Her children rose up, and called her blessed:
her husband, and he praised her” (Proverbs 31:27-28). On the other hand, Stewart draws upon the
Bible’s other references to valiant women as she argues that silencing women in public risks squelching
their abilities to make a positive influence. Could Mary Magdalene have seen and proclaimed Jesus’s
resurrection if she had been at home? Looking at the Bible’s verses not to plumb their depths but to
consider their social use, she treats toxic texts with tonic texts. Using the Bible to remedy the Bible,
Stewart works to transform the curse of true womanhood into a blessing, transforming women’s piety
into a public rather than private good. Indeed, she uses the valiant women of the Bible to conjure a

public voice and moral authority for herself.””

268 Bassard, Transforming Scriptures, 9-22.
269 Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” Awmerican Onarterly 18.2 (1966), 151-174.

270 In her provocative recent work Black Cultural Mythology, Christel Temple describes this strategy as Stewatt’s “Ebonic
use of heroes.” On Temple’s account, Stewart’s use of these heroic women as ancestors makes neither their place in Jewish
and Christian saintly pantheons nor colonialist, civilizationist standards of excellence central to their exemplarity. What
she does instead, is adapt them into “models for Black progress without featuring their European-ness as a condition to
be emulated.” Christel Temple, Black Cultural Mythology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2020), 31.
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2.2. CONJURE KNOWLEDGE AND PSATM 68:31

Stewart’s hermeneutics and strategies of biblical citation place her in a complicated relationship
with the practice of conjure. On the one hand, as a Black Atlantic tradition, conjure can be defined by
its attempts to arrogate spiritual power for various purposes, including healing, harming, protection,
and self-defense; it can also be defined by the role conjurors play as they mediate between their
communities and the forces that impinge upon their lives. In these ways, as Pryse and Bassard suggest,
there are certain formal parallels to be discerned between Stewart’s uses of the Bible and conjure. As
she invokes exemplary biblical women and calls attention to their historical associations with magic,
for example, Stewart both imagines and creates an authoritative spiritual lineage in which she stands
as she asserts her right to have a voice on matters of African rights and liberty. As she uses these same
women, too, to confront the biblically sanctioned patriarchal strictures that constitute the reason she
must conjure her own authority in the first place, Stewart also employs biblical scripts according to
conjure’s homeopathic and transformative logics. That is, she invokes the Bible with transformative
intent to reimagine a social world in which Black women are to lead the task of African redemption.

On the other hand, beyond her strategic uses of the Bible and invocations of biblical ancestors,
Stewart demonstrates almost no concrete connections to conjure as it has been described by historians
and ethnographers of Black religions.””" Besides the Bible, Stewart employs none of the conventional
paraphernalia of conjure. Nor does she appear to have knowledge of conventional conjurational
tituals. It would therefore be a misreading to call Stewart a conjure woman in any literal sense.””

Yet Africana studies scholar LeRhonda Manigault-Bryant has recently suggested there may be
a more sophisticated way to think about the relation between conjure and Black women like Stewart,

who appear to draw upon conjurational cultural scripts without having any explicit ties to the practice.

211 See Jeffrey E. Anderson, Conjure in African American Socie aton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005).
y 7] 1y g ty

272 T once again thank Kera Street for pressing me on this point, as she was unpersuaded by my initial formulations of
the idea that Stewart sees herself and her audiences as efficacious vessels for spiritual power.
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In her essay, ““I Had a Praying Grandmother,”” Manigault-Bryant offers an account of what she calls
“conjure knowledge,” or the ways Black diaspora women have drawn upon ancestral traditions and
folkways to counter conditions of domination. On the one hand, she construes conjure knowledge as
operating in specific terms that can be traced to the African continent. Through the chain of Black
women’s communities, classical African ideas, practices, and paradigms have been handed over and
made available to those seeking their assistance. In this respect, Manigault-Bryant contends conjure
knowledge comes “directly from ancestors, ancestral traditions, and ancestral powers.” On the other
hand, she stresses the general nature of conjure knowledge. It is also available to Black women such
as Stewart, who appear to have no explicit or verifiable connection to ancestral supernatural practices.
In this case, Manigault-Bryant argues that conjure knowledge is passed down through the socialized
inculcation of a religio-political intuition common to Black women, whom she says participate in “a
global, transnational conversation where strategies are created to disrupt the various matrices of
domination that seek to oppress black women.”””” Whether the connection to Aftrican folkways is real
or imagined, direct or indirect, is less important for Manigault-Bryant than the ways conjure knowledge
has served Black women as a recognizable means of generating agency, authority, and power as they
have negotiated their positions in diasporic societies.””* “Conjure knowledge,” she says, “has always
been an undercurrent in black women’s testimonies.””"”

To redescribe Stewart’s arrogation of public authority in this way is to suggest that her biblical
citations possess a conjurational logic all their own; that they follow the epistemological and cultural

norms associated with the practice of conjure even if Stewart herself does not identify with them. It

273 Manigault-Bryant, ““I Had a Praying Grandmother,”” 125.

274 Manigault-Bryant’s discussion of conjure knowledge compares fruitfully to Tracey Huck’s ethnographic account of
African American women who have chosen to practice both Christian and Yoruba religious traditions. See Tracey E.
Hucks, Yoruba Traditions & African American Religions Nationalism, foreword by Charles H. Long (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 2012), 226-70.

275 Manigault-Bryant, ““I Had a Praying Grandmother,” 126.
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is also thereby to suggest that her invocations of the Ethiopian prophecy might be said to follow the
same logics. What do I mean? Many scholars argue that Stewart appears to generate her authority as
a social critic by appealing to the Ethiopian prophecy, and, in fact, that Psalm 68:31 forms the key
biblical script animating her social criticism and project of African uplift. Whereas I have so far focused
on Stewart’s citations of valiant women from the Bible as she conjures her authority in the face of
gendered proscriptions—focused, that is, on Stewart’s self-identifications with exemplary ancient
women and their supernatural associations—most interpreters of Stewart’s work concentrate on the
role played by Psalm 68:31.

Indeed, rhetorician Shirley Wilson Logan argues that Stewart’s recurring citations of Psalm
068:31 are the primary means by which Stewart summons credibility among her audiences. “These
allusions in Stewart’s prose demonstrate a strong sense of African origins,” she says, “among a

displaced people who needed to recall a proud heritage.”*®

According to Logan, Stewart’s uses of the
Ethiopian prophecy bring herself into focus as a representative—or perhaps better, an exemplar—of
this very heritage. African American studies scholar Ida Young concurs, writing: “With her distinct
rhetorical style, Stewart symbolically wove the ancestral fabric of the African foremother at a time
when many looked away from Africa. Her lectures evoked an African past of pride and great
achievement.”””" Appealing to the Ethiopian prophecy and its implied redemption-historical narrative
is not just a way for her to foster an identification with her listeners, however, but also a way for her
to conjure the authority of another matriarchal lineage. “With one text in particular, Psalms 68:31,”

says scholar of religion Valerie Cooper, “Stewart attempts to reclaim Africa from the denigrations of the

modern West. By speaking in the manner of the King James Bible ... Stewart appears to inhabit the

276 Shirley Wilson Logan, “We Are Coming:” The Persuasive Discourse of Nineteenth-Century Black Women (Carbondale and
Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1999), 23.

277 Ida Young, “Keeping Truth on My Side: Maria Stewart,” Black Lives: Essays in African American Biography, ed. James
Conyers (New York: Routledge, 2015), 119.
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texts and wrap herself in the mantle of the Bible’s authority.”*”® Inflecting her voice with the authority
of the Bible, and using it like a conjure book, Stewart steps into the role of social critic and challenges
her audiences to elevate themselves.
3. PSALM 68:31 AS FRAME FOR INTERPRETING HISTORY AND ETHICS

Eddie Glaude’s account of nineteenth-century African American uses of the Exodus narrative
is important for my understanding of Psalm 68:31’s role in Stewart’s ethical and political vocabulary.
For Glaude, the Exodus narrative provided its African American interpreters with a linguistic frame
for fashioning senses of racial solidarity (what he calls “peoplehood”) and mutual obligation. His
emphasis is more on the role religious language plays in Black ethics and politics—on the role it plays,
that is, in interpreting the past and dramatizing possibilities for the present—than on its role in more
conventional religious matters, such as hammering out theological ideas about God’s action in history.
Through this use of the Exodus narrative, African Americans mobilized themselves for struggle against
slavery and white supremacy: “Africa is reread; the middle passage and slavery are reread; America is
reread, and aspirations for freedom and citizenship are formulated as divinely sanctioned ends.”*”
Though Glaude admits the efficacy of these rereadings rested largely in “the socioreligious imagination
of African American Christians,” he insists they nevertheless became one means for Black people of
all backgrounds to imagine what it might take to free themselves from slavery.”®

As the most quoted verse in Black religious history, Psalm 68:31 has been another such means.
Yet, whereas the Exodus narrative’s ethnogenetic march toward freedom, “with its linear progression,

its movement from beginning to end,” and its emphasis upon liberation have functioned as tools for

fashioning senses of peoplehood and national obligation, Psalm 68:31 has generated a different idiom.

278 Valetie C. Cooper, Word, Like Fire: Maria Stewart, the Bible, and the Rights of African Americans (Chatlottesville: The
University of Virginia Press, 2011), 14; see also pp. 98, 154-58.

219 Glaude, Exodus!, 94.

280 Glaude, Exodus! 3.
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In particular, its two dominant themes, rising Africa and the fall of the West, have proven fruitful for
Black interpreters concerned to address the problematics of destiny and redemption, as well as their

moral and ethical entailments.*®

Through intensive interpretation and regular ritualization of the
Ethiopian prophecy, Black interpreters have prepared themselves for an imminent African renaissance
and global race revival. While these events do entail emancipation from slavery, emancipation is here
not constituted by liberation so much as redemption.”*

In saying this I do not mean to place the Exodus narrative and Psalm 68:31 in opposition one
to the other, as if they were somehow contrasting conceptual constellations in Black religious thought.
Instead, I mean merely to signal what I take to be Stewart’s central concerns. In fact, it seems to me
that Stewart interprets not only African histories, present circumstances, and future prospects through
the language and paradigms of the Ethiopian prophecy, but also popular nineteenth-century Black
projects of uplift. Thus, she delivers her exhortations not just to local persons and communities but
to a worldwide protagonist, a collective African subject, whose existence she imagines and for whom
she insists the pursuit of religion and ethical formation are supernaturally sanctioned ends.

Indeed, Stewart’s essential claim in her exhortations is that Africans must lift themselves out
of their present miserable condition through moral and political effort. What is needed is to challenge

racial domination and ideological subordination through unified exertion. “Truly, my heart’s desire

and prayer is that Ethiopia might stretch forth her hands to God,” she declares, bespeaking her

281 In his influential study, “The Poetics of Ethiopianism,” Moses argues Psalm 68:31 has acquired two dominant thematic
glosses as a result of centuries of dramatization and interpretation by Africans. The first gloss is that of “Rising Africa,”
or the idea that “Africa would ‘soon’ expetience a dramatic political, industrial, and economic renaissance.” The second is
“the Decline of the West,” which stipulates that “the rise in the fortunes of Africa and all her scattered children would be
accompanied by God’s judgment upon the Europeans.” Ultimately, Moses argues the two themes come together such that
Psalm 68:31 helps “the Black or African person to view his past enslavement in terms of the broader history of civilization.
It serves to remind him that this present scientific technological civilization, dominated by Western Europe for a scant
four hundred years, will go under certainly—like all the empires of the past.” The Ethiopian prophecy serves to remind
the interpreter, that is, that their condition will be redressed and that whites will be revenged. Moses, “The Poetics of
Ethiopianism,” 411-426.

282 For a quick yet helpful general introduction to the distinction between these two terms, see Sheila Shulman, “Liberation
and Redemption: Their Meaning Today,” European Judaism: A Journal for the New Eurgpe 28.2 (1995), 2-11.
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favorite refrain, “But we have a great work to do. Never; no, never will the chains of slavery and
ignorance burst till we become united as one and cultivate among ourselves the pure principles of
piety, morality, and virtue” (MS 25). Such comments proliferate in her addresses, demonstrating her
commitment to the Psalm 68:31-inflected idea that concentrated action for self-improvement is the
motor of social change: “Finally, my brethren, let us follow after godliness, and the things which make
for peace. Cultivate your own mind and morals; real merit will elevate you. Pure religion will burst
your fetters” (MS 80). The template of Stewart’s thought is thus easily encapsulated—although
Africans find themselves in a “wretched condition; but let us make a mighty effort, and arise; and if
no one will promote or respect us, let us promote and respect ourselves” (MS 31). Like Walker, Stewart
invokes the Ethiopian prophecy’s redemption-historical narrative as she insists that Africans’ present
misery has been caused by human action and, thus, that human action is the only appropriate antidote.
3.1. HISTORY AS CYCLE OF RISE AND FALL

The seeming simplicity of Stewart’s ethical and political program is belied, however, by the
rather sophisticated understanding of history that underwrites it. She does not adopt a simple moral
suasionist approach to social change, which might suggest that Black peoples can earn their freedom
by proving their moral excellence to slaveowners and thereby earning their respect. Instead—and
notwithstanding the fact Stewart’s perspective is remarkably close to that of suasionists—she appears
to regard history as a cyclical phenomenon in which “nations, kings, and emperors” rise and fall in
accord with their actions (MS 68). On her account, human behavior drives the wheel of history, which

is not so much a linear march of progress as an ever-revolving cycle of decline and renewal.”

Just
because a people were once great does not mean they will always be; just because a people are presently

laid low does not mean they are fated to remain. “Individuals have been distinguished according to

283 Wilson J. Moses, The Wings of Ethiopia: Studies in African-American Life and Letters (Ames: lowa State University Press,
1990), 278.
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their genius and talents ever since the first formation of man, and will continue to be while the world
stands,” she says, criticizing those of her fellows whom she regards as asleep to their agential capacities
to realize change. “The different grades rise to honor and respectability as their merits may deserve”
(MS 66). For her, the criterion that explains a people’s condition is the quality of their conduct.” This
is why she desires to see her kin pursue virtue and labor for self-improvement. The emphasis is on a
people’s ability to change its fate by changing its behavior.

Stewart’s musings on the 1831 First Annual Convention of the People of Color in Philadelphia
illustrate the role Psalm 68:31 played in her understanding of the cycles of history. Entitled “Cause for
Encouragement,” she here links the rise of the popular Black abolitionist movement to the fulfillment
of the Ethiopian prophecy. Investing the Negro Convention Movement with a prefigurative meaning

as important for the practices it intends to elicit as for its power of prediction, she writes:

The day-star from on high is beginning to dawn upon us, and Ethiopia will soon stretch forth her hands
unto God. These Anti-slavery societies, in my opinion, will soon cause many grateful tears to flow, and
many desponding hearts to bound and leap for joy.

And is it the applause of men that has prompted these benevolent ones to take their lives in their hands,
as it were, to plead our cause before the great and powerful? Ah, no! It is that holy religion (which is
held in derision and contempt by many) whose precepts will raise and elevate us above our present
condition, and cause our aspirations to ascend up in unison with theirs, and become the final means of
bursting the bands of oppression.

Who have been the greatest and most powerful men since the foundations of the earth were laid? Those
who have been the most eminent for their piety and virtue. ... What has caused the downfall of nations,
kings, and empires? Sin, that abominable thing which God hates. Why has the Almighty commissioned
the destroying angels to execute the fierceness of his anger upon the inhabitants of the earth? Because
they have made light of the name of the Lord, and forgotten the rock of their salvation. ... It is high
time for us to promote ourselves by some meritotious acts. And would to God that the advocates of
freedom might perceive a trait in each one of us, that would encourage their hearts and strengthen their

hands.*®
Stewart explains the rise of the Negro Convention Movement by recourse to religion and morality; it

is not the suasionist pursuit of approbation and respect motivating these abolitionists but holy religion.

284 Cartla Peterson, “Doers of the Word:” African-American Women Speakers and Writers in the North (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 66-67.

285 Maria W. Stewart, “Cause for Encouragement,” The Liberator, July 14, 1832.
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(Recall that her own conversion experience filled her with a concern for “African rights and liberty.”)
This in itself proves important for her, as she sees the limits of the politics of respectability—it appeals
to the beneficence of those in power but has no ability to enact social change apart from inducing this
beneficence (MS 57). Even more important, however, is the way these abolitionists’ pursuit of holy
religion draws attention toward what she considers the causes of African misery in the first place. Her
rhetorical move therefore simultaneously affirms the Negro Convention Movement as the stirrings of
destiny while also upholding a distinct interpretation of African history and entanglements with slavery.
Stewart purports to explain Africans’ present miserable condition through appeal to apostasy.
In effect, she makes a point echoing Walker’s own explanation—that Africans have “disobeyed their
Maker” and brought punishment upon themselves (A4 23). Whereas she elsewhere speaks in
generalities when explaining Africa’s downfall, Stewart here both assumes a transhistorical unity of
African peoples and levels a specific accusation. In this case, she uses God’s punitive action in history
to justify her claim that Africans find themselves enslaved because of their own behavior. Or, more
accurately, because of the behavior of their ancestors, for which they are now being held to account.
Indeed, “as she makes clear throughout her writing career,” observes Cedrick May, “the origin of
suffering is sin—specifically, the collective sinfulness of African Americans, who she argues have
abandoned God and consequently will continue to suffer from oppression and other ills.”**
Through her analysis of Africans’ plight, Stewart thus bespeaks her understanding of the cycles
of history: those peoples who evidence a high quality of character tend toward greatness and power;
those who are marked by vice toward servility and abjection. If Africans are to return to their once
powerful status, to make themselves once again “the resort of sages and legislators,” they will have to
renew their commitments piety and virtue (MS 68). This is why she can equate the rise of the Negro

Convention Movement and Black antislavery societies with the “day-star from on high [that] is

286 May, Evangelisnr and Resistance in the Black Atlantic, 117.

137



beginning to dawn upon us.” On her account, they indicate the beginning of Africans’ rightful return
to religion and ethics, and so the beginning of redemption.
3.2, THEODICY, CONJURE, AND ETHICAL. CONDUCT

While one reading of Stewart suggests her historical consciousness owes much to the prophetic
form of theodicy, which constructs an “ethically rational” cosmos by infusing action and suffering with
God-given meaning, here I consider how her historical perspective may also be informed by conjure.*”’
This is not to deny Stewart’s appropriation of theodicy, as her moral vocabulary is clearly informed by
early nineteenth-century African American uses of prophetic speech.”® Rather, I mean to consider
how her uses of theodicy may themselves reflect and approximate conjurational practice. My emphasis
here is more upon the effects of Stewart’s language and the contexts of its expression—with particular
focus upon how her utterances distinguish themselves from other, related modes of prophecy and
what they accomplish thereby—than on her use of theodicy as a canonical or fixed genre of speech.
That is, I am more keen to see the ways her theodicy works than to argue about whether it is “truly”
theodicy.

As a mode of prophetic speech taken from the Bible, political theorist George Shulman claims
theodicy should be understood as a performance that means to elicit self-reflection and action among
those to whom it is addressed. In particular, theodicy aims to provoke a people to repent, or turn, from
their present conduct and forms of life toward alternative behaviors. It does this, first, by presupposing
a special relationship between the people to whom it is addressed and God, which is called a covenant,
marking them off as a chosen people. Then, it interprets the events of this people’s history (especially
if it is a history of misfortune) as God’s just punishment for departing from the terms of the covenant.

“Linking agency, punishment, and forgiveness,” Shulman says, theodicians “make the unprecedented

287 Max Webet, Ancient Judaism, trans. and ed. Hans H. Gerth and Don Martindale (New York: The Free Press, 1967), 305.

288 Moses, Black Messiahs and Uncle Toms, 37-406.
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and problematic invention of a collective subject responsible for its acts because it can act otherwise.”
Indeed, by this surprisingly rational if somewhat pitiless logic, theodicy renders intelligible a people’s
otherwise catastrophic suffering and supplies a framework for enacting change. As Shulman notes, “If
we interpret events as God’s just judgment, we will amend our ways to seek pardon.”*”

As the above paragraphs indicate, Stewart draws on theodicy in “Cause for Encouragement,”
as well as elsewhere in her Meditations when she seeks to account for Africa’s downfall. Africans do not
suffer random or contingent violence from slaveholders, but violence authorized by God for their sin.
“O ye sons of Africa,” she asks in her 1834 “Address, Delivered at the African Masonic Hall,” “How
can you, when you reflect from what you have fallen, refrain from crying mightily unto God, to turn
away from the fierceness of his anger, and remember our transgressions against us no more forever?”
(MS 68-9). Interpreting historical events as God’s punishment and seeking to create amends, Stewart
insists that if Africans would change their conduct, then their condition would be redressed. She works
to refashion their ethical choices in light of her biblical rereading of their historical experiences.

Yet Stewart’s theodicy is different. It does not quite follow the logic of its biblical precedents.
It is not Africans, after all, who covenanted themselves with God; they are not God’s chosen people.
Although many African Americans did indeed figure themselves typologically as the people of Israel,
Stewart does not always follow her contemporaries in reinterpreting Africans as biblical Hebrews.
Egypt—remember—is “Africa.” It is therefore not to Africans whom God speaks through the
prophet Amos, for example, when he says, “Hear this word that the Lord has spoken against you, O
children of Israel, against the whole family which I brought up from the land of Egypt, saying, you
only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you” (Amos 2:4, NRSV).
Even if Stewart were to accept vindicationist claims about the Bible and Christian religion as derived

from African precedents—a very likely possibility given her associations—the Israelites would still
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maintain a privileged covenantal relationship with God not shared by others (W.A 37). What, then, is
the basis for God’s judgment upon Africans? Why would God hold them and other abstract “nations,
kings, and empires” of whom she writes accountable for disobeying a covenant which was not theirs?

One possible answer may be found in another model of historical thinking popular in Stewart’s
time, which historian Stow Persons calls “the theory of organic cycles.” On this model, which became
popular in New England in part as a rejection of the perceived enthusiastic excesses of the First Great
Awakening, history moves in an endless cycle according to the dictates of universal moral laws. Indeed,
these laws establish a correlation between virtue and happiness, on the one hand, and vice and misery,
on the other. As Persons writes, “Societies and nations rise and fall in endless sequence according as
they observe or disregard those universal moral laws ordained of God and graven upon men’s
consciences for their governance and happiness.”” On this perspective, it is thus the universal and
impartial laws of morality that constitute the basis of God’s judgment rather than covenant obligations.

I'would be inclined to attribute this view to Stewart were it not for one key distinction. Namely,
that the theory of organic cycles emerged precisely as a rejection of all those views of history that held
there was a coming millennial day of redemption, or that it was possible to interpret history as a special
revelation of God’s will. We see both tendencies in Stewart to varying degree: the first in her citations
of the Ethiopian prophecy and the second in her use of theodicy. Whereas the proponents of this view
acknowledged biblical authority but repudiated all attempts to read historical events as having special
meaning ordained by God—repudiated, that is, all attempts to understand history as susceptible of
supernatural influence—Stewart advances a historical perspective both cyclical in nature and open to
the possibility of providence. Her vision for Africans’ redemption is that they might turn the wheels

of history through a reformation of their conduct.””

290 Stow Persons, “The Cyclical Theory of History in Eighteenth-Century America,” American Quarterly 6.2 (1954), 152.
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3.3. BAKONGO RESONANCES IN STEWART’S BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

In Conjuring Culture, Theophus Smith proposes that BaKongo values of harmony, balance, and
perfection have exerted a significant impact upon African American conceptions of cosmos and
history. Speculating about continuities between traditional BaKongo religion and African American
culture, he appeals to the influence of the BaKongo practice of making cosmograms, on the one hand,
and system of minkisi, or sacred medicines, on the other.”” In their constructions of the former, he
says, BaKKongo ritual experts cast idealized visions of the universe as marked by social harmony and
equilibrium—as marked, that is, by “the ancestors’ vision of the cosmos in some idealized form of
balance, perfection, and vitality.”*” They then pursued this harmony by making and drawing upon
minkisi of various kinds, which they might employ for purposes of healing or harming, depending
upon each expert’s distinctive role in BaKongo society. While Smith follows most scholars of Black
religion in claiming these practices were not imported wholesale to the Americas, he nevertheless
advances the claim that “a covert transmission of African spiritual principles or personalities lies
hidden under the conventional Euro-Christian forms found in black religious traditions.””* That is,
despite the impact of the Middle Passage, Smith nonetheless claims these BaKongo principles and
practices inform African American appropriations of Christian, democratic, and republican traditions,
including philosophies of history.

Most important for my purposes is Smith’s assertion that the Bible replaced both cosmograms
and ritual experts as African Americans’ primary source for both envisioning and achieving idealized
states of harmony. “Deprived of their indigenous means for ‘curing,” revising, or revisioning culture,”

he says, “the Bible has functioned as an alternative source of formulas and materials (metaphorical
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and metonymic) for African American people.”” As a consequence of this adoption and subsequent
transformation, “the biblical world is reconfigured as a pharmacopeic cosmos. More lucid and concise is
the term ‘pharmacosm,” which designates a world capable of hosting myriad performances of healing
and harming, in accordance with an ideal wotld as envisioned by ancestral soutrces.”” Indeed, for
him, most African American conceptions of the world and of history that draw from the Bible are
thus marked by a pharmacopeic, or healing-harming, duality, into which humans can inject themselves
through appropriate ritual behavior. Following BaKongo influence, the end goal of this behavior, is
to (re)establish social harmony as it is reinterpreted through biblical paradigms. Although speculative,
I understand Stewart’s theory of the cycles of history in this light, as it makes sense to me that such a
world would follow predictable patterns of weal and woe dictated by the qualities of human conduct,
while also holding space for supernatural intervention, or providence, conjured through ritual action.

Indeed, joining this pharmacological duality to the redemptive narrative signified by Psalm
068:31, Stewart strives to awaken her audience to their potentiality to enact change. Like Walker, she
aims to help them see that God helps those who help themselves. Pointing up a vindicationist narrative
of African decline and redemption, relying upon history’s pharmacological structure, and demanding
Africans practice self-help, she can thus be said to employ Affrican resources to cast her Ethiopianist
vision. Her exhortatory and theoretical work therefore demand a subject to whose actions can be
attributed causality in explaining Africans’ present misery, for such a subject can also be the cause of
the misery’s end. Still, even if their misery will eventually come to an end, by what means does Stewart
imagine this will be achieved, and by whom will these means be exercised?
4. 'THE PROBLEM OF DRUDGERY

According to Stewart, the chief problem facing Africans is what she calls the problem of

drudgery. “The Americans have practiced nothing but head-work these 200 years,” she says, “and we
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have done their drudgery. And is it not time for us to imitate their examples and practice head-work
too, and keep what we have got, and get what we can? We need never to think that anybody is going
to feel interested for us, if we do not feel interested for ourselves” (MS 32). Because with few
exceptions Africans in the Americas have been nothing but “hewers of wood and drawers of water”
for their white counterparts, they have been denied the time to develop the abilities she maintains will
enable them to achieve their redemption. Partly, this is a cruel fact of slavery. Even when they have
been free, however, she suggests it is well-nigh impossible for Africans to rise above their chief stations
as laborers and domestics. Here too, then, in the state of so-called freedom, the demands of drudgery
are such that Africans are on the whole prevented from developing what Walker calls “the learning
and talents among ourselves, and perhaps more ... to govern ourselves” (.4 17). Forced to bury
their talents in servile labor, and then often driven to release their frustrations through drink and
dance, Stewart maintains Africans have been denied the opportunities to distinguish themselves
through moral, religious, and political pursuits (MS 69). They have been unable to cultivate an interest
in themselves because they have had to perform Americans’ labor.
4.1. WOMEN’S WORK

Here, Stewart argues Black women find themselves in a particularly difficult situation. They are
the servants of white Americans and Black men alike. Whether as servants, as daughters, or as wives,
then, they find themselves restricted to the home. “How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be
compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles?” she asks, “How
long shall a mean set of men flatter us with their smiles, and enrich themselves with our hard earnings;
their wives’ fingers sparking with rings, and they themselves laughing at our folly?” (MS 32). Indeed,
she observes of Black woman that, “As servants, we are respected; but let us presume to aspire any
higher, our employer regards us no longer. And were it not that the King eternal has declared that

Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto God, I should indeed despair” (MS 57). Drawing on the
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tonic of the Ethiopian prophecy to address the toxic conditions of Black women’s lives, Stewart gives
voice to a sense of hope and possibility.

For her, this prophetic hope and possibility depend upon Black women’s willingness to work
together to promote themselves. Should they gather to pursue “union, knowledge, and love,” should
they “begin to promote and patronize each other,” then “that day the Lord will raise us up, and enough
to aid and befriend us, and we shall begin to flourish” (MS 32). Like many advocates of racial uplift in
the nineteenth century, Stewart stresses moral reform as both an individual aspiration and a strategy
for transforming the structural conditions of African life. Like many advocates of the Cult of True
Womanhood, too, she uses the sentimental values that purport to explain women’s moral influence
to sanction their entry into the broader political arena from which they are often excluded. If Black
women will gather and exert themselves as a collective political subject, both responsible for their own
moral transformation and thereby also the transformations of their kin, colleagues, and circumstances,
then Ethiopia will soon stretch forth her hands, for God “will surely deliver you with a mighty hand
and with an outstretched arm” (M 35).

Many interpreters have observed that Stewart’s remarks about Black women’s stations make
her an early progenitor of Black women’s liberatory discourses.”” For example, as “one of the first
U.S. Black feminists to champion the utility of Black women’s relationships with one another in
providing a community for Black women’s activism and self-determination,” writes Patricia Hill
Collins, “Maria Stewart has ... laid a vital analytical foundation for a distinctive standpoint on self,
community, and society.”*® Christel Temple concurs, observing that she is “the exemplar and

prototype for modeling the cosmology of Afrocentric womanism,” which she defines as an
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Afrocentric discourse aimed at achieving freedom, prosperity, and self-determination for Black
women.”” What is important for my purposes in this chapter is less that she begins to establish a
lexicon distinctive for its commitment to Black women’s emancipation, although this is certainly true,
and more that she complicates the gendered character of Walker’s redemptive idiom. That is, Stewart
demonstrates that an Ethiopianist vernacular can address Black women’s experiences of domination,
and, in fact, she uses this idiom to advance a redemptive project of her own, which centers Black
women, their distinctive sufferings, and their role in achieving redemption. Unlike Walker, Stewart
therefore puts Ethiopianism to work specifically for women, even as she speaks, writes, and thinks in
service to the race.

For Stewart, therefore, African redemption begins with women’s unique responsibilities. As
those responsible for inculcating virtues and dispositions, the work of women and mothers precedes
all others. Stewart’s redemptive project can thus be thought of as a form of what Eileen Boris calls
“social housekeeping,” or an “interpretation of political life emphasized the role of women as saviors
of the race, justifying their activity because they were mothers.”” This is evident, for example, in

perhaps the most famous challenge she extends to African women:

O ye daughters of Africa, awake! awake! arisel no longer sleep nor slumber, but distinguish yourselves.
Show forth to the world that ye are endowed with noble and exalted faculties. O ye daughters of Africal
What have ye done to immortalize your names beyond the grave? What examples have yet set before
the rising generation? What foundation have ye laid for generations yet unborn? Where are our union
and love? (MS 25).

Confronting them with their responsibilities, Stewart tasks African women with establishing pan-
African unity and the formation of a collective African political subjectivity, the force of which will

exhibited by future generations. Where Walker casts Africans’ redemptive struggle as a masculinist
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affair, enjoining his fellows to “become men” and seize their redemption violently, Stewart frames it
in the language of domesticity.”” The daughters of Africa can burst the chains of bondage by uniting
together and promoting “the pure principles of piety, morality, and virtue” (MS 25). Of course, these
women cannot do it on their own. Black men and friendly whites must assist them in their efforts.

Yet, for Stewart, the African struggle commences with women, for they are the true “guardians of

virtue and ... disseminators of useful knowledge.””"

Accordingly, Stewart explicitly identifies African women with Psalm 68:31’s figure of Ethiopia.
Like Walker before her, Stewart situates Africans within a redemptive narrative as she emplots them
in the story implied by the Ethiopian prophecy. Unlike Walker, however, Stewart points up African
women’s central role within this story. She rejects the idea, implicit in Walker’s references to women
as wretched and traitorous, that “womanly” habits and dispositions are not to be trusted and therefore
disavowed.”” In fact, she suggests precisely the opposite. Those habits and attitudes usually coded as

womanlike are that upon which redemption depends. She says:

God has said that Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto him. True, but God uses means to bring
about his purpose; and unless the rising generation manifest a different temper and disposition toward
each other from what we have manifested, the generation following will never be an enlightened people.
We this day are considered as one of the most degraded races upon the face of the earth. It is useless
for us any longer to sit with our hands folded reproaching the whites, for that will never elevate us. ...

And why is it, my friends, that we are despised above all the nations upon the earth? Is it merely because
our skins are tinged with a sable hue? No, nor will I ever believe that it is. What then is it? O, it is
because we and our fathers have dealt treacherously one with another, and because many of us now
possess that envious and malicious disposition that we had rather die than see each other rise an inch
above a beggar. No gentle methods are used to promote love and friendship among us, but much is
done to destroy it. ...

O, woman, woman, upon you I call; for upon your exertions almost entirely depends whether the rising
generation shall be anything more than we have been or not. O, woman, woman, your example is

301 Christina Henderson has made the important argument that domesticity does not preclude armed resistance for Stewatt.
In many cases, according to Henderson, Stewart seems to indicate that proper domestic behavior will lead to revolution.
While I think Henderson overstates her case, the broader point stands: Stewart was a proponent of armed resistance.
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MELUS 38.4 (2013), 52-75.
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powerful, your influence great; it extends over your husbands and over your children, and throughout
the circle of your acquaintance. ... And, O my God, I beseech thee to grant that the nations of the earth
may hiss at us no longer. O, suffer them not to laugh us to scorn forever (MS 63-4).

If Black people are despised and oppressed, she says, lightly articulating her version of theodicy, it is
not on account of biological race. It is, by contrast, on account of Africans’ own antics—the treachery
and greed they have demonstrated toward one another. In view of their fathers’ and their own perfidy,
she maintains that, as Cedrick May says, “African Americans have abandoned the moral principles of
virtue exercised through the pursuit of knowledge and unifying practices of Christian struggle for
justice ... Stewart saw African Americans as derelict in their pursuit of knowledge and education as
well as ... the pursuit of civil rights.”*"* If they are going to return to their former status as sages and
legislators of other nations, therefore, it must be through religious and moral improvement, through
the development of fellow-feeling and love, and the pursuit of justice, all which begin in the home,
the special province of women. If Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands unto God, it will be
because African women hold up her arms.

It is possible to translate this argument into now familiar conjurational terms. Because Stewart
understands Africa’s decline to have been precipitated by the toxin of apostasy, and because she sees
Africans’ present condition as the result of treachery, vice, and disunity, she suggests that returning to
religion and the virtuous dispositions derived therefrom will serve as suitable tonics. Indeed, because
Stewart adapts a homeopathic approach to social ailments, treating like with like, she suggests that
“the pursuit of education as a moral obligation will lead to the end of God’s punishment.””””

Moreover, Stewart seems to regard women as the sort of ritual specialists whose performances
of instruction will ultimately make these pursuits viable. “O, woman, woman, would thou only strive

to excel in merit and virtue; would thou only store thy mind with useful knowledge. Great would be

304 May, Evangelisnr and Resistance in the Black Atlantic, 122.

305 May, Evangelisnr and Resistance in the Black Atlantic, 123.

147



thine influence,” she declares, “You are not too far advanced to instil these principles into the minds
of your tender infants ... Discharge your duty faithful in every point of view; leave the event with
God” (MS 206). According to Stewart, Black women only have to discharge their duties faithfully, only
have to perform their prescribed roles inculcating religion and morality in their children, for God to
make them efficacious. For by discharging their duties, these women conjure God to act. While it
would be imprecise to insist Stewart’s view is strictly “magical,” this translation can allow us to see the
contours of Stewart’s thought from a different standpoint: the idea that ethically principled human
action is efficacious in terms of inducing God to act (MS 31).
5. BURSTING THE CHAINS OF SLAVERY AND IGNORANCE

What, then, are these principles? What does Stewart mean when she speaks of religion, merit,
and virtue? Partly, there is continuity with Walker: Stewart conceives of religion in progressive,
historical terms. “Religion is the most glorious theme that mortals can converse upon,” she writes.
“The older it grows the more new beauties it displays ... It is that fountain that has no end, and those
that drink thereof shall never thirst; for it is, indeed, a well of water springing up in the soul unto
everlasting life” (MS 80). On the other hand, she does specify that “the religion of Jesus alone ... will
constitute your happiness here and support you in a dying hour” (MS 27). She claims a uniqueness for
Christianity, such that its wisdom is the only way Africans can achieve their happiness.

5.1. RELIGION, THE SURE FOUNDATION

For Stewart, the pursuit of religion is therefore the pursuit of an accumulated and accumulating
historical wisdom. Though she does not say expressly, we may infer because of her familiarity with
Walker and his associations Stewart agrees with the vindicationist assertion that Africans first
discovered and explicated religion’s universal truths. Chief amongst these truths is the idea that
religion is a matter of conduct. Everywhere she decries the lack of religion among her brethren it is

related to their behavior. She accuses her brethren of hypocrisy, of cruelty, and of disordered

148



dispositions toward one another, for example, as evidence of religion’s absence. Such ailments would
not be so prevalent amongst themselves, she postulates, if they would but observe true religion.
Indeed, as Stefan Wheelock observes, Stewart “promotes black courage and democratic change
through a subtle shift in the language of religion itself from its stress on doctrine to the emphasis on
discipline.”””” She views religion as the rightful basis of moral and intellectual life. Like Walker before
her, therefore, Stewart regards conduct as the crux of religion.

Yet Stewart issues a cautionary note. “But it is no use for us to boast that we sprung from this
learned and enlightened nation,” she warns, “for this day a thick mist of moral gloom hangs over
millions of our race. Our condition as a people has been low for hundreds of years, and it will continue
to be so, unless, by true piety and virtue, we strive to regain that which we have lost” (MS 68). By this
line of argument, through which she again rehearses the narrative of African decline that was wrought
by their fathers, a return to Africa’s former glories will be of no use unless Africans become the kind
of characters whom history deigns to reward with greatness. If they were to somehow find themselves
once again atop the wheel of history but to act as cruelly as their white American counterparts, then
their primacy would be short-lived—just as she thinks America’s will be (MS 34).

Partly, therefore, religion’s wisdom is perennially contemporary. “Religion is pure; it is ever
new; it is beautiful; it is all that is worth living for” (MS 27). It does not matter whether religion’s
truths are derived from ancient Egypt and Ethiopia, or from biblical teaching, or from divine
dispensation. Because religion is the well of everlasting life, at least ethically and politically speaking,
Stewart insists it is the “sure foundation upon which we must build” (MS 24). Doctrinal particulars

matter less than whether one’s religion enables them to develop the sort of virtues and political

dispositions that orient one towards freedom. If a return to religion is foundational for her project, it
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is because religion not only forms the basis for the kinds of distinguished action that will lead to
redemption, but also because it constitutes a return to the former practices and glories of Africa.

Like Walker, Stewart’s public works use prophetic forms derived from the Bible to awaken
her audiences. Like Walker, too, she inflects them with African-centered and pan-African sensibilities.
Unlike Walker, however, her movement toward redemption also rejects the masculinist politics
implicit in the Appeal, and does so in order to flag how women’s work, as she imagines it, is the
precondition for an Ethiopianist redemptive project. Her prophetic idiom thus means to inspire her
audiences to recognize the full power of their agency when they are gathered together without regard
for gendered proscription. Then, right action can induce positive social and historical change, wrong
action can induce suffering. The full meaning of the future, then, depends upon the choices Africans
make for themselves. Will it be weal? Or woe? Stewart’s aim is to enable her audience to recognize
their collective power to determine their fate.

This is precisely the logic at work in Stewart’s citations of the Ethiopian prophecy. When she
speaks of Ethiopia stretching forth her hands to God, it is in the context of imploring her brethren to
lay claim to their abilities to govern themselves. Presumably, this extends to the intervention Stewart
herself represents—a public political and ethical intervention that aims to awaken her community to
the gendered complexities of racial domination in the nineteenth century. Stewart intends to provide
reasons, then, for why Africans should regard their pursuits of religion and virtue as directly relevant
to their situation. When her speeches, essays, and exhortations are taken together, Stewart confronts
her communities with their collective tragedy and the possibility of their renewal. Because the universe
possesses a pharmacological structure, and because history’s cycles operate according to the quality of
people’s actions, Africans, if they would but awaken to the capacities within themselves, can channel

the broader forces of existence to work for their merit. The meaning of their religion thus looks
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radically different from that of their white Christian counterparts, in the sense that it appears to be a
matter of conduct rather than belief.
5.2. VIRTUE AND ELEVATION

Stewart’s redemptive vision ultimately turns on women’s abilities to inculcate appropriate
dispositions in the people with whom they share intimate relations. She asks that they tease out the
capacities of their brethren and their beloved alike and pushes them to piety. For in so doing, she
believes the bonds of slavery and ignorance will be burst — as virtuous human action naturally drives
the wheel of history. Taking the Ethiopian prophecy as her guide, she commits herself to the idea that
Africans will soon achieve their desired freedom. And she gives a thorough, if not systematic, account
of how they may do so in her collected public works, which were published in 1835 as her Productions
and again, more than forty years later at the time of her death in 1879, as her Meditations.

If Ethiopianism is, as I have argued, both a tradition formed by the joining of African and
Christian religious concerns and a social practice concerned with African redemption, then Stewart’s
Meditations not only show us how conjure and Christianity may come together, but also shows how
traditionally masculinist discourses of African redemption can take women’s problems into account.
She demonstrates, in other words, that Walker’s masculinism is not necessarily definitive of
Ethiopianist discourse writ large. By insisting Black women play a central role in redemptive history,
Stewart points up perhaps the most significant way Walker’s political vision was shortsighted. She is,
therefore, one of Walker’s most incisive critics—not to mention his earliest. Under pressure from her
experiences, and because of her grief-stricken conversion, Stewart expands Ethiopianist through a
refusal of Walker’s masculinism.

Despite their differences, however, they are united in their call to their compatriots to awaken.
Fearful that they slumber unto death, or acquiesce themselves to their miserable condition because of

the psychical exhaustion wrought by slavery and drudgery, Walker and Stewart make their voices heard
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in the public sphere. Imagining Africans as ancient Ethiopians, figuring them collectively as Ethiopian-
Africans, they labor to convince them of the potentiality of redemption. If nothing else, awakening
means for Walker and Stewart being aware of one’s capacities to enact material change in one’s
circumstances. They thus forge an idiom that focuses on redemptive struggle on multiple levels—
personal, political, and historical.
6. STEWART (AND WALKER) ON REPATRIATION

I have begun redescribing Ethiopianism with Stewart and Walker because they each show how
Ethiopianism involves an African-centered reinterpretation of the Bible, on the one hand, as well as
of certain contemporary Anglo-American religious and political practices, on the other. Each shows,
in other words, how certain early nineteenth-century African thinkers translated ancestral pieties into
a biblical vernacular. By employing the category of conjure, I have argued that Walker’s Appeal
summons spirits of inquiry and investigation in ways resonant with classical African practices and that
Stewart’s biblical citations appear to follow a pharmacological principle. For her, conditions of
injustice created by the Bible can be treated by the Bible. So, too, does a pharmacological principle
influence her view of history: the wheel of history revolves according to principles of balance and
harmony as they are enacted by human individuals and communities. One can alter this balance
through right or wrong moral conduct. As each cites Psalm 68:31 in service to African redemption,
they also depend upon certain linguistic and cultural norms associated with the practice of conjure.

By way of concluding this chapter and introducing the next one, I now call attention to the
ways the ancestral practice of repatriation can be said to motivate their refusals of white projects of
African colonization. Unlike most subsequent Ethiopianist figures, both Walker and Stewart keep
open the possibility that African redemption might take place on American soil. For different reasons,

each argues that Africans belong in the U.S. as much as in their ancestral homelands. Both therefore
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refuse to the country that is the current source of African misery: “They would drive us to a strange
land,” Stewart avers, “But before I go, the bayonet shall pierce me through™ (MS 73).
6.1. THE COLONIZING TRICK

While their Ethiopianist successors would come to disagree vigorously with them, Walker and
Stewart were neither the first nor the last Africans in the U.S. to repudiate returning to Africa via the
American Colonization Society. In Article Four of Walker’s Appeal, for example, he cites approvingly
African Methodist Episcopal clergyman Richard Allen’s argument against it. Printed in the November
2, 1827 issue of Freedom’s Jonrnal, Allen’s argument articulates what is at issue for Walker and Stewart.

“Respecting this trick,” Allen writes:

I have for several years been trying to reconcile my mind to the Colonizing of Africans in Liberia, but
there have always been, and there still remain great and insurmountable objections against the scheme.
... Can we not discern the project of sending the free people of colour away from their country? Is it
not for the interest of the slave-holders to select the free people of colour out of the different states,
and send them to Liberia? Will it not make their slaves uneasy to see free men of colour enjoying liberty?
... We wete stolen from our mother country, and brought here. We have #lled the ground and made
fortunes for thousands, and still they ate not weary of our services. But they who stay to till the ground must
be slaves. 1s there not land enough in America, or ‘corn enough in Egypt?” Why should they send us into
a far country to die? See the thousands of foreigners emigrating to America every year: and if there be
ground sufficient for them to cultivate, and bread for them to eat, why would they wish to send the firsz
tillers of the land away? Africans have made fortunes for thousands, who are yet unwilling to part with
their services; but the free must be sent away, and those who temain, must be s/aves. I have no doubt
that there are many good men who do not see as I do, and who are for sending us to Liberia; but they
have not duly considered the subject—they are not men of colour.—This land which we have watered
with out Zears and our blood, is now out mother country (WA 59-60).

Allen’s chief objection against the colonization movement is bad faith. Not only have many Americans
stolen Africans from their homes, required them to labor without profit, and—now that some among
the Africans are free—sought to force them back from whence they came, these Americans have done
so while pretending to do it all for Africans’ good. On his account, if these Americans were truly the
philanthropists they claim to be, then they would give Africans recompense for their labors and allow
them to remain as citizens and freedmen. As he says, “This land which we have watered with our zears

and our blood, is now our mother country” (WA 60).
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In this citation of Allen and his subsequent reflections upon it, Walker raises the questions of
national belonging and of citizenship. While Walker admits with Allen that Africans were stolen from
their natal lands, he also asserts with Allen that the American continent has become their new mother.
Africans have been born anew by toil and by blood. Indeed, Walker argues that Africans belong more
to the U.S. than white Americans do: “America is more our country, than it is the whites—we have
enriched it with our blood and tears ... and will they drive us from our property and homes, which we
have earned with our blood?” (WA 67). What he does, then, is fashion a sense of moral identity that is
linked to both African and American continents; this identity is other than white American identity
but still somehow more authentically American. W.E.B. Du Bois once called a version of this idea
“double consciousness,” and framed it as a constant sense of “twoness,—an American, a Negro.”"”
Finding himself and his brethren caught between Africa and America, yet bound to the Africans in
America by blood and tears, Walker suggests Africans should remain loyal to one another where they
are. “Will any of us leave our homes and go to Africa?” he asks, “I hope not” (A4 67). As I have
shown in the previous chapter, Walker maintains their most pressing task is not to return “home,” but
to go to work and free their still enslaved brethren.

6.2. RECONSTITUTING BABYLON

One consequence of Walker’s refusal is that all those Africans who decline colonization now
stage a contest over the meaning of America. By refusing to go to Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Nova
Scotia in the name of a deeper belonging to the Africans in the U.S., they open space for reimagining
the meaning of America itself. Stewart bespeaks her own version of this challenge in her 1832

“Address, Delivered at the African Masonic Hall.” Like Walker, Stewart disputes white Americans’

claims to ownership of the nation in view of their moral bankruptcy. Like him, too, she roots her

307 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. by Henry Louis Gates, Jt. and Terri Hume Oliver New York: W.W. Norton
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claims to American belonging in a concern for the Africans presently on American soil. Unlike him,

however, she fills her remarks with an eschatological urgency. Indeed, she declares:

It appears to me that America has become like the great City of Babylon, for she has boasted in her
heart: "I sit a queen, and am no widow, and shall see no sorrow!" She is, indeed, a seller of slaves and
the souls of men; she has made the Africans drunk with the wine of her fornication; she has put them
completely beneath her feet, and she means to keep them there; her right hand supports the reins of
government and her left hand the wheel of power, and she is determined not to let go her grasp. But
many powerful sons and daughters of Africa will shortly arise, who will put down vice and immorality
among us, and declare by Him that sitteth upon the throne that they will have their rights; and if refused,
I am afraid they will spread horror and devastation around. I believe that the oppression of injured
Africa has come up before the Majesty of Heaven; and when our cries shall have reached the ears of
the Most High, it will be a tremendous day for the people of this land; for strong is the arm of the Lord
God Almighty. Life has almost lost its charms for me; death has lost its sting, and the grave its terrors;
and at times I have a strong desire to depart and dwell with Christ, which is far better. Let me entreat
my white brethren to awake and save our sons from dissipation and our daughters from ruin. Lend the
hand of assistance to feeble merit; plead the cause of virtue among our sable race; so shall our curses
upon you be turned into blessings; and though you should endeavor to drive us from these shores, still
we will cling to you the more firmly; nor will we attempt to tise above you; we will presume to be called
your equals only.

The unfriendly whites first drove the native American from his much loved home. Then they stole our
fathers from their peaceful and quiet dwellings, and brought them hither, and made bond-men and
bond-women of them and their little ones. They have obliged out brethren to labor; kept them in utter
ignorance; nourished them in vice, and raised them in degradation; and now that we have enriched their
soil, and filled their coffers, they say that we ate not capable of becoming like white men, and that we
never can rise to respectability in this country. They would drive us to a strange land. But before I go,
the bayonet shall pierce me through. African rights and liberty is a subject that ought to fire the breast
of every free man of color in these United States, and excite in his bosom a lively, deep, decided, and
heartfelt interest (MS 72-3).

Calling attention to the Indigenous genocide and the trade in African slaves that established the U.S.,
Stewart nevertheless keeps open the possibility that Africans’ seizure of rights and liberty can
reconstitute American social relations. They will not presume to rise higher than their white
counterparts but cling to equality, and in so doing performatively enact a substantive formation of the
ideal. “The ‘clinging’ she invokes is neither a servile nor a masterful one,” writes literary critic David
Kazanjian, “rather it is a presumption of and a demand for an incalculable equality. Such recognition
is not mere formal equality sustained by codified identities, but rather a substantial, living embodied
equality to be called.””” Against visions of America as incurably unequal, or as possibly marked by an

inversion of power relations that would simply place Black on top of white in an arbitrary position of
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power, Stewart asserts the redefinitional power of the “sons and daughters of Africa.” If they arise
and seize their rights and liberty, then they may finally establish an equality worthy of the name.

As she keeps open the possibility that the meaning of America may be reconstituted, however,
Stewart also gives expression to a deeper sense of belonging. Indeed, it appears one reason Stewart
can remain in the U.S. and risk struggling over its meaning is because of her convictions about the
afterlife: “Life has almost lost its charms for me; death has lost its sting, and the grave its terrors; and
at times I have a strong desire to depart and dwell with Christ, which is far better” (MS 73). In this,
she echoes Walker, who repeatedly asserts in the .Appea/ his willingness to die for his brethren. Among
other assertions, Walker says: “Oh Heaven! I am fullllll I can hardly move my penl!ll! and as I expect
some will try to put me to death, to strike terror into others, and to obliterate from their minds the
notion of freedom, so as to keep my brethren the more secure in wretchedness, where they will be
permitted to stay but a short time” (.4 24). Walker’s decision to labor for freedom despite his
expectation he will be put to death fills his attempts to awaken his brethren to engage in struggle with
the power of conviction. Indeed, it renders him exemplary, as Stewart says, because it suggests he has
a sense of African destiny and belonging that supersedes his individuality.

I therefore want to suggest not only that Walker and Stewart stage a contest over the meaning
of America—advancing a vision of the nation in which whites, Blacks, and Indigenous peoples might
live harmoniously—but also that their vision for this alternative possibility depends upon their sense
of belonging to a pan-African community imaginable to them through Christian languages of heaven.
The America Walker and Stewart seek is one in which their brethren will be emancipated, yes, but it
is not one that will ultimately reunite Africans around the world in restored relationships. This will
only occur when they are dead.

This idea may provisionally help us understand why Walker and Stewart reject emigration. For

an African to go to Liberia or to Sierra Leone is for them to betray all those to whom they are tied by
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means of shared racial destiny. If repatriation as an African-derived religious practice is concerned
with the restoration of relationships among Africans both living and dead, and if Walker and Stewart
regard colonization as the destruction of those very relationships through betrayal, then it follows that
they might feel obligated to oppose colonization on repatriative grounds. Although they do not
formulate their repatriative arguments in the same terms that later Ethiopianists adopt when they
advance their Back-to-African movements, one may nevertheless still detect repatriative logics at work
in their refusals of colonization. They do not want to go to a land that rupture their relationships with
their fellow Africans.

Much would change after Walker’s death and the conclusion of Stewart’s public career. The
U.S. of the 1830s was markedly different from the U.S. of the 1850s. The following chapter considers
how Martin Delany responded to these different conditions as he advanced his own repatriationist

brand of Ethiopianism.
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CHAPTER 4: REPATRIATING ETHIOPIA
MARTIN DELANY AND THE DESTINY OF THE AFRICAN RACE

With the light of the age in which we live—with our advantages of educational attainments
—with the Divine Promise that ‘Princes’” (Power) ‘shall come out of Egypt’ (from among the
African race), ‘and Ethiopia stretch forth’ (from all parts of the world) ‘her hands unto God’
—did we now remain passive, the world should justly condemn us, and posterity curse our
names.

—Martin R. Delany, “Letter to James McCune Smith”

But he was too intensely African to be popular, and therefore multiplied enemies where he
could have multiplied friends by the thousands. Had his love for humanity been as great as
his love for his race, he might have rendered his personal influence co-extensive with that of
Samuel R. Ward in his palmiest days, or that of Frederick Douglass at the present time.

—Daniel Alexander Payne, Recollections of Seventy Years

While Walker, among others, argued that they had a special role in lifting the moral sights of

the world, through Christian messianism, Delany appears to have been alone in believing

that blacks might influence people irrespective of color in a nonreligious sense. His ability to

see examples of black genius in the contemporary world was a factor in his conviction that

the genius of his people was a reality in ancient history and might again help shape the

destiny of humanity.
—Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture

1. DELANY’S ETHIOPIANISM AND THE PRACTICE OF REPATRIATION

Walker’s and Stewart’s Ethiopianist accounts of Black redemption in the U.S. end as questions:

Would Africans awaken to seize “the day of [their] redemption from abject wretchedness [which]
draweth near?” (WA 2). Or would America, alternatively, remain “the Great City of Babylon ... a seller
of slaves and the souls of men?” (MS 72). While both maintain that Africans must be the ones to
achieve their destinies, each also holds out hope that “white Christian Americans,” to recall one of
Walker’s favorite formulations, would be changed in the process. They keep open the possibility that
whites might move into a position of moral rectitude, and that they might join Africans in hasting the
day when they would be enabled “to stretch forth [their] hands to the LORD [their] GOD” (WA 2).
Both claim such a transformation would change the meaning of “America” itself. It would

make Africans equal participants, or, more properly, would acknowledge their substantial role, in the
making of the U.S. No longer would whites deny or dupe themselves about the ways Africans’ blood

and tears had enriched the soil; no longer would Africans curse their white counterparts, even in the

face of ongoing cruelty and exploitation. Stewart testifies to this possibility’s significance when she
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addresses her white neighbors (identifying them as her kin) directly: “Let me entreat my white brethren
to awake and save our sons from dissipation and our daughters from ruin... so shall our curses upon
you be turned into blessings; and though you should endeavor to drive us from these shores, still we
will cling to you the more firmly; nor will we attempt to rise above you; we will presume to be called
your equals only” (MS 73). What Melvin Rogers writes of Walker can therefore readily be applied to
Stewart, too: “He knows that the full realization of freedom does not solely depend upon the actions
of blacks, even if it is a condition for their freedom to acquire meaning in the world. ... For this
reason, Walker also seeks to reclaim whites by enlightening them regarding what they otherwise
recognize in themselves—namely, the demandingness of freedom.”” For Walker and for Stewart,
Psalm 68:31’s promised redemption of Africa also entails the regeneration of white society.

While Martin Robison Delany shares Walker’s and Stewart’s Ethiopianist concern with African
redemption, he does not possess their expansive redemptive vision. Or, he is at least not well-known
for the more conciliatory periods of his career. Generally heralded as “the father of Black nationalism,”
Delany is most often remembered as a militant, pan-Africanist separatist who regards Black freedom
and equality as nonstarters in white societies, and especially in the U.S. One gets a sense for the timbre
of Delany’s commitments in a letter he writes to Frederick Douglass on July 10, 1852: “I care but little,
what white men think of what I say, write or do; my sole desire is to benefit the colored people; this
being done, I am satisfied—the opinion of every white person in the country or the world, to the
contrary notwithstanding.”'"" Although Delany’s attitudes and opinions varied widely during his
roughly four decades as a public intellectual, as Tunde Adeleke, Paul Gilroy, Robert Levine, and Nell
Painter insistently remind us, his most significant contributions to the history of Ethiopianist discourse

are his uncompromising arguments on behalf of emigration, or what this dissertation calls
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“repatriation,” in which he asserts that Black peoples must remove themselves from any societies
wherein they do not comprise the demographic supermajority if they are to “redeem” themselves as
a race.”’’ Because the redemption of the Black race is impossible in such mixed societies, Delany
maintains Africans must come out of Egypt if they are to stretch forth their hands to God.

Unlike Walker and Stewart, therefore, Delany does not even implicitly seek white regeneration.
Rather, he casts a vision for African redemption rooted in a racialist reading of Psalm 68:31, fashioning
a deeply African-centered account of Black history and destiny to make sense of Africans’ experiences
apart from mainstream white interpretations of the same. Further, he forcefully translates this vision
into political and nationalistic terms, concluding that Black peoples must forge their own independent
polities in order to pursue their destiny apart from the other races. As perhaps his most famous slogan
makes clear, Delany is about African redemption by and for African peoples: “Our policy must be—
and I hazard nothing in promulging it; nay without this design and feeling, there would be a great
deficiency of self-respect, pride of race, and love of country, and we might never expect to challenge
the respect of nations—Africa for the African race, and black men to rule them. By black men I mean, men
of African descent who claim an identity with the race.””"* Indeed, with deference to St. Clair Drake,
who claims it is with Edward W. Blyden that Ethiopianism first escapes its confines in “the circle of
Negro church people” and becomes “something of greater significance for the black world,” I contend
Delany marshals the prophetic energies and redemptive narratives surrounding this tradition in service
to a thoroughly intellectual, nationalistic, and racially exclusivist program of Black repatriation.”’ That

is, he advances an Ethiopianist vision of redemption rooted in Black Atlantic practices of homemaking.

311 Tunde Adeleke, Without Regard to Race: The Other Martin Robison Delany (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2001),
37; Robert Levine, Martin R. Delany: A Documentary Reader (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 4; Paul
Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Donble Conscionsness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 20; Nell Irvin
Painter, “Martin R. Delany: Elitism and Black Nationalism,” Black Leaders of the Nineteenth Century, ed. Leon Litwack and
August Meier (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 170.

312 Martin R. Delany, Official Report of the Niger 1 alley Exploring Party New York: Thomas Hamilton, 1861), 61.

313 Drake, The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion, 53-4.

160



It is not surprising that Delany is more pessimistic than either Walker or Stewart about Black
destiny in the U.S. He lived and worked during the second half of the nineteenth century, when what
few rights free Black people had in the antebellum period were stripped away by the Fugitive Slave Act
and Dredd Scott v. Sanford, and when the promises of postbellum Reconstruction were belied by white
greed. He also experienced personal disappointment at the hands of whites: after having been among
the first cohort of Black men admitted to Harvard Medical School in 1850, Delany was forced to leave
over white students’ objections to learning alongside Black classmates. If Walker and Stewart could
hold out hope for the abstract possibility of “white Christian American” repentance and redemption,
Delany witnessed them refuse multiple concrete opportunities to embrace it, as well as the entrenched
habits animating their refusals. As political theorist Robert Gooding-Williams writes: “In Delany’s
view, American custom and law alike express ‘deep-seated prejudices’ animated by ‘all the malignity
and negro-hate’ that [he regards as] ‘inseparable from ... [the] very being ... [of] Christian democrats
and American advocates of equality.””'* Because Delany views white Americans, their government,
and their civil society as premised in their very being upon white supremacist malignity and what is
now called anti-Blackness, he does not seek the transformation of America.

He reserves particular vitriol for the Fugitive Slave Act. Describing the bill as “the crowning
act of infamy on the part of the general government towards the colored inhabitants of the United
States—and act so vile in its nature, that rebellion against its demands should be promptly made in
every attempt to enforce its infernal provisions,” Delany observes its one object is “the reduction of
every colored person in the United States ... to a state of relative s/avery; placing each and every one
of us at the disposal of any and every white who might choose to claim us, and the caprice of any and every

upstart knave bearing the title of ‘commissioner” (PD 358-59). It is not enough that most Africans in
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the U.S. are already enslaved, he remarks, but now white Christian Americans seek to enthrall the few
remaining free Africans as well; they want to subject all Africans to their whims. Though he had already
long championed repatriation, politically speaking, we might say it is the Fugitive Slave Act that
ultimately goads him to advocate for it as the on/y plausible answer to the Ethiopianist question of
African destiny.’” “What then shall we doP—what is the remedy—is the important question to be
answered?”” he asks readers of his 1852 Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of
the United States, Politically Considered. ““This important inquiry we shall answer, and find a remedy in
when treating of the emigration of the colored people” (CD 174).

If the general question I put to Walker and to Stewart is how they translate classical African
ideas, customs, and attitudes into the idiom of African redemption now known as Ethiopianism, then
the specific task of this chapter is to examine how Delany imagines redemption as repatriation. Indeed,
the problem Delany demands I confront is why and how certain Africans born in the Americas came
to understand continental Africa as their destined home, as the site of their rightful return. This
problem becomes especially acute when one considers that Delany’s repatriationist attitude was not
widespread among his contemporary American-born free Africans—many of whom, as Richard Allen
says, regarded America as their “mother country.””'° How, then, could he be sure “the blessed promise”
of Psalm 68:31 testifies to the idea that repatriation was “the grandest prospect for the regeneration
of a people that ever was presented in the history of the world?” (CD 62). What might explain his
insistence that repatriation rather than social or structural transformation constitutes the fulfillment
of African destiny—"the consummation of their desires?” Especially in view of Walker’s and Stewart’s
repudiation of repatriation-as-redemption, the sources of Delany’s brand of Ethiopianism and of his

conception of redemption thus invite rigorous scrutiny.
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Following critic Jerome McGann, while differing significantly in some concrete particulars, I
argue Delany’s idiom of African redemption emerges out of a religious inheritance and orientation
specific to the peoples of the Black Atlantic. “Everything in Delany’s life,” says McGann, “shows that
his revolutionary consciousness was grounded in a black religious consciousness. In terms of actual
history, God’s plan is to drive a new birth of human freedom through the agency of an emancipated
black consciousness. Recognizing that plan, hearing God’s call, Delany passes it along to his
contemporary world.””"" Indeed, I take as axiomatic Delany’s involvement in broader African
American and African diasporic practices of repatriation, beginning perhaps with those of his
grandfather, Shango, who left the U.S. for his home in the Niger River Valley after being manumitted.
As with Walker and Stewart, I read Delany’s concern for African destiny as not stemming chiefly from
his identification with an abstract conception of Africanity, but from the concrete African
communities and legacies he fought to sustain; my intention here is therefore to offer a way of reading
some of the most distinctive elements of Delany’s thought in view of certain religious practices and
attitudes long observed by these communities. Consequently, I locate key elements of his
Ethiopianism in Black diasporic attempts to repair what Giulia Bonacci calls slavery’s “delocalizations”
and the political status these delocalizations engendered—that is, I locate the power of his Ethiopianist
pursuit of African redemption in the centuries-long history of movements “back to Africa.””™®

Adopting an attitude of positive speculation, I consider in this chapter what might be learned
about the history and development of Ethiopianism if I foreground Black diaspora traditions of
repatriation in my interpretation of Delany’s thought and so link him to these forebears rather than
interpret him as doing something new. Instead of mistakenly identifying him as “the father of Black

nationalism” or as the originator of the slogan, “Africa for the Africans,” for example, I read Delany
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as a pivotal figure in the history of diasporic Africans seeking to “return home.””" This means treating
him not as exceptional but as exemplary—as, that is, an excellent case of the practice of repatriation,
which many Africans have pursued since the eatliest days of slavery and exile. Reworked as a question,
in this chapter I ask: What might one learn about the entanglements between Ethiopianism and
repatriation by making this distinctive religious inheritance a key to Delany’s vision for Black destiny?

To tell this story of Delany’s Ethiopianism is to see his political considerations as grounded in
Black Atlantic religious practices precisely to the degree that many Africans’ desires to return to their
natal lands have historically been tied to religious notions of home, ancestors, belonging, and
redemption. It is also to see how, as Delany advocates for Black peoples’ departure from the U.S. and
for their subsequent settling in Central and South America as well as West-Central Africa, he imagines
the meaning of Psalm 68:31 and its promise of Black destiny anew, with an influence that has extended
from his time into contemporary Black religious thought and practice.
2. SHANGO AND THE GARDEN OF EDEN

Because the historiography coalesces around claims about the influence of his grandparents, I
begin with a story of Delany’s ancestry before turning to how it relates to his Ethiopianism.” In her
Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany, which she composed under the pen name Frank Rollin,
biographer Frances Rollin opens her narrative with the observation that, “It has always been admitted
that the early slaves of America were the vanquished of the wars waged among rival tribes of Africa.

Among these were kings, chiefs, and their families, accustomed to state and circumstance.”
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Emphasizing the extent to which “regal African ancestry” functions as a source of self-esteem for
Black peoples in the Americas, she notes that many hold to their heritage “with a pride worthy of a
citizen of Rome in her palmiest days. Regardless of the gloom of barbarism which encircled their
ancestry, knowing that the race which now stands at the zenith of its power suffered like disadvantages,
the colored people cherish this proud descent with all the strong feeling so characteristic of them.
Prominent among them in this pride of race stands the subject of this work.”**! With these lines, Rollin
positions Delany as primus inter pares of all those Africans who insist upon and celebrate their ancestral
lineage as evidence that Black peoples will soon be restored. Indeed, another biographer renders the
stakes of Rollin’s claim in now familiar terms. Victor Ullman declares Delany’s commitment to the
idea of his royal ancestry means: “There was no doubt in Delany’s mind that ‘Princes shall come out
of Egypt; Ethiopia shall haste to stretch out her hands unto God once more.” He was one of the
princes of legitimate descent.”’*

Delany’s sense of princehood was not rooted in abstract ideas about African royalty, however.
His was not an imagined heritage; it was grounded in concrete familial and ethnic identifications. Rollin
informs readers his paternal grandparents were Gola and his maternal, Mandinka. As the story goes,
his father’s father was a Gola chieftain who had been captured with his family during an intratribal
war and sold into North American slavery. At some point during their enslavement, Delany’s paternal
grandfather, his wife, and their two sons escaped to what is now Toronto before being returned, “by
some fiction of law, international policy, old musty treaty, cozenly understood,” to their master in

323

Richmond, Virginia.”™ (Ullman notes that this “would place the escape and return before 1793 when

Canada ... set an example for the new democracy in the South, by abolishing slavery in the colony.
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Since that date, Canada has returned no fugitive slaves to the United States.””**)

It was back in Virginia
that Delany’s grandfather was ultimately murdered as he resisted punishment from an overseer. Little
is said about his grandmother, but it may be surmised that she did not meet a cheerier fate.

The impulse to defy slavery demonstrated by Delany’s paternal grandparents quite literally
marked his father, Samuel, as well. One year before Samuel purchased his freedom in 1823, he was
wounded by a sheriff for refusing to be whipped by a slave-breaker named Violet. According to Delany
family oral traditions, Samuel “did not mangle or harm Violet in any way. He merely tore off his
clothing. Nine times he stripped Violet without harming anything but his modesty.” Although Samuel
was not killed by the sheriff and his deputies upon their arrival, the wound Samuel received at their
hands left a permanent scar upon his face. “With this mark of brutality daily before the eyes of his
children, and in its train all the humiliations and bestial associations to which their hapless race was
subjected,” writes Rollin, “it is no matter of wonderment that Martin Delany should ... contribute his
aid to root out every fibre of slavery and its concomitants.”” According to another biographer,
historian Dorothy Sterling, this scar served as “a reminder to Martin through the rest of his father’s
life” both of the forced servitude of his family and their legacy of dissent.”

Like his paternal grandparents, Delany’s maternal grandmother and grandfather were captured
during intratribal warfare and sold into slavery. Unlike the former, who were Gola from what is now
Liberia or Sierra Leone, however, these grandparents were Mandinka from the Niger River Valley.
This grandfather was named Shango, after the orisha of traditional Yoruba religion associated with

fire, lightning, and axes. In keeping with the customs of their people, among whom “none took, save

by inheritance, so sacred a name as Shango, and the one thus named was entitled to the chief power,”

324 Ullman, Martin R. Delany, 4.
325 Rollin, Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany, 27

326 Dorothy Stetling, The Making of an Afro-American: Martin Robison Delany, 1812-1885 (New York: Da Capo, 1996), 13.

166



Delany’s family regarded this name as indicative of his grandfather’s royal status. So, too, did the white
slaveowners, who, according to Rollin, “recognized among themselves that no African of noble birth
should be continued enslaved. Thus, by virtue of his birth, Shango was enabled to return home.””””’
Of course, we do not know whether Shango ever successfully repatriated, for his family never heard
from him again. Nevertheless, Sterling hypothesizes that Shango’s presence loomed large in young
Delany’s childhood imagination. Here was an African prince who returned home.’”

Although Delany’s maternal grandmother, Graci Peace, received her freedom with Shango,
she did not repatriate to the Niger River Valley. Instead, she remained in the U.S. with their daughter,
Pati, with whom she lived, worked, and raised her grandchildren. By nearly all accounts, it is Graci
who proves most responsible for Delany’s African consciousness. Not only did she form her daughter
into a “high-minded Mandingo-Golah” woman who inherited “all the finer traits of character of her
Mandingo origin,” as Rollin suggests, she also nursed in Delany the dream of returning to Africa, for
her stories, songs, and the games she played with her grandson “depicted ... all the gorgeous imagery
of the tropics ... the story of their lost and rega/ inheritance.””* Indeed, Sterling writes that it is likely
Gract introduced him to West African languages, songs, and gods, as well as to ideas of her homeland,
“farther away than he could imagine,” which must have seemed like “the Garden of Eden.”””

2.1. REPATRIATION AS INHERITED YEARNING

For Rollin, Sterling, Ullman, and many other biographers, the influence of Delany’s maternal

grandparents strongly accounts for his stubborn commitment to the view that repatriation was to be

the consummation of African destiny.” For them, his grandparents constitute both the roots of what
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literary critic Robert Levine calls his “sense of genealogical connection to Africa” and the reason Africa
holds “a sacred place in his imagination.”” It is their instruction and example, these biographers
speculate, that explain how, “by the time he was 24, Delany had already mapped out his own plan for
a Black Israel.””” They also explain why Delany behaved as he did while in West Africa. For example,

Rollin says he inquired into his ancestry in the Niger River Valley so as to prove what he already knew:

To possess himself of the early origin of his family was in keeping with a mind so richly endowed, and
soaring always far beyond the confines which the prejudices of this country apportion him. Not that he
expected it to elevate him in America, knowing that custom and education are alike averse to this—
scarcely allowing him to declare with freedom from derision the immortal sentence, “I am a man,” and
claiming rights legitimately belonging to its estate. For by observing his history, it may yet prove that
the sequel is but the goal of his earliest determination, and not of recent conception, but nursed from
his high-minded Mandingo-Golah mother, and heard in the chants of a Mandingo grandmother,
depicted with all the gorgeous imagery of the tropics, as the story of their lost and rega/inheritance. Thus
becoming imbued with its spirit, it shaped itself in the dreams of his childhood, it entwined about the
studies and pursuits of his youth, and, through that remarkable perseverance which characterizes him,
it was realized in the full vigor of manhood to trace satisfactorily his ancestors” history on the soil of its
origin.

Thus Africa and her past and future glory became entwined around every fibre of his being; and to the
work of replacing her among the powers of the earth, and exalting her scattered descendants on this
continent, he has devoted himself wholly, with an earnestness to which the personal sacrifices made by
him through life bear witness.?3

On her account, the circumstances of Delany’s nature and his nurture inculcated in him a passionate
commitment to Africa and its peoples throughout the globe.” “For upon his parentage and race rests
whatever of success and prominence our subject has achieved,” Rollin writes, “they have entered so
strongly into all his pursuits ... that they reflect themselves in every act, and each act, marked by this

strong personality, leads to the individual himself.”>*

Drawing upon the typical assumptions of eatly
nineteenth-century race science, Rollin stands them on their head by suggesting Delany’s desires and

determinations, his “life and services,” may be attributed to his African roots and racial constitution.

332 Levine, Martin R. Delany, 10, 316.
333 Ullman, Martin R. Delany, 7.
334 Rollin, Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany, 18.

335 See also Beverly C. Tomek, Colonization and Its Discontents: Emancipation, Emigration, and Antislavery in Antebellum
Pennsylvania New York: New York University Press, 2011), 190-208.

336 Rollin, Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany, 21-22.
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As Levine has noted, however, it is likely that Delany’s motivations on behalf of his race are
much more complicated than these speculative accounts indicate. For one thing, we know race science
is a specious discourse with little explanatory power—even by way of inculcating the “we-intentions”

337

that Eddie Glaude calls racial solidarity.”’ For another, Delany was not as consistent as Rollin makes
him out to be. He was very marginally committed to Africa at various times in his career. Nevertheless,
it is the similar speculative conceit of this chapter to run with the idea that the influence of Delany’s
grandparents at least partially explains why he could state that “my destiny is fixed in Africa, where
my family and myself, by God’s providence, will soon be happily situated,” and that he viewed Africa
as “the field of my destined labor” in 1861 and 1880, respectively.” That is, I speculatively explore
the possible influences of repatriation, conceived as a religious inheritance, upon his Ethiopianism.
It will perhaps be useful to offer a brief review of repatriation. As I have theorized it in chapter
1, repatriation denotes the centuries-long Black diasporic cluster of customs, beliefs, and attitudes
oriented around returning to the African continent to repair the dislocations of slavery. As I use the
term, this constellation of related practices includes, for example, certain religiously inflected behaviors
such as throwing oneself into the sea, returning home during sleep or dreams, and flying, as well as
more explicitly political practices such as appealing to governments, chartering ships, and organizing

(§
mass exoduses.””’

Thus, the 1773 petition of four enslaved African men to the Massachusetts
legislature asking that they be allowed to “leave the province ... [and] procure money to transport
ourselves to some part of the coast of Africa, where we propose a settlement,” the 1803 mass suicide

at Igbo Landing, nineteenth- and twentieth-century Gullah-Geechee stories about airborne Africans,

Marcus Garvey’s Black Star Line, and Rastafari “returns” to Ethiopia can all be classified as instances

37 Levine, Martin R. Delany, 315; Glaude, Exodus!, 15-16.
338 Martin R. Delany, Weekly Anglo-African, October 5, 1861; Martin R. Delany, “Letter to Coppinget,” December 18, 1880.

339 On the matter of flying and the limits of scholarly studies of repatriation, see Jason R. Young, “All God’s Children Had
Wings: The Flying African in History, Literature, and Lore,” Journal of Africana Religions 5.1 (2017), 50-70.
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of repatriation.’”” Each of them is oriented around a notion of redressing slavery’s ruptures. What
proves important about these practices for my purposes, then, is neither their success, nor their
empirical efficacy. Instead, it is how they serve practitioners as vehicles for imagining notions of pan-
African solidarity and global Black diaspora consciousness—the ways, that is, they have helped
diasporic Africans such as Delany fashion normative claims about their identities, aspirations, and
belonging, as well as fitting forms of life.

In Delany’s case, I suggest repatriation can be considered what Dianne Stewart elsewhere calls
“a spiritual desire, a yearning, an appetite and need for home, freedom, and fulfillment” first inculcated
in him by his grandparents, which he then self-consciously takes up and adapts into a response to the
developments of his moment.”*' Speculative as this suggestion is, I claim Delany can be read as
blending this religious inheritance (to recall Rollin’s description) with certain ideas and concerns
derived from then-contemporary controversies over emigration as he advances his Ethiopianist
account of Black redemption as a movement back-to-Africa. What matters for me is not denying the
distinctiveness of emigration as pursued by nineteenth-century Black figures and communities with
whom Delany would have been familiar, but pointing up its historical precedents tied to longstanding
Africana orientations. In particular, I use repatriation here to highlight how Delany’s citations of Psalm
68:31 can and, indeed, should be linked to this broader set of practices such that scholars might see
his use of the Ethiopian prophecy afresh. That is, such that scholars of Black and Africana religions
may see how Delany’s use of the Ethiopian prophecy is both distinctive in the history of Black religious
thought and how it reflects the influence of certain religious concerns common to many peoples in
the African diaspora. Even as Delany does something new with Ethiopianism, he is linked to those

who came before—whom I here represent by appealing to his grandparents, Shango and Graci.

340 Peter Bestes, Sambo Freeman, Felix Holbrook, Chester Joie, “Petition to the Representative of the Town of Thompson,
April 20, 1773,” Library of Congtess, accessed July 15, 2022, https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.03701600/.

341 Stewart, Three Eyes for the Journey, 60.
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3. AWAKENING TO DESTINY

While Delany advances repatriative program “that included one of the first strong articulations
of an Ethiopianist or Pan-African political philosophy” in his 1861 Official Report of the Niger 1 alley
Excploring Party, his most sustained arguments on behalf of repatriation come in two early works.**
Namely, his 1852 book, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United
States, Politically Considered, and his keynote address to the 1854 National Emigration Convention of
Colored People held in Cleveland, Ohio, Po/itical Destiny of the Colored Race on the American Continent,
which was later published in the convention proceedings. Although these works vary in important
ways, and, indeed, although Condition offers two distinct proposals for repatriation to Central and South
America, on the one hand, and eastern Africa, on the other, they are united in their expression of a
common set of concerns and principles, which form the core of Delany’s argument for repatriation in
Official Report. 1 therefore survey these concerns and principles in order, beginning with Condition before
turning to Po/itical Destiny. My idea is to forge a progressive sense of the principles Delany derives from
his political analyses of the conditions of African American life in the U.S. Following this survey, I
conclude by addressing Official Repor?s Ethiopianist political philosophy, in which Delany describes
repatriation as “the grandest prospect” for the fulfilment of Africans’ destiny.

As Walker and Stewart before him, Delany addresses Condition to “the public in general, and
the colored people of the United States in particular,” observing that his “sole object has been, to place
before the[m] ... great truths concerning this class of citizens, which appears to have been heretofore
avoided” (CD 35). Like his predecessors, Delany aims to awaken his Black brethren to what he calls
the reality of their condition, specifically, that they exist as “a nation within a nation—a people who
although part and parcel of the population, yet were from force of circumstances, known by the

peculiar position they occupied, forming in fact, by the deprivation of political equality with others,

342 Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 188.
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no part” (CD 42). Deliberately confronting his readers with “historical facts that cannot be
controverted,” he addresses them, in effect, as an unfree people subject to the capricious whims of
their white masters (CD 41). Even his free readers, though they differentiate themselves from their
enslaved kin, he says, are subject to the same arbitrary interference and degradation from whites as
their brethren in chains. “They have no part nor lot in the government of the country,” he writes of
the enslaved, “neither have we. They are ruled and governed without representation ... and so are we.
Where then is our political superiority to the enslaved?” (CD 44). Collapsing the distinction between
slave and free on the basis that even free Africans do not have rights that whites are bound to respect,
he challenges his readers to see the difficult truth that they are not Americans, though many of them
were born in America, but “a distinct nation of people” subject to all manner of depredations.””
Although Delany echoes Walker’s complaint that there are “none like us,” that is, no people
whose condition is more unfavorable than Africans in the U.S., he acknowledges they form part of a
broader historical pattern of domination, in which ruling classes have tended to deny their subordinates
equality and citizenship. Calling attention to the Israelites in ancient Egypt and the Irish, Welsh, and
Scottish in the nineteenth-century United Kingdom, among others, he suggests domination might be
regarded as a brute fact of political existence.”™ Where the strong have been able to dominate the
weak, they have generally acted accordingly. “That there have been in all ages and in all countries, in
every quarter of the habitable globe,” Delany writes, “classes of people who have been deprived of

equal privileges, political, religious and social, cannot be denied, and that this deprivation on the part

34 Delany says, for example, “The United States, untrue to her trust and unfaithful to her principles of republican equality,
has also pursued a policy of political degradation to a large portion of her native born countrymen, and that class is the
Colored People. Denied an equality not only of political but of natural rights, in common with the rest of our fellow
citizens, there is no species of degradation to which we are not subject. ... Reduced to abject slavery is not enough, the
very thought of which should awaken every sensibility of our common nature, but those of their descendants who are
freemen even in the non-slaveholding States, occupy the very same position politically, religiously, civilly and socially, (with
but few exceptions,) as the bondman occupies in the slave States” (CD 44).

344 Painter, “Martin R. Delany,” 154-55.
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of the ruling classes is cruel and unjust, is also equally true” (CD 41). He also advances the proposition
that this arbitrary deprivation of political equality leads ruling classes to fashion ideas about their
superiority in the language of racial differences, as these ideas significantly curtail the sympathy and
opposition that might otherwise be interposed on the subordinates’ behalf. Treating this proposition
as a premise, moreover, he infers ideas about racial superiority, because they are not rooted in actual
differences in capacity between human populations but in domestic strategy, are political tools, what
he calls “matters of policy,” that enable ruling classes to “prescribe whatever terms at discretion for

345

their government” suit their purposes (CD 42-3).”" They are not accurate descriptions of differences

that obtain between human groups but ideological fictions that bolster relations of domination.”
For Delany, what thus distinguishes Africans in the U.S. from other classes of the oppressed
are the contingent historical particulars of their existence. While they share the common circumstances
of having been dominated and racialized with many other peoples around the world, especially the
lower orders of Europe, the distinct brutality of their condition is what sets them apart. Partly, then,
Condition narrates the origins and development of these particulars. He repeats his insistence that the
“object of this volume is, to enlighten the minds of a large class of readers upon a subject with which

they are unacquainted, expressed in comprehensible language,” namely, the history of their deprivation

(CD76). By rehearsing this story, he aims to awaken his readers to the causes of their present condition

3% Another way to say this is that Delany fashions a theory of racialization as he outlines the contours of African American
life in the initial chapters of Condition, framing ideas about racial supetiority as one means by which ruling classes produce
and preserve the part of the population that has no part. Indeed, as Johnson observes, Delany’s descriptions of the political
conditions of African American life lead him to suggest that “race was how one political population dominated others as an internal
colony.” His observations denaturalize racial formations—suggesting they are not discovered but made. Johnson, African
American Religions, 234 (emphasis original).

346 In this Delany perhaps prefigures key features of the groundbreaking accounts of race and racialization put forth by
medievalist Geraldine Heng and anthropologist-historian Ann Laura Stoler, in which race is theorized as a “structural
relationship for the articulation and management of human differences, rather than a substantive content” produced by
imperial formations “that in their very making thrive on opaque taxonomies ... [and] the production of exceptions and
their uneven and changing proliferations,” respectively. Where Delany may be perhaps more radical than Heng or Stoler,
however, is in his insistence that race is as old as the history of dominating polities and not just a modern or even medieval
phenomenon. See Geraldine Heng, The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages New York: Cambridge University Press,
2018), 3; Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 177.
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as “nonentities among the citizens, and excrescences on the body politic,” and spur them to action on
their own behalf. “Have we not now sufficient intelligence among us to understand our true position,
to realize our actual condition, and determine for ourselves what is best to be done?”” he asks. “If we
have not now, we never shall have, and should at once cease prating about our equality, capacity, and
all that” (CD 45). Although composed in a different genre and so register of voice, Condition is thus
written in the same spirit as Walker’s Appeal and Stewart’s Meditations. It aims to awaken its readers
both to the sources of their misery and to their capacities to change their conditions—to awaken them,
that is, to their abilities to achieve their destiny.
4. AFRICAN MISERY AS ETHIOPIANIST HISTORY

Unlike Walker and Stewart, however, Delany does not solicit divine assistance in his attempts
to arouse his brethren. He does not invoke gods or ancestors as he confronts his audience with facts
about their condition. Instead, he repeats a narrative of domination and misery, “which should awaken
every sensibility of our common nature” (CD 44). Many scholars of Ethiopianism therefore construe
Delany as secularized and secularizing because his arguments, while clearly drawn from the wellspring
of Ethiopianist rhetoric, do not appeal to God or biblical prophecy as often as his predecessors. “For
the most part,” writes historian George Fredrickson, “he stressed practical and worldly forms of self-
help rather than divine support and inspiration.”**" Critics such as Fredrickson thus infer that his stress
upon human agency as opposed to divine activity as the necessary condition for accomplishing Black
destiny marks a decisive moment in the development of Ethiopianist thought—thereby making him
into a transitional figure between Ethiopianism’s earlier religious iterations and its later worldly strains.
“Delany,” says anthropologist Charles Price, “can be attributed with developing a more secular version

oriented around a pragmatic self-help program, combined with a repatriation to Africa program.”>*

347 George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation: A Comparative History of Black Ideologies in the United States and South Africa
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 66-7.

348 Chatles Price, ““Cleave to the Black:” Expressions of Ethiopianism in Jamaica,” New West Indian Guide 77.1 (2003), 33.
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Yet, depicting Delany in this way obscures two important things. The first is the fact that much
nineteenth-century Black political speech (especially that associated with the Black church) was crafted
in and through religious language, as Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham and Eddie Glaude have carefully
demonstrated.” Noting the involvement of figures like Delany with key features of African American
religious life, Glaude writes of their speech, for example, that it “was constructed, to some extent,
within a language that linked biblical figures to postbiblical persons, places, and events.””" Indeed,
while it may therefore be correct in an empirical sense to note that Delany invokes God and the Bible
less than his predecessors in the Ethiopianist tradition, I submit that moving from this observation to
a claim about the secularizing character of his thought obscures the meaningful entanglements between
religion and politics that are everywhere discernable in his work. Even when Delany appears to be at
his most secular, his ties to African American communities and institutions mean he remains indebted
to religious categories, practices, and orientations. In fact, I thus suggest his work troubles the overall
meaningfulness of a sacred-secular distinction as an analytic lens for making sense of Ethiopianism.”"

More significant for my purposes, however, are the ways this gloss on Delany as a transitional
figure in Ethiopianism downplay a vital continuity between him and his Ethiopianist predecessors.
Despite his emphasis upon “practical and worldly forms of self-help,” Delany still adopts the same
essential strategy as his forebears. Whereas Price asserts a qualitative break between Delany and those
who came before him, Delany’s lack of reliance upon divine assistance does not translate into the
abandonment of key Ethiopianist social practices. That is, Delany also strives to awaken his brethren
to their capacities to effect change by rehearsing a declension narrative in which Black misery is framed

as a contingent product of human action; like Stewart and Walker before him, he aims to arouse kin

3% Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women's Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 1-18.

350 Glaude, Exodus!, 4.

351 For one possible counterargument, see Sorett, “Secular Compared to What?” 45-48.
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and countrymen to the nearness of their redemption by pointing out it would be theirs if they would
but “go and possess it.” “All that is left for us to do,” he declaims at the end of Condition, “is to make
ourselves the “ords of all terrestrial creation” (CD 226). Even if it is true that Delany can be construed
as more secular than his earlier counterparts, he nevertheless takes up and adapts their formal strategy
of retelling African history as a means of inducing collective awakening and political organization.
4.1. RACIALIZATION AND DOMINATION

Perhaps the central premise of Delany’s narrative of African decline is his notion that the
earliest European settlers in the Americas were drawn from the ruling rather than common classes.
He writes: “Those who came to the new world, were not of the common people, seeking in a distant
land the means of livelihood, but moneyed capitalists, the grandees and the nobles” (CD 77). Because
these wealthy white settlers had no intention of laboring themselves to extract material wealth from
the New World, he says, they determined to enslave a class of people to help them claim it. They had
two initial alternatives for this dubious distinction: the working classes of Europe or the indigenous
peoples of the Americas. But problems arose with each. On the one hand, according to Delany,
European laborers too closely resembled their proto-capitalist masters, thus prompting feelings of
identification and sympathy. Such laborers could not therefore be easily exploited. “The condition of
society at the time,” he writes, “would not admit of it” (CD 49). On the other hand, while the indigenous
peoples were sufficiently distinguished from Europeans on the basis of physical differences, such that
they elicited “less interest on the part of the oppressing class, in their favor,” they were “wholly
unaccustomed to labor, and therefore sunk under the insupportable weight, two millions and a half
having fallen victims to the cruelty of oppression and toil suddenly placed upon their shoulders” (CD
48). These workers did not survive their brutal conditions. Finding both white and indigenous laborers
ill-suited to the accumulation of wealth, powerful European settlers turned their eyes toward Africans.

On his telling, it was these settlers’ pursuit of wealth that led to Africans’ bondage in the New World.
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Partly, Delany argues Africans were enslaved because they were accustomed to grueling labor.
Here he echoes the arguments of Bartolomé de Las Casas, the sixteenth-century Spanish Dominican
who was the first to argue that Africans should be imported to the Americas to replace the Native
populations in the mines. Unlike Las Casas, however, Delany makes this claim this less because of

supposedly innate characteristics than millennia of custom and habit.”

Europeans had long been
aware of African attainments in agriculture, architecture, engineering, and the arts and sciences, he
says, as well as the skillfulness of African labor. This is why European settlers in the Americas turned
their attention toward the western coast of Africa. Advancing what will later become a

characteristically Afrocentric and Black nationalist riff on Ethiopianism, he claims:

From the eatliest period of the history of nations, the African race had been known as an industrious
people, cultivators of the soil. The grain fields of Ethiopia and Egypt were the themes of the poet, and
their garners, the subject of the historian. Like the present America, all the world went to Africa, to get
a supply of commodities. Their massive piles of masonty, their skilful [sic] architecture, their
subterranean vaults, their deep and mysterious wells, their extensive artificial channels, their mighty
sculptured solid rocks, and providences of stone quatries; gave indisputable evidence, of the hardihood
of that race of people (CD 78).

Like Stewart, Walker, and other Black thinkers before and after him, Delany asserts the peoples of
antiquity went to Ethiopia and Egypt to benefit from their labor and learning. Like Stewart and Walker,
too, he claims this has not fundamentally changed: Africans still perform the work that enriches the
world. The substantial difference of the nineteenth century, however, is that Africans perform this
work in the Americas as enslaved rather than free persons. Indeed, in Political Destiny he goes on to
enumerate the many benefits Africans brought with them to the Americas—including knowledge of
hemp, cotton, tobacco, corn, rice, and sugar cultivation, as well as husbandry and herdsmanship, which
he calls arts “acquired in their native Africa” (PD 348). For now, however, Delany argues that it is “for
this cause and this alone, were they selected in preference to any other races of men, to do the labor
of the New World” (CD 80). Europeans turned to Africans because they had developed the resources

and skillfulness requisite for making the most out of new climates by means of labor and toil.

352 See Lawrence Clayton, “Bartolomé de las Casas and the African Slave Trade,” History Compass 7.6 (2009), 1526-1541.
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The force of Delany’s inversion of the typical subject-object relations of anti-Black discourse
proves powerful here. Rather than perpetuate racist tropes about lazy laborers and peoples without
history, Delany suggests Africans have played a central role in the history of civilizations. Whether in
ancient or modern wortlds, they have supplied the labor that has made society possible. Not only have
they contributed to histories of high culture through religion, morality, arts, and architecture, but they
have also fed, constructed, and braced the development of “nations, kings, and empires,” to recall one
of Stewart’s favorite formulations. While Delany does not therefore reject civilizationism as such, he
does repudiate and reverse those civilizationist perspectives that erase African history. In this, his story
reiterates the conventional Ethiopianist strategy of insisting upon Africans’ prior greatness.”

Partly, too, however, Delany argues that Africans were enslaved because their physical features
readily set them off as a separate class of persons. “The policy of all those who proscribe any people,”
he says, “induces them to select as the objects of proscription, those who differed as much as possible,
in some particulars, from themselves. This is to ensure the greater success, because it engenders the
greater prejudice, or in other words, elicits less interest on the part of the ruling class, in their favor”
(CD 48). If Africans were selected in preference as laborers due to their skillfulness, then they were
made to be slaves because of their distinguishing physical characteristics. By enslaving a people who
look different from themselves, and by basing these differences upon distinctions more permanent
than dress and culture, the ruling classes can preclude feelings of solidarity between the more liberally-
minded among them and their new subordinates. Because Africans in the early Americas were as
visually foreign to white settlers as to the indigenous peoples and so unlikely to elicit feelings of
identification or sympathy from either, white settlers regarded them “as the very best class that could
be selected” (CD 48). On his account, it is therefore because of their skill and their appearance that

Africans were brought to the Spanish colonies in 1502 and to the British colonies in 1619.

353 See Anthony Bogues’s description of Ethiopianism as a “counterpractice.” Bogues, Black Heretics, Black Prophets, 156.
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Delany’s story of African enslavement in Condition conveys his arguably correct view—also the
view of many affiliated with what has since come to be known as “the Black radical tradition”—that
racial formations are imbricated with class distinctions; that they interpenetrate one another such that
the making of races is part and parcel of the making of slaves and workers, and vice versa.” But
Delany goes further than simply asserting that race and class are entwined. He also demonstrates how
race has historically functioned as a discursive means of rationalizing the domination, exploitation, and
extermination of the lower orders.” Articulating a political identification with the colored races and
the unfortunate classes of Europe alike, Delany describes race as at least a partial construct of policy,
that is, practices of governance which produce and preserve distinctions among different groups of
people in service to capital. Indeed, Condition exposes how “the absurd idea of [the| natural inferiority
of the African” was only “recently adduced by the slave-holders and their abettors, in justification of
their policy” (CD 51). In crucial ways, then, Delany shows both his contemporaries and twenty-first
century readers how broader historical processes of racialization served to rationalize the social order
that would eventually invent the idea of the deracinated, ahistorical African laborer.

4.2. RACE AND SLAVERY AS POLITICAL RATHER THAN MORAL PROBLEMS

Philosopher Bernard Boxill argues the most striking feature of Delany’s story in Condition is

“the omission of any mention of morality as a possible constraint on the Europeans’ desire to enslave

Afticans.”?®

He notes it never seems even to occur to Delany to imply that Europeans had to
overcome moral inhibitions against slavery to make slaves of Africans. Yet, because Delany regards

the formation of races and of class distinctions throughout history as the result of political processes

of dispossession and domination, his omission of moral considerations does not prove particularly

354 See David Scott, “On the Very Idea of a Black Radical Tradition,” Smwall Axe 17.1 (2013), 1-6.

355 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2000), 27.

356 Bernard Boxill, “T'wo Traditions in African American Political Philosophy,” Philesophy Forum 24.1-3 (1992-93), 119-135.
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surprising. He here considers Europeans neither especially cruel, nor hate-filled. Indeed, in contrast
to later arguments in Po/itical Destiny, Condition explicitly denies that it was “on account of hatred to his
color, that the African was selected as the object of oppression” (CD 50). Delany claims instead that
Africans were selected because they were especially suited to the tasks at hand, and because their
distinctive phenotypical features made it easier to separate them from the rest of the populations of
the Americas. In Condition, Delany thus fills the general outline of his understanding of political
history—patterned as it is by the proclivity of the strong to dominate, racialize, and enslave the weak—
with the particular content and histories of people of Black African descent in the Americas.
Delany’s refusal to engage moral considerations might also be attributed to his opposition to
the strategy of moral suasion, or Black social uplift through moral reform, which was championed by
such nineteenth-century figures as Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Maria W. Stewart.
As I previously indicated in my discussion of Stewart, suasionists tended to assert Africans could free

themselves by proving themselves exemplary members of society.”’

For myriad reasons, some better
than others, they maintained collective ethical formation would inevitably result in Black emancipation.
This sentiment is plainly expressed in the “Address” of the 1832 Second Negro National Convention:
“We yet anticipate ... a final redemption from the evils that have been illegitimately entailed on us ...
We yet expect by due exertions on our part, together with the aid of the benevolent philanthropists
of our country, to acquire a moral and intellectual strength, that will unshift the calumnious darts of
our adversaries, and present to the world a general character, that they will feel bound to respect.”>
Although he supported moral suasion during his years as an antislavery lecturer for The North Star,

Delany had come to oppose it by the early 1850s. Chief among his many reasons is that moral suasion

depends upon an erroneous assumption that ethics and politics are essentially imbricated, that morality

357 Adeleke, Iz the Service of God and Humanity, 3.

358 “Minutes and Proceedings of the Second Annual Convention,” Howard H. Bell, ed. The Proceedings of the National Negro
Conventions, 1830-1864 (New York: Arno Press and the New York Times, 1969), 34.
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influences policy. “We have speculated and moralized much about equality—claiming to be as good
as our neighbors, and everybody else,” Delany writes of suasionist advocates for Black emancipation,
“all of which may do very well in ethics—but not in politics” (CD 67). Indeed, for Delany, the political
problem Africans face in the U.S. is statelessness. They remain outside the body politic, and upstanding
moral character cannot rectify this condition.

In circumstances such as these, Delany maintains that sympathy, or the imaginative power to
identify with another, is perhaps the only chance the oppressed have of becoming integrated (CD 42).
But sympathy is not equally distributed. “Sympathy,” Boxill says, “spared only some of the weak.”>”
For Delany, this unequal distribution is by design. He has already claimed that European sympathies
prevented the wholesale enslavement of white laborers, but not of indigenous ones. Recall, too, his
assertion that the “policy of all those who proscribe any people induces them to select as the objects
of proscription, those who differed as much as possible, in some particulars, from themselves. This is
to ensure the greater success, because it engenders the greater prejudice” (CD 48). Even if sympathy
is influenced by such factors as contiguity and familiarity, as David Hume argues, the mitigating
influence of race means they matter little in the case of Africans in the Americas.® Given
racialization’s power to produce and preserve distinctions among different populations, the racialized
dynamics of physical difference trump the possibility of establishing a common sympathy based upon
shared custom and habit, or even upon physical proximity. Indeed, race’s power is such that it is not
enough many Africans in America have assimilated themselves to white American culture and mores:
“Being distinguished by our complexion ... we are still singled out—although having merged in the
habits and customs of our oppressors” (CD 221). Such are the facts to which he means to awaken his

audience: neither Black moral uplift nor white sympathy solves the political problem of statelessness.

359 Boxill, “Two Traditions in African American Political Philosophy,” 120.

360 David Hume, Enguiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
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Delany bolsters this argument by dedicating roughly one-third of Condition to enumerating the
achievements and contributions made by exemplary Black figures to U.S. life. Although tedious, these
lists establish his point: the laws and provisions of the country do not include or protect Africans—
not even those who have given immensely to the nation. “If such evidence of industry and interest,”
he says, “as has been exhibited in the various chapters on the different pursuits and engagements of
colored Americans, do not entitle them to equal rights and privileges in our common country, then
indeed, is there nothing to justify the claims of any portion of the American people to the common
inheritance of Liberty” (CD 159-60). Given that Africans’ many contributions to the country have
failed to earn them citizenship, or even simple legal protections from arbitrary enslavement and
domination, Delany therefore concludes: “We must abandon all vague theory, and look at facts as they
really our; viewing ourselves in our true political position in the body politic. To imagine ourselves to
be included in the body politic, except by express legislation, is at war with common sense, and
contrary to fact ... We are politically, not of them, but aliens” (CD 173).

The Ethiopianist declension narrative of Condition thus purports to explain how Africans came
to their “miserable position” through a centuries-long process of selection and separation (CD 213).
First, Delany argues Africans were selected to “work” because of their suitability for the demands of
American labor, and in view of the inability of white and indigenous workers to meet these demands.
Then, they were racialized through appeals to physical difference that rationalized their transformation
into bondage. Finally, they were disavowed as laborers and citizens in the life of the American nation,
and, through the Fugitive Slave Act, even free Africans residing in the U.S. were grouped together
with the enslaved as “excrescences on the body politic” (CD 44). While contemporary readers might
quibble with some of Delany’s narratological strategies, the power of his account, as Sylvester Johnson
says, resides in his claim that “Blacks, whether enslaved or free, occupied essentially the same status
precisely because slavery was a form of racial rule. As a political institution ... slavery subjugated

Blacks to the political authority of Whites and deprived them of protections and governing privileges
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%! That is, the force of Delany’s story rests in his claim

... that Whites enjoyed as a matter of course.
that slavery is a political relation that renders Africans perpetually foreign to the American nation.
4.3. ANCESTRAL DISOBEDIENCE AS CATEGORY MISTAKE

Indeed, Delany’s explicit focus on politics distinguishes his story of African decline from the
ones rehearsed by Walker and Stewart before him. In contrast to many of his fellows who argue that
African enslavement is divine retribution for the sins of their ancestors, Delany insists it is the result
of political economy and domestic policy alone. “Any other doctrine than this,” he says, “is downright
delusion, unworthy of a free people, and only intended for slaves.” Offering an objection to many of
his contemporaries’ interpretations of African history, he declares, “but, what we here desire to do is,
to correct the long standing error among a large body of the colored people in this country, that the
cause of our oppression and degradation is the displeasure of God towards us, because of our
unfaithfulness to Him” (CD 606). Likely not appreciating the classically African contours of this
interpretation because of their proximity to the precepts and purposes of mid-nineteenth-century
white proslavery religion as he understands it, Delany offers an alternative formulation: God has not
authorized African misery. God has nothing to do with it. It is humans who are responsible for the
conditions of earthly life. Because God is just, Delany says, punishment will certainly be meted out to
whites in the afterlife, so Africans ought now to concern themselves with their present
circumstances—to remain content to let God be the cause of Africans’ misery is to remain asleep.

What are we to make of this objection? On the one hand, Delany frames it not as a rejection
of Black and African religious sensibilities writ large, but of forms of Black religion that seem to have
acquiesced to the slaveholding status quo. For him, the idea that God would punish Africans for their
forefathers’ disobedience is a fiction on par with that of race marking innate differences in humanity.

Both are tools for legitimating domination and unjust social orders; both are arraigned against Black
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flourishing. As African American studies scholar Britt Rusert observes, Delany therefore does not
criticize Black religious practice in itself, but only those forms which he thinks oppose themselves,
either explicitly or implicitly, to political struggle.’**

On the other hand, Delany appears to suggest Africans might be predisposed to observing
precisely these forms of religious practice. “The colored races are highly susceptible of religion,” he
writes, “it is a constituent principle of their nature, and an excellent trait in their character. But
unfortunately for them, they carry it too far. Their hope is largely developed, and consequently, they
usually stand still—hoping in God, and really expect him to do that for them, which it is necessary
they should do themselves. This is their great mistake” (CD 64). For Delany (as for many other
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Black thinkers), Africans are marked by a troubling impulse to
search for answers to their political problems in the realm of religion. They suffer from an excess of
hope, and one consequence of hope’s semblance—of an ill-fitting (because too great) expectation in
God—is their acquiescence to material misery. That is, it seems to me Delany worries his compatriots’
proclivity for immoderate hope (as he sees it) perverts their religious observances and generates in
them an otherworldly political orientation.

In his later serialized novel, Blake, Or the Huts of America, Delany bespeaks this criticism again,

albeit more directly, in the voice of his protagonist, Henry Blake, who regards quietist religious practice

with disdain. This time criticizing the antipolitics of “the silly nonsense of conjuration,” Delany writes:
g p y J > Y

“Now you see boys,” said Henry, “how much conjuration and such foolishness and stupidity is worth
to the slaves of the South. All that it does, is to put money into the pockets of the pretended conjurer,
give him power over others by making them afraid of him; and even old Gamby Gholar and Maudy
Ghamus and the rest of the Seven Heads, with all of the high conjurers in the Dismal Swamp, are

depending more upon me to deliver them from their confinement as prisoners in the Swamp and

. . 363
runaway slaves, than all their combined efforts together.””
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Sparing neither Christianity nor conjure from censure, Blake clarifies Delany’s assertion in Condition
that humans must be responsible for the conditions of their own lives, and that appeals to supernatural
intervention are therefore a category mistake.” Indeed, Blake makes clear that Delany’s theodicy
means to turn Africans away from misplaced hope in the supernatural toward hope in themselves.’”
Africans are the adequate means to their own ends, that is, if they would but awaken to this knowledge.
Somewhat paradoxically then, Delany’s denunciation of the otherworldly excesses of Black religion,
which I have earlier suggested can be traced to the discourses of classical African religions, are carried
out in the name of what we may recognize after Walker and Stewart as an Ethiopianist religious ideal—
the principle that the forces are latent within Africa and Africans to redeem themselves from slavery.”*
Rusert provides a helpful way to think about this paradox: while Delany does criticize the ostensibly
“superstitious knowledges” of his compatriots, he nevertheless “repeatedly abandons the dry plane of

rational knowledge production for a mystically inflected praxis of freedom.”””*” That is, he turns to the

languages and tools of religion to challenge slaveholder power.

364 The full version of Delany’s theodicy reads as follows: “God himself is perfect; perfect in all his works and ways. He
has means for every end; and every means used must be adequate to the end to be gained. God’s means are laws—fixed
laws of nature, a part of His own being, and as immutable, as unchangeable as Himself. Nothing can be accomplished but
through the medium of, and comfortable to these laws. ... That which is Spiritual, can only be accomplished through the
medium of the Spiritual law; that which is Moral, through the medium of the Moral law; and that which is Physical, through
the medium of the Physical law. Otherwise than this, it is useless to expect any thing. Does a person want a spiritual
blessing, he must apply through the medium of the spiritual law—pray for it in order to obtain it. If they desire to do a
moral good, they must apply through the medium of the moral law—exercise their sense and feeling of right and justice, in
order to effect it. Do they want to attain a physical end, they can only do so through the medium of the physical law—go
to work with muscles, hands, limbs, might and strength, and this, and nothing else will attain it. ... The argument that man
must pray for what he receives, is a mistake, and one that is doing the colored people especially, incalculable injury. That
man must pray in order to get to Heaven, every Christian will admit—but a great truth we have yet got to learn, that he
can live on earth whether he is religious or not, so that he conforms to the great law of God, regulating the things of earth;
the great physical laws” (CD 64-5).

365 Jerome McGann puts it clearly, writing: “Religion dominates the political action in Blake. It maps the struggle between
what is perhaps the most basic repetition/compatison in the wotk: between false religion that justifies and promotes racist
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4.4, OTHERWORLDLY RELIGION IN THE BLACK CHURCHES

It is possible that Delany’s objection to the otherworldliness of certain Black religious attitudes
derives from his roughly two-year tenure as a coeditor and antislavery lecturer for Frederick Douglass’s
abolitionist newspaper, The North Star. Between 1847 and 1849, Delany traveled through Pennsylvania,
Ohio, New York, and Delaware, delivering antislavery lectures to Black communities and churches as
a means of drumming up support for abolition. According to historian Tunde Adeleke, Delany and
Douglass had expected Delany to be received by these churches with open arms—in part because of
the Black church’s history as a separatist institution—and had thus hoped that the churches would take
a leading role in antislavery struggle. What Douglass and Delany found, however, was that many Black
churches were not interested in direct action against injustice. Instead, these communities focused
their attention upon religious revivalism and developing their members’ capacities to withstand
suffering, such that they might receive their blessings in the afterlife. “A good number of antebellum
Black churches,” writes Adeleke of the revivalistic churches which Delany encountered, “preached
otherworldly and compensatory theology which confined the churches’ function to helping their
congregants psychologically endure temporal injustice in preparation for heavenly inheritance.”>*®
While such churches were not opposed to abolitionism in itself, as they almost universally regarded
their brethren’s enslavement throughout the world as an offense, they generally opposed political
action and determined instead to rely upon divine intervention and rewards. To say this is not to say
these churches were apolitical or antipolitical, as the cultivation of communal capacities to withstand
suffering is itself an important political practice. It is, however, to say they pursued a form of freedom
through religious observance rather than contest and struggle—a form of freedom Delany disavowed.

One such church was in Lancaster City, PA. In a letter to Douglass dated January 16, 1849,

which was published in the February 16, 1849 issue of The North Star, Delany describes the African

368 Tunde Adeleke, In the Service of God and Humanity: Conscience, Reason, and the Mind of Martin R. Delany (Columbia: The
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population of this city as “few in number, and generally well to do, and ... intelligent; yet there is an
indifference about them in regard to [antislavery|] meetings and lectures.” He ascribes this indifference
to their unfamiliarity with political education, for there is an “almost entire absence of such meetings
among them.” Why were they absent? According to Delany, it was because the clergy in Lancaster City
did not foster their presence. “As among our people generally,” he writes, “the church is the Alpha
and Omega of all things. It is their only source of information—their only acknowledged public
body—their State Legislature, as it were—their common council—their supreme court—their dictator
and only acknowledged adviser; hence, that which does not emanate from the church, may not expect
to interest the people to any considerable extent.” Although Delany applauded the two clergymen of
Lancaster City because they “not only gave their consent to the use of the church, but gave their
continual presence at the meetings, and also subscribed for the paper,” he decried their disinterest in
his lectures, for “they had no interest in anything but religious meetings.” Such a lack of interest, in
his mind, necessarily trickled down from clergy to their parishioners, which explained why his lectures
were not only poortly attended but also regularly interrupted by bad behavior.””

In his assessment of the Black church in Lancaster City, Delany implies its leadership has been
susceptible to influence from slaveowners and ideologues. In particular, he says their focus on religion
rather than politics can be tied to “an error arising from the miserable blunders of our former spiritual
teachers, instilled into them by their pro-slavery and slaveholding oppressors.” This error holds that
politics corrupts true religion, that the means to be used for the abolition of slavery, “however moral,
necessarily interfere with their religion.” Consequently, Delany writes, “many readily declare that they
would rather be slaves than do anything that will interfere with their religion! Gracious God! to what

a state of degradation and ignorance have we been reduced!”””” While it is necessaty to quibble with

369 The North Star, February 16, 1849, accessed April 18, 2022, https://www.loc.gov/item/sn84026365/1849-02-16/ed-
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Delany’s top-down model of religious influence here, in the sense that it cannot be taken for granted

that parishioners follow their clergy’s lead, his point remains.””

He is worried his contemporaries
operate under misguided assumptions that underwrite the slaveholding status quo; that a certain kind
of religious orientation keeps them from responding intelligently to their situation. Eddie Glaude puts
the matter this way: “Delany ... wanted to break the hold that a certain reading of Christianity had on
the minds and lives of African Americans: a naive pacifism or quietism when confronted with the evil
of white supremacy.”””

Delany summarizes the erroneous teaching of churches such as the one in Lancaster City in a
March 1849 op-ed in The North Star. Tying their doctrine to “the hell-originated mandates of slavery,”
he says, “There is nothing more common among the colored people in this country, than to hear
continually enjoyed, and see constantly conformed to, the divine precept, ‘Firsz seek ye the Kingdom
of Heaven and its righteousness and ALL other things shall be added.” On the one hand, Delany takes
no issue with the precept itself. On the other hand, he suggests its history of interpretation in Black
churches owes more to slaveholder influence than to textual fidelity. One does not enter heaven by
seeking first the kingdom and living a life of pious suffering, as the clergy of Lancaster City assert, but
by acting in accord with Christian precepts to live with dignity. For Delany, the injunction to seek first
the kingdom applies only to the original followers of Jesus, to whom it was addressed, and even then
only to prove that “they would find means adequate to their wants and demands” in their lives as

disciples. To translate this precept into a universal ethical injunction is thus to misread it, and, worse,

to do so in a way that favors white slaveholders, for it keeps Africans from pursuing their wants and

371 Scholars of lived religion have long troubled the assumption that clergy, leaders, and other forms of official hierarchy
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they serve and direct. See especially essays by Anne S. Brown and David D. Hall, R. Matrie Griffith, and Robert Orsi in
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demands in order to render them “dejected, cast down, spiritless, and sighing in hope of a better
wortld.” That is, it prevents them from engaging in direct action to rectify their condition.””

Of course, Delany did not find all Black churches to be in error. He was himself a member of
the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Pittsburgh. Many of the churches he toured on his lecture
circuit opened their doors to him, with a significant number taking it upon themselves to assist
antislavery.”™ Delany commends certain ministers and parishioners, such as Mary Ann Shadd (Cary)
of Wilmington, DE, for example, as exemplary of “choice character.” In particular, he recommends
what is likely Shadd’s 1852 pamphlet, A Plea for Emigration; or Notes of Canada West, in Its Moral, Social
and Political Aspect, as “an excellent introduction to that great subject, the Moral Elevation of the
colored people.” Against interpreters who construe him as secularizing, then, and inasmuch as his
characterization of Black churches as “the Alpha and Omega of all things” in their communities is an
accurate description of them as centers for politics, Delany thought churches had potential. They
could prove both a harm and a help in Africans’ broader struggle to end chattel slavery in the U.S.””

4.5. THE RIGHT USES OF RELIGION

Gayraud Wilmore argues Delany’s ambivalent assessment of many Black churches stems from
his “functionalist” understanding of religion, in which religious practice is assessed by its use-value for
improving the quality of African life. Because Delany thinks God has stipulated right means for every
end, Wilmore writes, “Delany reasoned that the right use of religion required an understanding of its
function and limitations as ordained by God himself. ... that it is foolish to try to gain equality ... by
praying for it. The universe is governed by spiritual, moral, and physical laws, and each restricted to ...

own sphere of operation. Hence ... a spiritual blessing is to be prayed for, a moral good sought by
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exercising one’s sense of justice, and a physical end requires the use of might.”” On Wilmore’s view,
Delany thinks religious observances can be called good only insofar as they are used properly and for
the proper ends. Praying to get to heaven is good, then, because it is how one accomplishes this goal.
The otherworldliness of certain Black churches proves a problem, however, because it tends to stress
spiritual answers to physical problems. Praying for deliverance against white supremacists and slavers
will not amount to much. Consequently, the right use of religion as Delany imagines it consists in its
use as a tool for orienting people in the world such that they might pursue their own well-being. “Thus,
more than any other person of the period,” Wilmore writes, “|[Delany] anticipated and developed one
of the major emphases of black theology,” namely, directing Black religion toward Black liberation.”

Adeleke extends Wilmore’s claim, also framing Delany’s “utilitarian and secular definition of
religion” as a nineteenth-century precursor to Black liberation theology. “In the alternate theology
Delany preached,” writes Adeleke, “God functioned by means not miracles and had given humanity all
the necessary means.””"" Indeed, as an alternative to pursuing a heavenly reward, Delany proclaims that
“NOW is the accepted time, TODAY is the Day of salvation.””” The problem with certain Black
churches, then, is that they trust God too much. They ask God to do what they should themselves do:
take action to lift themselves up. “To depend for assistance upon God,” writes Delany of his ideal
religious attitude, “is a duty and right; but to know when, how, and in what manner to obtain it, is the
key to this great Bulwark of Strength, and Depository of Aid” (CD 64). For him, religion is a means
of teaching, awakening, and conjuring Africans to summon the power to contest their status as slaves.

It seems to me Delany’s notion of religion might therefore be said to approximate what

contemporary scholars of religion call a repertoire, or a storehouse of resources orienting persons and
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communities toward power.”” As a “great Bulwark of Strength, and Depository of Aid,” religion is a
toolkit for the negotiation of various situations in which one might find oneself and one’s community.
One must simply use it correctly, or with the appropriate know-how, for it to be effective. Of course,
Delany was a member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and his writing regularly appealed
to Christian norms and values. As we have seen, his work often suggests there is a proper religious
orientation in the world, which contemporary pluralistic scholars of religion might deny on principle.
At the same time, however, Delany also advances an eatly form of historical consciousness, in which
he suggests religion has been fashioned by various peoples for diverse purposes. Like Stewart and
Walker before him, Delany claims religion was first used by ancient Ethiopians and Egyptians—whom
he regards as one people—as a means for inculcating social ethics and political order. Indeed, perhaps
the most interesting element of Delany’s description of Ethiopian and Egyptian religion is his
representation of their practices and deities as “matters of policy.”"

I say this is interesting because it demonstrates a certain self-awareness on Delany’s part about
the contingency of religion as a historical category. Even as Delany thinks religion ought to situate
people in a particular way in the world, he recognizes that other peoples have used religion differently.
Although rudimentary, his reflections on religion appear to allow for the category to function as both
a first- and second-order term. As a first-order term, Delany seems to think religion ought to serve
people as a repertoire of practices, beliefs, and attitudes for attaining their desired spiritual ends; this
is its prescriptive purpose. As a second-order term, he seems to think religion explains historic
processes of social organization and ethical formation; this is its descriptive purpose. Like Walker and

many nineteenth-century Black thinkers roughly contemporaneous with him, Delany thinks there is a
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determinate content to religion—content that has been revealed by God—but he does not dismiss all
those religions that depart from it. He merely asserts that forms of religion can be judged better and
worse directly in proportion to how much they adhere to this content.

Although Delany certainly regards otherworldly Black religious attitudes with disdain, his core
concern in Condition is not delineating a proper notion of religion. Unlike Stewart and Walker before
him, his Ethiopianist history of African misery does not demand a return to right religion. Instead, he
means to rehearse a political narrative about how Africans in the U.S. have come to constitute the part
that has no part—have come, that is, to exist in a condition of statelessness. Delany’s objection to
Africans’ sleepy and slavish religious sensibilities therefore derives in large part from his sense that
these sensibilities play a role in perpetuating African dispossession. Religion is a key concern for him,
then, only insofar as it has the power to stir up resistance to oppression or the power to reinforce
acquiescence to it. As Delany corrects his readers’ misguided views about spiritual means of elevation,
then, he does so in view of the paradox I earlier identified—that is, Delany criticizes forms of Black
religion for being too religious based on an Ethiopianist ideal.

5. THEORIZING AFRICAN REDEMPTION

If Condition rehearses a story about Africans’ enslavement by whites that aims to rouse them to
rectify their statelessness in 1852, then Po/itical Destiny translates this story into a political philosophical
argument in 1854. Indeed, Po/itical Destiny depicts the political problem of Black misery in terms even
more striking than Condition. It addresses colonization—not as in the American Colonization Society’s
attempts to remove superficially free Africans to Liberia, which Delany adamantly disavows—but as
in the total political subjection of one people by another. “We have not addressed you as citizens,” the
speech begins, “a term desired ever cherished by us, — because such you have never been. We have

not addressed you as freemen, because such privileges have never been enjoyed by any colored man in
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the United States. Why, then, should we flatter your credulity, by inducing you to believe that which
neither has now, nor never before had, an existence?” (PD 327).

Delany therefore opens Political Destiny with an interrogatory framed by the trope of citizenship.
Using the freeman as a figure, he moves between the political conditions of African life in the U.S.
and the curtailed desires of African persons, the actualization of which he calls “destiny.” Because
many of his contemporaries, for example, operate under the “false impression ... that the privilege of
voting constitutes, or necessarily embodies, the rights of citizenship,” he feels compelled to say, “A more
radical error never obtained favor among an oppressed people.” In the speech’s opening lines, he thus
links citizenship to sovereignty rather than to suffrage, the latter of which he says is simply a “privilege—
there is no right about it—of giving our approbation to that which our rulers may do, without the privilege,
on our part, of doing the same thing” (PD 329). Delany roots citizenship and freedom not in the
granting of rights, which may be given to a colonized and dominated people, but in a people’s ability
to make its desires “binding”’—that is, in their ability to determine their destinies without depending
upon the permission of another. For a people to exist as free citizens in his mind, then, is for them to
“constitute an essential part of the ruling element of the country in which they live” (PD 329). Freedom,
Delany says, consists not in rights but in power; it is the ability to enact and to actualize one’s political
desires. This is why Africans in America have been neither freemen nor citizens. It is also why they
have been unable to fulfill their destinies.

5.1. PRINCIPLES OF SOVEREIGNTY AND ORIGINAL IDENTITY

Robert Gooding-Williams calls this formulation Delany’s “sovereign principle.” He writes,
“Put precisely, the sovereign principle is the proposition that an individual counts as politically free—
that is, as enjoying the political liberty of a free agent in a free government—ijust in case his right to
govern himself, and thus to govern (to participate in any government that governs him), is acknowledged

by the actual rulers, that is, by those who govern.” Observing that for Delany the individual stands in
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for the whole, Gooding-Williams further notes that this means acknowledgement here is constitutive
of a people’s sovereignty, as it is acknowledgement which confers upon one the power to make their
desires binding.”®' For Delany, it matters little whether acknowledgement “be founded upon a true or
false, a just or an unjust basis” (PD 329). All that is required is the conferral of a status. In theory, one
might demand an acknowledgement through brute force, or one might receive a principled
acknowledgment from one’s interlocutors upon the basis of ideas about universal equality. We have
seen in Condition, however, that Delany thinks such principled acknowledgements unlikely. History
suggests the strong tend to dominate and disavow the weak whenever they can and, moreover, that
they justify this domination by fashioning ideas about essential racial differences. As pertains to
Africans in the U.S,, then, Delany maintains they must either find a way to force an acknowledgment
of their sovereignty and so become an essential ruling element of the country in which they live, or
they must leave. But because he thinks forcing an acknowledgement impossible in America, he insists
they must depart the U.S.

But why does Delany believe this is Africans’ only choice? Presuming Africans do not possess
the requisite numbers or might to force an acknowledgement, he observes that they have further been
disempowered by American custom and law. Where in Condition he describes this disempowerment as
a generalized social proscription, in Po/itical Destiny he says white Americans have made “the color of
the blacks ... a badge of degradation, acknowledged by statute, organic law, and the common consent
of the people” (PD 331). He thus identifies two fundamental problems: the problem of law, on the
one hand, and the problem of custom, on the other, both of which contribute to the negative
racialization of African peoples. Apart from a rebellion, which he does not deem prudent on the basis
of numbers (PD 355), the only way Delany thinks Africans will receive an acknowledgement of their

sovereignty in the U.S. will be for them, first, to alter the law, such that it would, “in its decrees, entirely
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[destroy their] identity as an inferior, leaving no trace of [their| former condition visible,” and, second,
to change American customs, such that the denigration of Blackness would no longer be a practice
buttressed by common consent (PD 331). Yet Delany despairs that the problem of custom will ever
be rectified because he thinks that American law is not just productive of racial hatred but, as we have
seen, also expressive and preservative of “all the malignity and negro-hate inseparable from [the| very
being, [of] Christian democrats and American advocates of equality” (PD 332). That is, Delany worries
the very being of the citizens that compose the ruling part of the U.S. means Africans will always be
denied citizenship.

Delany thus invokes a second political principle in his argument on behalf of leaving the U.S.,
the “principle of original identity,” which holds that a people must comprise the ruling element of the
country in which they live “by necessity of numbers” to secure their sovereignty. It also holds that this
necessity of numbers must be united by an original identity, or what he sometimes calls “an identity
of origin.” If the principle of sovereignty focuses on the ru#/ing component of this construction, then
the principle of original identity addresses the element. It is the necessity of numbers, Delany thinks,
that secures a people’s capacities to rule itself. “Upon this solid foundation,” he writes, “rests the
fabric of every substantial political structure in the world, which cannot exist without it; and so soon
as a people or nation lose their original identity, just so soon must that nation or people become
extinct. Powerful though they may have been, they must fall.” Indeed, he asserts this principle helps
explain the downfall of “Egypt, Carthage, Rome, and the former Grecian states,” as well as the present
power of “Great Britain, Russia, the United States, and Turkey.” Where the former states ultimately
fell because they admitted too many diverse peoples into their midst, the latter have risen because they
have enshrined one population as the ruling class (PD 333). The principle of original identity is not a
matter of justice, of right and wrong, but of empirical fact. Just as history shows that the strong tend

to dominate the weak, it also shows those united by original identity tend to be the strong.
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For Delany, having an original identity means, in part, having common interests. Because he
maintains individuals stand in for the whole, he thinks a people can only be said to have common
interests when these interests make a claim on each of its individual members, such that each individual
identifies with the interests of the group. The “Platform: or Declaration of Sentiments of the Cleveland
Convention,” where Political Destiny was first delivered as a speech, says much the same thing, when
its authors insist “that no People can maintain their freedom without an interested motive and a union
of sentiment as a rule of action and nucleus [si] to hold them together.””® Indeed, according to both
Delany and the Convention, a people have common interests and thus an original identity when they
are joined together in pursuit of certain purposes. Not essentialisms but historical artifacts, original
identities are thus constituted in the mundane pursuits of ordinary existence, where diverse individuals
gather in common and in so doing generate “a sense of being one of us,” or a sense of solidarity.”®

In Condition, Delany worries Africans in the Americas do not have common interests because
he thinks many have acquiesced to their status as slaves, developing what he calls “Second Nature.”?**
He writes that his early repatriationist schemes, which he first advanced as a young man, were “always
hooted at, and various objections raised: one on account of distance, and another that of climate.” Yet

he observes a troubling inconsistency, namely, that he “has since seen some of the same persons

engage themselves to their white American oppressors—officers in the war against Mexico, exposing

382 Proceedings of the National Emigration Convention of Colored People Held at Cleveland, Obio, on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, the
247, 25", and 26" of August, 1854 (Pittsburgh: A.A. Andersen, 1854), 23.

383 Glaude, Exodus!, 15-16.

384 For Delany, “Second Nature” names the acceptance of either the condition of being enslaved or of being a noncitizen.
In each case, what troubles him is the way that this acceptance leads to changes in demeanor. He says, for example, “The
degradation of the slave parent has been entailed upon the child, induced by the subtle policy of the oppressor, in regular
succession handed down from father to son—a system of regular submission and servitude, menialism, and dependence,
until it has become almost a physiological function of our system, an actual condition of our nature ... Itis not necessarily
degrading; it would not be, to one or a few people of a kind, but a whole race of servants are a degradation to that people ...
A continuance in any position, becomes what is termed ‘Second Nature’; it begets an adaptation, and reconciliation of mind to
such condition. It changes the whole physiological condition of the system, and adapts man and woman to a higher or
lower sphere in the pursuits of life. The offsprings of slaves and peasantry, have the general characteristics of their parents;
and nothing but a different course of training and education, will change the character.” (CD 72; 213; 218)
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themselves to the chances of the heat of the day and the damp of the night—risking the dangers of
the battle-field, in the capacity of servants. And had the Americans taken Mexico, no people would
have flocked there faster than the colored people from the United States” (CD 198). For the Delany
of Condition, Second Nature means certain segments of the African population in the U.S. are
impropetly attached to their masters and so unable to desire their freedom as they ought.

By contradistinction, Delany opens Po/itical Destiny with the assertion that Africans in the U.S.
do share a common desire to be citizens and freemen. Recall the framing interrogatory: “We have not
addressed you as «tizens—a term desired and ever cherished by us,—because such you have never
been. ... Why, then, should we flatter your credulity, by inducing you to believe that which neither
has now, nor never before had, an existence?” (PD 327). In view of Delany’s concerns in Condition, one
might be inclined to consider this interrogatory as more of a rhetorical device, more of an attempt to
engender this desire in his audience, than of an accurate description of their desires. What matters for
Delany in Political Destiny is that the Black population of the U.S. is united by its common desire for
citizenship. For it is in view of this common interest that he can propose repatriation as a strategy for
achieving their goals, as it would appear to meet the conditions of Delany’s two principles. If Africans
were to repatriate to an appropriate location, then they would be able to constitute the demographic
supermajority, so the numerical ruling element, as well as ensure their attachments to one another were
not threatened by such perils as Second Nature.

Political Destiny therefore provides the philosophical counterpart to Condition’s narrative. Where
the latter tells a story about how Africans might achieve their destiny in view of history, the former
provides a principled analysis. Indeed, in view of this analysis Delany proposes that Africans in
America ought to move to Central and South America or the West Indies based on his principles of
sovereignty and original identity. On the one hand, by moving to a majority Black locale, Africans will

not have to force their acknowledgement; they will receive it because they reside in a polity where
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Black peoples are already sovereign. On the other hand, such movement will reinforce the already
existing political unity and demographic power of Black peoples in these regions. This is why the
Delany of Political Destiny maintains Africans must repatriate if they are to secure their freedom. They
will not be able to change American customs or laws given their entrenched white supremacist
character, but they can join already-existing polities where Africans and other people of color
constitute a supermajority and in this way, they will be able to make their desires binding. Political
Destiny thus develops and extends Condition’s declension narrative into the form of a political
philosophical argument.
5.2. REVOLUTIONARY PROPHECY

Despite Political Destiny’s character as a political-philosophical argument, Gooding-Williams
observes that Delany occasionally adopts a prophetic tone, “as when he proclaims that black American
emigration could have a world historical significance that exceeds the concerns of black Americans
per se.” Although his speech chiefly stages an analytic argument about how Africans in the U.S. ought
to establish a polity in which they can enjoy freedom and citizenship for themselves, it also performs
“revolutionary prophecy” that attempts to galvanize its audience to engage “a struggle of monumental
significance that will decide not only the political destiny of the colored race on the American
continent but, ultimately, the wor/d’s destiny.””® Curiously, however, Gooding-Williams elides this
element of Delany’s thought in his analysis of Po/itical Destiny. He suggests in a footnote that those
interested in this register of Delany’s voice might turn to Michel Foucault’s notion of race war to make
sense of it. While Foucault’s prescient analysis of race, racial formations, and racialization can certainly
illuminate readings of Delany, it seems to me this suggestion risks abstracting Delany from his own
contexts, in which discussions of religion, racialization, and race war were already prevalent. One need

only think of Henry Highland Garnet’s 1843 “Address to the Slaves of the United States,” for instance.

385 Gooding-Williams, “Martin Delany’s Two Principles,” 94.
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Indeed, this suggestion even risks avoiding Delany’s own reflections on racial formation in Condition.
Like Walker and Stewart before him, Delany draws upon several African American, African diasporic,
and pan-African political and religious traditions which take racial formation seriously precisely as a
religious and political problem.
6. ETHIOPIANISM AS MEANS OF ELEVATION

I have already briefly discussed one of these traditions in chapter 2’s analysis of Walker. When
Delany decides to situate Africans’ political destiny within the frame of a prophetic horizon, thus
repudiating a strong distinction between sacred and secular histories, he takes their involvement in the
histories of civilization and Christianity to imply an ongoing significance that has not yet been attained.
Such a position is reminiscent of the tradition I earlier called “vindicationism” after St. Clair Drake
and Wilson Moses, and it typically indexes the idea that Africans not only have a destiny yet to be
attained but have also played a key role in human history. In fact, Drake and Moses cite Delany as one
of this tradition’s chief exemplars. The “vindicationist tradition, nurtured by Delany and others,”
writes Moses, “asserted that African peoples had once been something more than objects of pity and
contempt — that they had been contributors to human civilization ‘from the earliest period of the
history of nations.””* We see Delany’s emphasis upon Africa’s glorious past and promising future in
his 1879 Principia of Ethnology, for instance, when he observes that the first Gentile to receive the
Christian gospel after the death and resurrection of Jesus was an Ethiopian and he therefore asks: “Is
this not wonderful? ... Is there not in this a prophetic destiny shown for this people, in a higher scale
of morals and religion than has yet been attained?””*”” Drawing upon an example from sacred history,

the authority of which, he says, can withstand the strongest critical scrutiny, Delany uses it to identify

386 Moses, Afrotopia, 228.

387 Delany, Principia of Ethnology, 89.
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an authentic past of Ethiopian-African greatness, as well as to verify his sense that Africans have much
in store for them.”®

Yet vindicationism does not quite capture the prophetic dimensions of Delany’s reflections
upon African history and destiny. It is chiefly concerned, after all, with the vindication of the ancestors.
Furthermore, most vindicationists, such as John Marrant in the eighteenth century and St. Clair Drake
in the twentieth, have tended to maintain that African peoples have contributions, or “gifts,” to offer
humanity without making a corresponding appeal to prophecy or divine destiny. Despite vindicationist
sentiments commonly taking a prophetic tone, such a register of voice is nonnative to the tradition; it
is derived from another, related discourse. What else then can explain Delany’s prophetic declamations
about African destiny? I understand Delany’s sense of Africans’ impending destiny to be linked the
promise many nineteenth-century Black figures found in Psalm 68:31. Like Walker, Stewart, and
others before him, Delany draws upon the Ethiopian prophecy and its attendant narratives as he
fashions his claims about the ways Africans have and will yet shape human history.

In outlining Ethiopianism as a mode of Black religious thought I have thus far emphasized its
characteristics as a tradition, not only as a diachronic social practice but also its distinctive arguments,
(dis)agreements, and some of its key contributors. I have aimed to show, too, the contentious historical
narrative that is its animating impulse, and which also works to forge a connection between Africans’
imagined pasts, presents, and futures. For these reasons I can now say the meaning of the Ethiopian
prophecy is not fixed; that those whom scholars sometimes call Ethiopianists neither think within the
parameters of some preordained discourse; nor that they meditate upon African history and destiny
by replacing critical thought with discourses of authority, as if the “right” view of African history
would lead to their ultimate liberation. Yes, Black Africans gua Ethiopians have been unjustly enslaved

and modern (white) history has been one-sidedly narrated to rationalize their enslavement—Walker,

388 Mandy A. Reid, “Utopia Is in the Blood: The Bodily Utopias of Martin R. Delany and Pauline Hopkins,” Uzgpian
Studies 22.1 (2011), 91-103.
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Stewart, and Delany have been clear on this—but, for those bespeaking Ethiopianist refrains, this is
primarily a moral and political rather than empirical problem. Whereas vindicationists tend to be
concerned with “proving” Africans” humanity through historical revision, Ethiopianists therefore treat
battles over Black history and destiny as problems to be addressed in politics rather than in knowledge,
and the Ethiopian prophecy as a resource with which to spur political action.

As those whom I am calling Ethiopianists typically use it, the message of Psalm 68:31 is that
Africans’ ought not acquiesce to their situation. Indeed, in my view, Psalm 68:31 should be understood
as a prophecy not because it has been used to predict particular African futures. Instead, it is because
the psalm proves a powerful rhetorical device for addressing Africans, conceived here as a community
united by history and race, and so also mediating this community’s relationships with the larger realities
of enslavement, disenfranchisement, and diaspora.”® If prophets are understood to occupy a
distinctive social role, or an office, as George Shulman has argued, which involves announcing truths
and calling peoples to action, then prophecy can be seen as the mode of address most appropriate to
this office.”” The Ethiopian prophecy therefore functions to address the African community by
confronting them with the harsh realities of their situation and summoning them to do something
about it. The specific question this chapter puts to Delany, then, is how he uses the message of the
Ethiopian prophecy to prompt a particular form of religious and political action—repatriation.

6.1. THE PROBLEM OF ENTRENCHED WHITE SUPREMACY
Indeed, this is the reason I have spent so much time discussing Delany’s analysis of the plight

of Black peoples in the U.S. This discussion has been necessary background for understanding why

389 Following Kamau Brathwaite, David Scott suggests that the Black diaspora can be thought of as “a very special kind
of community: the community of those for whom ‘Slavery’ is the permanent name of a trial and tribulation which they are
yet to overcome, and ‘Africa’ the name of a difference, of a refusal, and therefore of a horizon of hopes at once moral and
historical, aesthetic, and political.” I take Ethiopianists to be working toward a conception of Black diaspora community,
and, indeed, of Africanity, such as this one. David Scott, Refashioning Futures: Criticism after Postcoloniality (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1999), 106-127.

30 George Shulman, “Thinking Authority Democratically: Prophetic Practices, White Supremacy, and Democratic
Politics,” Political Theory 36.5 (2008), 713.
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Delany—unlike Walker and Stewart before him—ties the message of Psalm 68:31 to a repatriative
project rather than one of political and structural transformation. What Delany sees that Walker and
Stewart did not is the entrenched character of white supremacy in the U.S. Despite the country’s
professed norms and aspirations, Delany’s disappointments, both personal and political, convince him
that the possibility of structural transformation is a fiction. In particular, he sees that even free Africans
cannot truly be called free—as the dictates of U.S. custom and law do not protect Africans’ sovereignty
as they protect whites. He says, “We are politically, not of them, but aliens to the laws and political
privileges of the country. These are truths—fixed facts, that quaint theory and exhausted moralizing,
are impregnable to, and fall harmlessly before” (CD 173). For him, U.S. custom, law, and habit are
immutably opposed to Black flourishing. He therefore uses the Ethiopian prophecy to address his
audiences differently than did Walker and Stewart: by summoning their energies not to fight, initially,
but to flight. He believes the only way Africans can overcome white supremacy and slaveocracy is for
them to construct a polity of their own with which to challenge their hegemony.””
6.2. REPATRIATION AGAINST SLAVEOCRACY AND WHITE SUPREMACY

Many nineteenth-century repatriationists saw their work as challenging white American power.
Perhaps none more so than those involved with the African Civilization Society. Founded in 1858 by
Henry Highland Garnet before dissolving in 1869 due to financial difficulties, the African Civilization
Society (contrasted with the American Colonization Society) aimed to aid the “great work™ of fulfilling
Psalm 68:31 by promoting “the civilization and Christianization of Africa, as well as the welfare of her
children in all lands.” From the outset a Christian organization, the African Civilization Society tied
its hopes for civilization and Christianization to political economic projects of Black independence. It
held the prophecy would not be fulfilled if whites rather than Blacks were directing Africa’s destiny.

But when Africans began to lift one another up, thought the founders of this organization, then the

1 It is the distinctive force of Delany’s version of this claim that has caused many scholars to designate him the “father
of Black nationalism.” Moses, “Introduction,” 1-42.
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psalm would soon be fulfilled. “It is evident,” declares Garnet in the society’s constitution, “that the
prophecy that ‘Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God’, is on point of fulfillment, and
that the work, when commenced, shall be ‘soon’ accomplished.””* But what precisely is “the work?”
How did Garnet and his collaborators imagine the Christianization and civilization of Africa?

In a combative letter sent to Frederick Douglass during one of their debates about the merits
of repatriation, Garnet describes the work as consisting in the promotion of agriculture, lawful trade,
and commerce in continental Africa, as well as the destruction of the slave trade and U.S. slavery.””
For members of the African Civilization Society, the goal of repatriation was not simply to remove
free Africans from the U.S.—as it was for the American Colonization Society—but also to use this
removal, which they thought more properly a “return” or a “repair” to weaken slavery’s profitability
and thereby to transform decisively the racial character of U.S. political life. The work of the African
Civilization Society as its founders imagined it, then, was to redeem Africans both fro the U.S. and
for the project of advancing their own interests.

An article published in The New York Times on May 16, 1860 further demonstrates how Garnet
and other supporters of the African Civilization Society imagined themselves to be at cross purposes
with the American Colonization Society. Reporting the testimony of a certain pro-civilizationist in
support of Garnet and the African Society, one J.B. Smith, for example, the article states, ““The Society,
he said, stood upon its own basis, and had nothing to do with the Colonization Society. ... The facts
were that while the Colonization Society did not propose to interfere with Slavery in this country at

all, while the Civilization Society believed in interference with Slavery, and encouraged all societies

392 African Civilization Society, Constitution of the African Civilization Society; Together with the Testimony of Forty Distingnished Citizens
of New York and Brooklyn, to the Importance of the Objects Contemplated by its Friends, Also, the Anniversary Address, Delivered by Rev.
Joseph P. Thompson, D.D., at the Annual Meeting of the Society, May 19%, 1861 (New Haven: Thomas J. Stafford, 1861), 1.

393 Frederick Douglass, “African Civilization Society,” Douglass’ Monthly, February 1859, accessed April 25, 2022,
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/african-civilization-society/.
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organized for that purpose.”” Making interference with slavery a defining characteristic of their
movement, the African Civilization Society and its supporters described themselves as interested in
Africans’ well-being rather than that of America. Indeed, such may be said to be the difference that
makes a difference between emigration and repatriation, that the former hopes to keep Black peoples
under white power, and the latter hopes to establish Black power.*”

6.2.1.REPATRIATION AND ITS CRITICS

Several important criticisms of repatriationist societies such as the African Civilization Society
have been leveled since their emergence, nearly all of which question the idea that there is a substantive
difference between repatriation and emigration as I have just glossed them. Douglass articulates the
first forcefully in his exchange with Garnet, and it may be summarized by his pithy slogan: “We prefer

3% That is, as 1 indicated in the previous chapter, many opponents of

to remain in America.
repatriation determined that Africans should remain in America, “the land of their birth,” and work
to better their condition there. Figures in this camp reason that any sizable African departure, whether
by repatriation or colonization, entrenches white supremacist power and thereby works against
Africans’ purposes.

The second criticism has been most powerfully leveled by twentieth- and twenty-first century
scholars of African religions and cultures, although Phillis Wheatley offered an early iteration in the
1700s, and it consists in the charge that repatriationist projects are anti-African; that their visions for

returning to Africa and repairing the dislocations of slavery import so-called “western” perspectives

on African life. Wheatley proves instructive here. Refusing an eighteenth-century colonizationist’s

394 “THE AFRICAN CIVILIZATION SOCIETY ; Response to its Opponents No Connection with the Colonization
Society.,” The New York Times, May 16, 1860, accessed April 25, 2022,
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395 Martin R. Delany, “Introduction,” William Nesbit, Four Months in Liberia: Or African Colonigation Exposed (Pittsburgh:
J.T. Shyrock, 1855), 81-86.
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epistolary request that she “return to Africa” as a missionary, Wheatley suggests she has nothing to
say to native Africans. “Upon my arrival,” she declares, “how like a Barbarian shoud [sic] I look to the
Natives; I can promise that my tongue shall be quiet for a strong reason indeed being an utter stranger
to the language of Anamaboe.””” As David Kazanjian observes, Wheatley’s refusal not only refutes
the colonizationist’s assumption that African cultures are homogenous—are, that is, so uniform that
a Black woman reared in the U.S. should be able to communicate readily and instinctively with West
Africans—but also challenges the idea that continental Africans are inferior to those in the diaspora,
who have gleaned the “civilizing benefits” of modernity.””® By depicting herself as a barbarian, she
reverses the usual cultural hierarchies in eighteenth-century moments of encounter, making the natives
of Anomabu (in what is now Ghana) the ones who would marvel at her babble. Wheatley thus
intimates, however subtly, that the suggestion she return to Africa to evangelize the natives is
grounded in a cultural provincialism, which holds that continental Africans are needful of something
the western world has to offer. “Do Africans truly need the agricultural, cultural, and religious
knowledges of modernity?” she asks, rhetorically.

The third major criticism of repatriation, most often leveled by theorists of racial capitalism,
maintains that repatriationists and their institutions advance an early form of Black settler colonialism,
in which Americanized Black peoples inaugurate forms of life amenable to the accumulation of capital.
Alex Zamalin argues, for instance, that Delany’s vision for a Black settlement in Africa merely replicates
the contours of elite life in the United States, imagining a Black utopia in which white supremacy can
no longer prevent educated and self-possessed Africans from acquiring wealth and power. “For him,”
Zamalin writes, “the core question was always whether Africa was serviceable for the exploits of black

American individualism, whether its natural resources were ripe for production, and whether its

397 Phillis Wheatley, “Letter to John Thornton,” October 30, 1770.

398 Kazanjian, The Colonizing Trick, 126.
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population could be moralized through Christianity.””” In effect, critics such as Zamalin hold that
even as Delany and his collaborators imagine themselves at cross purposes with proslavery
organizations such as the American Colonization Society, they nevertheless advance the interests of
racialized (and racializing) capital by establishing capitalist colonies on the western coast of Africa.
The freedom they imagine and fashion for themselves is thus infected with the cultural and economic
logics of racial capitalism, at best, and another form of slavery, at worst.*”
6.3. REPATRIATION, REDEMPTIONISM, AND BL.ACK FOLK RELIGION

For my purposes, Wilson Moses provides the most instructive criticism of repatriationists such
as Delany, Garnet, and the African Civilization Society. Combining versions of the second and third
criticisms, which we may understand as cultural and critical theoretical criticisms, respectively, Moses
claims these figures—whom he calls “redemptionists,” owing to their reliance upon Psalm 68:31—try
to reconcile their nascent pan-Africanist commitments to self-determination with “the modernizing
formula of the so-called three C’s, Christianity, Commerce, and Civilization.”*"" On Moses’s account,
the crux of redemptionism is that Black peoples can and should improve their condition by pursuing
collective uplift and self-reliance. The redemption of Africa is a matter for Africans only, he writes of
their separatist philosophy, and “only by putting first things first could the black race vindicate its
claims to equality, and force the proud Anglo-Saxons to acknowledge its rights.”*”* Yet Moses regards
their attempted rapprochement between African redemption and the three C’s as unfortunate. In his
view, their promotion of Christianity, commerce, and civilization tended to make them contemptuous

of traditional African cultures and institutions—for they sought to replace “ancestral” societies with

399 Alex Zamalin, Black Utopia: The History of an ldea from Black Nationalism to Afrofuturism (New York: Columbia University
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“modern” ones. That is, despite their protests to the contrary, redemptionists make the same mistake
as colonizationists, the one Wheatley so powerfully points out, by assuming that ancestral societies are
“barbaric” rather than civilized and then intensifying this supposed barbarism by working to install
the machineries of racial capitalism in their place.*”

As Gayraud Wilmore observes, however, it is likely that redemptionists’ sense of concern for
Africa and its peoples are more complicated and emerge out of the contours of Black religious life;
that redemptionism, in other words, has a more complicated intellectual history than many critics
allow. Following Charles Long’s account of the relationship between religion and theology, Wilmore

> ¢

suggests redemptionists’ “theology of missionary emigrationism and racial destiny evolved from the
aggressive thrust of black religion toward liberation from slavery and an African homeland.” Rather
than locate redemptionism as a late-stage Black appropriation of Manifest Destiny, Wilmore argues
its concern for the redemption of Africa emerges from the norms implicit in Black religious practice.
Although Delany sometimes criticizes his contemporaries for the irrationality of their religious life, as
Blake shows, Wilmore hypothesizes that his redemptionist commitments can be read as extensions of
Black religious attitudes, including the Africana desire to venerate and vindicate the ancestors.
Extrapolating “a theological principle from folk religion ... ‘God helps those who help themselves,”
writes Wilmore, Delany forges his own distinctive idiom: “an explicit theology of race redemption ...
essentially an understanding of God as liberator—a God who was calling oppressed blacks out of the
land of their captivity to a place that he had appointed for them and their posterity forever.”*** Neither
lambasting Delany for his promotion of the three Cs in West Africa nor sentimentally excusing him

in view of his liberative aspirations for African peoples, Wilmore argues that Delany (and other

redemptionists) found in the details of Black religious life stimulus for his project of Black destiny.
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For Wilmore, it is not the early modern apparatuses of progress but Black diasporic peoples’ creative
reenactments of their histories—their regular ritualization and intensive interpretation—that grounds
Delany’s vision of African redemption. While it is true Delany and his redemptionist compatriots were
sometimes dismissive of continental African customs, this was an intracommunal affair, so to speak,
rather than a simple instance of overly Americanized Africans importing “modern” values back to the
continent and imposing them upon those whom they imagined to be their racial kin.

This is also where I enter. On Wilmore’s account, whereas Delany draws from the abstract
“realism and wisdom of folk religion”—draws, that is, from a rather thin conception of the norms
and values laden within nineteenth-century Black religious practice—I argue Delany draws from the
concrete legacy of diasporic African attempts to “return home.” In particular, I argue that Delany
draws from the inherited legacy of his maternal grandparents, Shango and Graci Peace. As not simply
a nineteenth-century movement emerging in response to white projects of colonization, this legacy is
as old as the earliest communities of the enslaved in the Americas, and it is animated by the impulse
to repair slavery’s destructions and dislocations. To say this is not to disagree with Wilmore but to
develop his claim—for repatriation is a religious practice elaborated in folktales about flying Africans
and folk customs celebrating the recently departed dead as reuniting with their loved ones in
“Guinea.”*” As I understand Delany after Wilmore, it is these practices that rest at the heart of his
repatriationist account of African redemption. For the Black race to achieve its destiny, that is, the
consummation of its desires, slavery’s dislocations must be redressed.

If it is true that Delany’s reflections on African redemption are grounded in the thrust, realism,
and wisdom of Black folk religion, and if these reflections are carried out in an Ethiopianist key as I
have claimed, then these influences should be audible in his uses of Psalm 68:31. By my lights, the

clearest example of the entanglement of repatriation and the Ethiopian prophecy in Delany’s thought
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rests in his 1861 Official Report of the Niger 1 alley Exploring Party, which he composed following a 1859-
1860 scouting trip to Yorubaland. Written in the same spirit as Condition and Political Destiny, this
document sets forth Delany’s dramatic plan for establishing a viable, independent Black state in what
is now Nigeria. I conclude this chapter, therefore, by considering Official Report. For some critics,
Official Report is fatally flawed in its proposal for pan-African redemption, because its elitist, masculinist,
and American-centered conception of Africanity excludes most Africans from its purview. For others,
such as historian Toyin Falola, Official Report proves a groundbreaking work of pan-Africanist theory,
“the first of its kind in tone and focus,” celebrating Africans’ capacity for self-governance as well as
their past and future glories.”” I think it is more accurate to say, however, that Official Report wrestles
with the question of how to secure the survival (and even flourishing) of Black diaspora peoples in a
nineteenth-century wotld growing increasingly hostile to their well-being."”” Official Report thus
performatively enacts a tension constitutive of Ethiopianism and difficult to resolve: What will it take
for the Ethiopian prophecy to be fulfilled? If prophecy means not so much prediction, as I have
argued, but a mode of address and ethical-political exhortation—indeed, a summons—then how
should one understand the promise of Psalm 68:31 in relation to Black destiny?
7. DELANY ON BLACK DESTINY

Delany’s most forceful use of the Ethiopian prophecy links him to a nascent pan-Africanism,
on the one hand, and to the vindicationist sensibilities and customs of African Americans, on the other.
Both of these traditions as Delany inhabits them stress the need for Black self-determination and racial

uplift. Toward the end of Official Report, Delany declares:

Our policy must be—and I hazard nothing in promulging it; nay, without this design and feeling, there
would be a great deficiency of self-respect, pride of race, and love of country, and we might never expect
to challenge the respect of nations—Africa for the African race, and black men to rule them. By black 1 mean,
men of African descent who claim an identity with the race. ... “Princes shall come out of Egypt;

406 Toyin Falola, “Introduction,” Martin R. Delany, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the
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Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.”—Ps. Lxviii. 31. With the fullest reliance upon
this blessed promise, I humbly go forward in—I may repeat—the grandest prospect for the regeneration
of a people that was ever presented in the history of the world. The disease has long since been known;
we have found and shall apply the remedy. I am indebted to Rev. H.H. Gatnet, an eminent black
clergyman and scholar, for the construction, that “soon,” in the Scripture passage quoted, “has reference
to the period ensuing from the time of beginning” With faith in the promise, and hope from this version,
surely there is nothing to doubt or fear (CD 359-60).

Grant Shreve notes that this prophetic address constitutes a “plea against passivity and for collective
action.” If Africans would only act, then they could rectify the problem of their statelessness; if they
were only to pursue repatriation, then they might have a separate polity of their own with which to
realize their desire to challenge the global white supremacist order. “If these Israelites would only
march,” Shreve writes, “then God would surely follow, and Canaan could be built.” Though Shreve
confuses biblical figures here, framing Delany’s plea in the mold of the Exodus narrative rather than
the Ethiopian prophecy, he is certainly correct: Delany’s Official Report aspires to envision a new order
for Africans throughout the world, working at the “outer limits” of Black thought to fashion ideas
about global racial solidarity and moral community.*”® Asserting “Africa is our fatherland and we its
legitimate descendants,” Delany argues that repatriation will regenerate Africans at home and abroad.

For this reason, Eric Sundquist claims that Delany’s Official Report advances “one of the first
strong articulations of an Ethiopianist or Pan-African political philosophy.” Because Delany ties the
promise of Psalm 68:31 to the founding of a Black state that has implications for global political order,
Sundquist avers, the Official Report anticipates “ideas that were to be key to a later generation of Pan-
African nationalists such as Edward Blyden, Henry Turner, and Du Bois.” Indeed, on Sundquist’s
account, Official Report projects not just the founding of a Black state but also a revolution of Africa’s
status. “Because the African race, under New World slavery, was already ‘the principal producer of
the greater part of the luxuries of enlightened countries,” he writes, “it was arguable that their industry

and skill, along with the wealth of territory, population, and climate granted to Africa, could make

408 Shreve, “The Exodus of Martin Delany,” 470.
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their native nations in world industry.”*” As Sundquist reads him, Delany therefore ties Psalm 68:31’s
predicted African renaissance to the founding of a Black colony in western Africa. Ethiopia shall
stretch forth her hands and accomplish her destiny as soon as diasporic Africans heed Delany’s call

to sail to Africa’s western shores.

409 Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 188, 205.
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CONCLUSION
REDESCRIBING ETHIOPIANISM AND THE REDEMPTION OF AFRICA

“The hands which the land of Burnt Faces is today stretching forth to the God of Things-that-be are

both physical and spiritual; and today, as yesterday, they twine gnatled fingers about the very roots of
the wotld.”

W.E.B. Du Bois, “Inter-Racial Implications of the Ethiopian Crisis”

“the ‘norm’ of slave religion was not Jesus Christ, but the ‘ancestors and elders.” Indeed Jesus himself
tended to be interpreted in terms of the religiosity of ancestors. Thus the ‘Christian faith answered to
African religious imperatives.” Drawing together the visible and the invisible—the seen and unseen
matrices of the sky, earth, and all these things—the hermeneutical center is an ‘Africanness,” from
which the matrix of black religion is diffused.”
Josiah Young, A Pan-African Theology

1. REDESCRIPTION AND THE PROBLEM OF AUTHENTICATION
In different ways, I have worked in the previous four chapters of this dissertation to redescribe
the Ethiopianist tradition in Black religious thought.*"” My central claim has been that Ethiopianism
is a distinctive Black Atlantic social practice, in which African ancestral pieties exert a significant
influence upon biblical interpretation (where biblical interpretation also constitutes a key site for Black
religious, ethical, and political speech). On the one hand, offering this redescription has meant holding
more conventional theological and philosophical approaches to Black religious thought at arm’s length
for the sake of my argument. On the other, it has also meant expanding the usual set of references
and conceptual vocabularies available for talking about Afro-Protestant thinkers and traditions. I could
then redescribe how Psalm 68:31 was used by three African critics of white supremacy, chattel slavery,

and racial domination in ways that foreground their roots “in the subsoil of the Aftican diaspora.”*"!

410 Richard Rorty provocatively describes redescription as a method in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity: “Interesting
philosophy is rarely an examination of the pros and cons of a thesis. Usually it is, implicitly or explicitly, a contest between
an entrenched vocabulary which has become a nuisance and a half-formed new vocabulary which vaguely promises great
things. ... The latter ‘method’ of philosophy is the same as the ‘method’ of utopian politics or revolutionary science (as
opposed to patliamentary politics, or normal science). The method is to redescribe lots and lots of things in new ways,
until you have created a pattern of linguistic behavior which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it, thereby causing
them to look for appropriate new forms of nonlinguistic behavior, for example, the adoption of new scientific equipment
or new social institutions. This sort of philosophy does not work piece by piece, analyzing concept after concept, ot testing
thesis after thesis. Rather, it works holistically and pragmatically. It says things like ‘try thinking of it this way’ — or more
specifically ‘try to ignore the apparently futile traditional questions by substituting the following new and possibly
interesting questions.” It does not pretend to have a better candidate for doing the same old things which we did when we
spoke in the old way. Rather, it suggests that we might want to stop doing those things and do something else.” Richard
Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 9.

411 Bogues, Black Heretics, Black Prophets, 16.
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Another way to say this is that I have provided an account of Ethiopianism as a social practice
“carried out mainly in terms of African tradition.” Insisting with late poet and critic Kamau Brathwaite
that “African culture not only crossed the Atlantic, it crossed, survived, and creatively adapted itself
to its new environment,” I have persistently given interpretive priority to those ideas, practices, and
attitudes that demonstrate continuities with classical African religious concerns.”” Employing my
provisional concepts of conjure and repatriation, I have sought to show that Ethiopianism’s distinctive
idiom of Black destiny and African redemption (as well as this idiom’s core constellation of concepts)
constitutes more than simply an appropriation and reinterpretation of the Bible’s Ethiopian verses,
but also a key part of what Monica Schuler and Dianne Stewart might call “the African religious
tradition” in the Americas.*”” That is, I have claimed in different ways that Walker’s, Stewart’s, and
Delany’s work expresses an “African” orientation, whereby African denotes their regular reliance upon
ancestral pieties. After all, the Black peoples who first gave voice to Ethiopianist refrains in British
North America were Africans whose cultures and backgrounds did not disappear simply because they
were transplanted to strange lands and made to live under brutal conditions; and those who picked up
these refrains and reworked them in subsequent centuries did not wholly evacuate them of their
ancestral content just because they became more intimate with Christianity. I have therefore argued
that to describe Ethiopianism without recourse to ancestral pieties is to rehearse a dramatic narrative
that omits many of the historical tensions, conflicts, transformations, comedies, and tragedies that

make for the dynamic story of Black religious life and thought in the Americas.**

#12 Kamau Brathwaite, Roo#s (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), 192.

413 Monica Schuler, “Afro-American Slave Culture,” Historical Reflections | Réflexions Historignes 6.1 (1979), 135; Dianne M.
Stewart Diakité, “Religious Pluralism and African Ametican Theology,” Oxford Handbook of African American Theology, ed.
Anthony B. Pinn and Katie G. Cannon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 331-50.

414 Here I invoke and extend an assertion that Erna Brodber attributes to Brathwaite: “What I am suggesting here is not
that there is a ‘right’ African explanation, or a ‘wrong’ Euro-scientific one, but that a proper understanding of ourselves
can only be arrived at by a recognition of both traditions, both areas of explanation; and that for the Afro-Caribbean, it
will be increasingly more just to seek, in the first instance, African explanations and sources of overstating.” Brodber, “Re-
engineering Blackspace,” 73.
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One response to my attempted redescription of Ethiopianism might be that it only makes sense
within the worn-out confines of Boasian approaches to the study of Black religion, in which matters
of origins and verification reign supreme. A critical reader might object, for example, that the analytical
distinction between African ancestral pieties and Christianity I have loosely relied upon to render my
redescription reveals a bankrupt investment in a kind of authenticationist epistemological paradigm. I
might be regarded as endorsing the view that it is not only possible to verify “authentic” Africanity by
uncovering continuities with an African past, on the one hand, but also desirable for this Africanity to
be used to explain away certain elements of Christianity, on the other. Does not this paradigm betray
a naive view of religions and of cultures as comprised of discrete, quantifiable parts that compose
meaningful wholes, one might wonder, parts which can be readily and unproblematically reconstructed
in isolation through analytical processes of selection and separation?*"”> Are not these components also
framed in static rather than dynamic terms, as if the (supposed) building blocks of religions and cultures

were not persistently shifting?*'’

Does not my redescription thus focus too much on the quantitative
parts of Black religious thought—on, that is, “fixed” constituent ideas, practices, and attitudes—at the
expense of its qualitative character?”'” On such a critical reading of my project, the argument might be
that my work is only compelling insofar as one accepts the premise that it is a legitimate task for
scholars of Black religion to identify and corroborate indigenous African and extra-Christian elements

of Black traditions in the Americas. If one does not accept this premise, then one may wonder about

the value of this dissertation. What has it achieved that previous scholarship has not, if anything?

45 David C. Scott, “That Event, This Memory: Notes on the Anthropology of African Diasporas in the New World,”
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 1.3 (1991), 275.

416 Paul E. Lovejoy, “The African Diaspora: Revisionist Interpretations of Ethnicity, Culture and Religion Under Slavery,”
Studies in World History of Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation 2.1 (1997); Kathryn Lofton, “The Perpetual Primitive in African
American Religious Historiography,” The New Black Gods: African American Religions After the Great Migration, ed. Edward E.
Curtis IV and Danielle Brune (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 171-91.

417 Richard Price, “Commentary,” Comparative Perspectives on Slavery in New World Plantation Societies, ed. Vera Rubin and
Arthur Tuden (New York: Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1977), 495-500.
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By way of conclusion, I offer two responses to this question. The first is that my chief aim has
not been to demonstrate conclusively the “authentic” cultural continuities between the classical
religions of Africa and nineteenth-century Ethiopianism. Though identifying continuities has certainly
been part of my task, it has not been my chief aspiration to prove their incontrovertibly African history
and character. We might recall chapter 1’s discussion of Black religion’s relationship to European and
Indigenous religious practices, for example, or its account of conjure’s additive, syncretic sensibilities.
Instead, my primary investment has consisted in giving an account of the ways these continuities, in
whatever form, can be said to have informed three thinkers’ attempts to perform what David Scott
calls “the normative imagining of a moral-political vision of black diasporic community.”*'® That is,
my goal has been to show how careful attention to the religious contexts in which Walker, Stewart,
and Delany lived and worked reveals the influence of African ancestral pieties upon their Ethiopianist
visions for Black destiny and African redemption. By crafting the alternative conceptual vocabulary
of conjure and repatriation, my idea in this project has therefore been to claim that even though
Ethiopianism is not “purely African” (as if anything could be purely African), if one reads Ethiopianist
thinkers in #/is way, then one can perceive connections between these figures’ central concerns and
the discourses of classical and diasporic African traditions. From the standpoint of these connections,
moreover, I have argued for the recasting of conventional narratives about Ethiopianism that move
beyond Afro-Protestantism by integrating Black Atlantic religious practices. Put simply: I have argued
that talking about Ethiopianism well requires that scholars attend to the dynamic interplay between
classical African and Afro-Protestant elements that constitutes its animating spirit.

Indeed, as a work of African-centered redescription, this dissertation has sought to clear the
requisite epistemological and discursive space for making such talk possible. By demonstrating how

most previous scholarship on the tradition has been inclined to read it through the familiar frames of

418 Scott, Refashioning Futures, 109.
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Christian theological categories and a methodological (African) American nationalism, among others,
I have raised the possibility that it might just be better to discuss Ethiopianism from the hermeneutical
perspective of Africa and its diasporas.”” To invoke Richard Rorty for a moment: I have suggested
that talking about Ethiopianism in #is way might enable scholars to develop newer and better ways of
analyzing it and its related ensemble of figures, practices, and traditions."”” These modes of analysis
might also thereby lead us to adopt better and more appropriate concepts and scholarly conventions
for examining Black religious and political thought writ large, to recall Paul Gilroy’s argument from
the introduction. In fact, in that chapter, I offered a foretaste of what I now mean via my reading of
Robert Alexander Young’s “Ethiopian Manifesto.” By considering the “Manifesto” from an African-
centered perspective, I argued that one could decipher its “quasi-mystical” utterances and comprehend
its arguments about how Africans ought to live in view of their present circumstances.

This leads to my second response, which is to say that the stakes of my project do not conclude
with the determination that Ethiopianism should be described from an African-centered perspective.
My dissertation is not a simple revisionist project; rather, I have redescribed Ethiopianism as a Black
Atlantic tradition in order to make possible the further explication of its moral and political vocabulary
as centered upon the figures of Africa (g#a Ethiopia) and redemption. In other words, by using conjure
and repatriation as analytical tools, I have aimed to make possible a description of Ethiopianism that
parallels Josiah Young’s theological redescription of slave religion: “the ‘norm’ of slave religion was
not Jesus Christ, but the ‘ancestors and elders.” Indeed Jesus himself tended to be interpreted in terms
of the religiosity of ancestors. Thus the ‘Christian faith answered to African religious imperatives.” ...

the hermeneutical center is an ‘Africanness,’” from which the matrix of black religion is diffused.”*'

419 For a similar metatheoretical argument about the field of African American studies, see Monique Bedasse, “Revisiting
the Gomez Imperative: Exchanging Our Country Marks and the Africana Studies Tradition, ASWAD, 2017,” The Black
Scholar 48.4 (2018), 19-27.

420 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, 9.

21 Young, A Pan African Theology, 104.
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Even though Walker, Stewart, and Delany are certainly Christians in the conventional sense of the
term (that is, believers), the focus of their religious and political utterances remains Africa, its peoples,
and their redemption. Like Young and his “Manifesto,” they inflect Christian and biblical paradigms
with African ancestral pieties and cast novel visions for African life and moral community.
2. BLACK DESTINY AND AFRICAN REDEMPTION AS MORAL AND POLITICAL HORIZONS

If Ethiopianism can thus also be construed as a normative, ethical-political attempt to imagine
Black Atlantic community through the two figures of Africa and redemption, then it seems appropriate
to close this dissertation by considering what sort of moral subjects it seeks to conjure into being. Let
me offer five theses that correspond to the narrative structures of chapters 2-4. That is, let me suggest
Ethiopianism as a moral discourse (with all the problems of power and knowledge evoked by the term)
seeks to form African-Ethiopian subjects that are: (1) awakened; (2) bound by ties of common history
and ancestry; (3) aware of religion’s urgency for ethical and political life; and (4) committed to African-
centered projects of Black destiny; that (5) result in African redemption. Drawing upon my rereadings
and informed by Walker’s, Stewart’s, and Delany’s uses of the Ethiopian prophecy, I claim:

First, that each of the figures surveyed in this dissertation cries out to their brethren to awaken.
For Walker, Stewart, and Delany, awakening is a key term that denotes an awareness of the reality of
Africans’ condition, as well as the causes of this condition and their appropriate remedies (CD 174).
All three worry the Middle Passage, chattel slavery, and white supremacy have inculcated servile
dispositions in their compatriots, which cause them to identify with slaveowners and acquiesce to a
life lived below their potentials. For Stewart, this acquiescence impacts not only individuals but the
whole community. The acquiescence of one facilitates the acquiescence of many: “O ye daughters of
Africa, awake! awake! arise! no longer sleep nor slumber, but distinguish yourselves. Show forth to the
world that ye are endowed with noble and exalted faculties ... What examples have ye set before the

rising generation? ... O, God, forgive me if I speak amiss. The minds of our tender babes are tainted
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as soon as they are born; they go astray, as it were, from the womb” (M 25). Like Walker and Delany
before and after her, therefore, Stewart aims to engender in her audiences a spirit of inquiry and
investigation that will result in the eventual overthrow of slavery: “Have the sons of Africa no souls?
... Shall the chains of ignorance forever confine them? ... Where can we find among ourselves the
man of science, or a philosopher ...? Show me our fearless and brave, our noble and gallant ... where
is the man that has distinguished himself in these modern days by acting wholly in the defense of
African rights and liberty?” (MS 67). In short, and taking Stewart as my example, the Ethiopianist call
to awakening constitutes a challenge to rise up on behalf of the race, grasp the facts of the situation,
and put one’s full potential in service to social and political transformation.

Second, that Ethiopianists appeal to a long-lost and glorious African past as evidence of this
potential. This past not only serves to index Africans’ capacities for greatness and power, but also
explains their common racial bond and mutual obligations. “When we take a retrospective view of the
arts and sciences—the wise legislators—the Pyramids, and other magnificent buildings—the turning
of the channel of the channel of the river Nile, by the sons of Africa or of Ham,” Walker declares, “I
say, when I view retrospectively the renown of that once mighty people, the children of our great
progenitor, I am indeed cheered” (W.A 22). For many Ethiopianists, the defining rupture of African
history is not slavery but something prior to it. This both locates the substantive “we” of Africanity
in something other than what contemporary critical theorists might call the abjection of Blackness and
explains the Ethiopianist commitment to the idea that Africans may be mighty once again. However
this declension narrative is articulated, as St. Clair Drake says, its reliance upon Psalm 68:31 functions
to give “feelings of esteem to the individual, but also as a sanction for varied types of group action. It
generated concern for the ‘redemption’ of black men in the Motherland as well as the Diaspora so

that the ancient state of power and prestige could be restored.”*** By inverting the typical subject-

422 Drrake, The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion, 50.
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object relations of nineteenth-century discourses about African peoples, Ethiopianist retellings of
history dramatize and give substance to Africans’ experiences apart from mainstream white
interpretations of the same.

Third, that Ethiopianists view religion as an integral tool for their return to their former state.
Importantly, they do not all agree about the role of religion in this return. They do all agree, however,
that religion has a role to play. For some Ethiopianists such as Walker, religion is the central means
by which African renewal will be achieved (V.4 30-32). Indeed, if ancestral disobedience names the
sin of apostasy, as Stewart maintained, then a return to proper belief and practice may drive the wheel
of history such that Africans find themselves back on top (MS 68). For others, such as Delany, religion
serves the more moderate purpose of orienting persons and communities rightly in the world—toward
power, toward purpose, and toward the fulfillment of their desires.”””> On this more modest view, the
right use of religion involves ensuring that Africans know itis up to them to make their desires binding.
The wrong use of religion is to “stand still—hoping in God, and really expect him to do that for them,
which it is necessary for them to do themselves. This is their great mistake” (CD 64). Whether true
believers, skeptics, or somewhere in-between, then, Ethiopianists use resources drawn from the
storehouse of Black religious life to cast visions of Black destiny and African redemption.

Fourth, that Ethiopianism is perhaps most recognizable for its racialist understanding of who
must achieve Black destiny. For all the figures surveyed in this dissertation and, indeed, nearly all the
figures associated with this tradition in Black intellectual and religious history, the central Ethiopianist
commitment the idea that the solution to Africans’ problems must come from Affricans themselves.
“Africa for the African race,” Delany says, “and black men to rule thens” (CD 358). Africans may receive help
from friendly whites and the other “colored races,” but such assistance is merely ancillary, supportive,

of the work they must do for themselves. Writing of white refutations of Thomas Jefferson’s racist

423 Textual performances of this sentiment can also be found in W.E.B. Du Bois’s 1920 multi-genre Ethiopianist manifesto,
Darkwater. See W.E.B. Du Bois, Darkwater: 1 vices from Within the 1eil (Mineola: Dover Publications, 1999).

219



assertions about Africans, for example, Walker says: “For let no one of us suppose that the refutations
which have been written by our white friends are enough—they are whites—we are blacks. We, and the
world wish to see the charges of Mr. Jefferson refuted by the blacks shemselves, according to their
chance; we must remember that what the whites have written respecting this subject, is other men’s
labours, and did not emanate from the blacks” (V.4 18). For Stewart, too, the task is one of lifting
themselves up. “We need never to think that anybody is going to feel interested for us,” she says, “if
we do not feel interested for ourselves” (MS 32). In the eyes of Ethiopianists, Black destiny can only
be achieved when Africans assert themselves in pursuit of their desires. As Delany says, “Every people
should be the originators of their own designs, the projector of their own schemes, and creators of
the events that lead to their destiny—the consummation of their desires” (CD 221).

Fifth, and in view of the prior theses, that “redemption” is the name of an ethical and political
horizon of hope. By drawing upon the Ethiopian prophecy, Ethiopianists invoke “the redemption of
Africa” to fashion forms of individual subjectivity and communal belonging that emphasize Africans™
capacities for awakening and enlightenment; bonds of pan-African solidarity and mutual obligation;
constitutive entanglements with the history of religion; and responsibility to themselves to determine
the best and most appropriate solutions to their own problems. Formidable though these problems

might be, they are no match for Ethiopia of the Outstretched Arm.
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