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“Who shall go forward, and take off the reproach that is cast upon the people
of color? Shall it be a woman?”
— Maria W. Stewart, Lecture Delivered at Franklin Hall (Summer 1832)

African Meeting House — Can We Still Hear Maria W. Stewart?

History sits in places. I saw it for myself seeping from the walls of the African
Meeting House in Boston. One could smell the sweat on the pews; it did not mat-
ter that they were painted over or that some were unoriginal. I walked on a floor
made of planks of wood from the nineteenth century. I came up through the bow-
els of this hallowed space, the basement multipurpose room once home to a thriv-
ing school, community center, and dining hall, all while imagining the lively soci-
ality that once animated it. Up the stairs, I emerged in the grand chamber of the
sanctuary. First, seeing the pews and balcony above, I walked to the back of the
room and turned around. Finally, I saw the pulpit where she spoke. Like many
others I revere, Maria W. Stewart addressed her fellow human beings from that
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archways beams into the center. A golden chandelier, once gas, now electric, hung
above her head as if to coronate her like a tiara, illuminating her illuminations.
The chancel was modest and plain, as was the sanctuary itself, but what truths
must it have known! Two flags stand beside it, and the wall in the background is
painted white. The room was, in a sense, bare. There was nothing ostentatious.
The African Meeting House was a place where a different kind of truth spoke,
one unafraid of its nakedness and empowered by its vulnerability.

My guide took me upstairs to the balcony. Looking down upon the center of
the room, I do not feel at home anymore —1I do not even feel in my own space and
time. Upstairs, I am an audience member, listening to those who are far more
capable than I am in debating the issues of their time. Amused by the idea that
this sanctuary was built to accommodate nearly six hundred people, 1 knew things
were intimate there.! People would have come to learn the truth, seek G-d, and
forge the social relations necessary to make an insurrection of the spirit against
forces seeking to lock human beings into the moral status of an instrument. My
tour guide kept talking, but I zoned him out. I was busy listening. Not to him,
G-d no! I listened to all the voices still demanding freedom, justice, power, and
rights. No offense to my tour guide, as he was truly sweet, generous with his time,
and knowledgeable. But I needed him to stop speaking. I needed quiet. I was
trying to see if I could still hear her music.

Like history, it turns out, political thought also sits in places. The African
Meeting House was the setting and, in Katherine McKittrick’s terms, geagraphy to
which much of Maria W. Stewart’s ideas belong. But who was Maria Stewart?
The question raises numerous provisional methodological problems at the mo-
ment of its formulation. Although “a clear forerunner to generations of the best
known and most influential champions of black activism,” and, Waters would add,
Black thought, knowledge of the “great majority of black American women who
wrote, published, and even enjoyed critical and financial success” from the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries belongs to “the gaping spaces of lost or thinly doc-
umented years in their recorded lives.”” The same is no doubt the case with Stew-
art, the presence of whose work in those “gaping spaces” instantiates the kind of
Demonic Grounds described by McKittrick and earlier Sylvia Wynter, because de-

spite being absent from perception and knowledge, the contents of such spaces
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are always present, powerful, and functioning behind the scenes.’ Or should I say,
in plain sight.

But who was Maria Stewart? And, more importantly, can we still hear her,
by which I mean take her ideas seriously and on their terms? Much of her adult
life during a critical period of intellectual development was spent in that church,
the African Meeting House, which the poet Regie Gibson describes as more than
a building but an ancestor, a community from which Maria Stewart emanates.’
Yet, to answer the question of who she was I turn to the first of four crucial per-
formances in U.S. history, all of which occurred within a single year (1832-1833).
Most do not know of her, yet Stewart was at the vanguard of the normalization

of U.S. Black women'’s political (and intellectual) presences.

In September of 1832, in Boston, Massachusetts, Maria W. Stewart, a
black woman, did what no American-born woman, black or white, be-
fore her is recorded as having done. She mounted a lecture platform and
raised a political argument before a ‘promiscuous audience, that is, one
composed of both men and women”

On the day Maria Stewart delivered her historic lecture at Franklin Hall, she be-
came the first woman to speak in public in the U.S. Although there are doubtless
others among the firsts, those who study Maria Stewart consider her the first
woman of any race to have engaged in public political speech.® And yet, it is no
accident that many remain ignorant of her existence. Since Dorothy B. Porter’s
1936 writings originally called out scholars for neglecting the pathbreaking work
of “probably the earliest Negro woman lecturer and writer,” Stewart’s thought
has “remain[ed].... hidden in plain sight,” mainly because it “has not been singled
out for critical scholarly attention” except for a few disparate commentaries in
Black Studies and Women’s Studies publications.”

Stewart’s performance was considered confrontational, abrasive, and viola-
tive of society’s most sacred norms surrounding gender and a woman's place in
the rhythm of everyday life. Stewart offended people, including those considered
her own, and she did so simply by speaking, that is, by the form of her act rather

5 Wynter 1990, 355.
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than its contents. However, what she said also shocked people, as Stewart spoke
on the heels of Nat Turner’s Rebellion and called upon Black people for a renewed
sense of militancy and purpose in the struggle to dismantle racialized chattel en-
slavement. Her address, delivered to an audience comprising members of the New
England Anti-Slavery Society, including a small minority of white people, must
be ranked among the great orations in U.S. history, if not the history of the world.®

“Why ye sit here and die?” Stewart urged her listeners to realize the wretch-
edness of slavery was not a permanent fixture of Western civilization but could
be overcome and that G-d uses Black peoples’ resistance as a way of inspiring fear
of just retribution in the minds of enslavers.” The white-funded colonizationalist
movement sought to purify the U.S. of its Black population through deportations
to Africa, slavery continued to thrive in the South, and free Blacks in northern
meccas such as Boston lived an invisible, alienating, second-class existence. Stew-
art called for action, though her message was one of warning. In this respect,
Stewart embodied the figure of the Black Jeremiad, particularly in that she la-
mented the dehumanizing treatment of a group whose liberation would come
upon a judgment day when all enslavers would be punished.'” Asking rhetorically
who would step forward and “take off the reproach that is cast upon the people
of color?,” Stewart suggested it would have to be a woman."'

The Liberator published a transcript of Stewart’s speech two months later,
granting her a vaster audience than was present in the flesh for her initial address.
She spoke three more times that year, delivering public addresses to “promiscu-
ous” audiences, as they were called, before the Afric-American Female Intelli-
gence Society, the Prince Hall Freemasons, and a farewell address before depart-
ing Boston forever at the African Meeting House. As a result of these four
speeches in Boston from 1832-1833, which ought to be seen as political perfor-
mances of the highest order, we may have the dignity of considering Stewart a
philosopher. These performances explicate Stewart’s central political and meta-
physical ideas. I argue here that such ideas are concerned fundamentally with the
theme of responsibility. More specifically, Stewart theorized the unique duties of
Black women in the antislavery struggle and was, to that extent, an early progen-
itor of core areas of contemporary Black Political Thought. Using these four per-

formances as launching points for taking Stewart seriously as a philosopher, 1
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explore her ideas about responsibility and how they relate to her discussion of
issues of gender as well as the political power of free Black women in the mid-19*
century U.S.

It is clear that scholars have routinely neglected Stewart’s philosophy. The
absence is evident from even the most cursory review of the literature on her life
and thought, which is virtually unanimous on the point that Stewart’s ideas have
been subject to epistemicide or efforts at the killing of knowledge. In this respect,
Stewart has become like the women she spoke about in her public addresses:
“Flowers that are... born to bloom unseen, wasting their fragrance on desert
air.”'? Perhaps scholars have fallen prey to the kind of epistemological closure
described by McKittrick, whose discussion of Harriet Jacobs identifies Black
women'’s geographies, including their intellectual geographies —their ideas —as the
last place anybody would think to look for something valuable.'” As features of
the cartography of a Black woman’s mind, Stewart’s ideas have been lost in them-
selves. Yet this does not mean they have been unavailable to us. Toward the end
of her life, Stewart spent an unexpected inheritance she received for her deceased
husband’s service in the War of 1812 on republishing her already forgotten col-
lected works. Stewart’s thought has, indeed, been available. The problem involves
alack of commitment to seeing Stewart as capable of intellectual majesty and con-
tributing to the foundations of U.S. Black Political Thought."

In what follows, I briefly examine the biography of Maria Stewart, as it is a
story that reveals the condition of Black female migrants in post-revolutionary
New England. The performative elements of free Black life in Hartford are crucial
to understanding Stewart’s intellectual production. I then discuss Stewart’s social
geography in Boston, which was comprised of members of the First Baptist Con-
gregation that worshiped in the African Meeting House, the oldest extant Black
church of its kind in the U.S. Dialoguing and working with the women in that
community as well as some of the more noteworthy men who Stewart became
close with was indispensable to her philosophy because these experiences broad-
ened her political consciousness and therefore helped Stewart become aware of a
far wider range of possibilities than Hartford ever disclosed to her. Finally, I ex-
amine Stewart’s political and philosophical thought, highlighting the ways she at-
tended to the theme of responsibility. In particular, I discuss Religion and the Pure

12 ibid, 63.
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Principles of Morality: The Sure Foundation On Which We Must Build, Stewart’s most
nakedly political essay and, therefore, the one most interesting to me as a political
theorist. T also examine Mrs. Stewart's Farewell Address to Her Friends in the City of
Boston, the fourth and final speech Stewart gave before leaving Boston forever and
the only one delivered at the African Meeting House itself. Given how deeply the
problem of epistemicide has negatively impacted scholarship on Stewart’s thought
and embodied a “demonic ground” within Black Political Thought more broadly,

my discussion of her philosophy is intended to be a performance against it.
From Hartford to Boston: Story of a Migrant Consciousness

Maria W. Stewart, nee Maria Miller, was born in 1803 in Hartford, Connecticut,
to two free African parents. By the age of five, she was orphaned and found herself
“bound out,” as she describes, as an indentured servant to a racist and genocidal
clergyman’s family." Connecticut was often described as the “Georgia of New
England,” particularly as a way of referencing the centrality of institutionalized
enslavement to its political economy and local culture. However, when Stewart
was born, she was fortunate enough to join the ranks of about 6,500 other free
Blacks in the state rather than the 350 still in bondage.'® Yale University’s recent
efforts to reckon with the legacy of enslavement in Connecticut focuses almost
exclusively on New Haven, which was a crucial port city in the nineteenth century
used for the importation of enslaved persons to New England by sea.'” Scholars
should not mistake this exclusivity to indicate the capital city, Hartford, and its
surrounding areas were not also heavily involved in slaveholding culture. For free
Blacks, as well, the northeastern corridor of Connecticut was organized according
to social and racial hierarchies that made life deeply challenging and limiting for
all.

Still, as a young girl, Stewart would have been deeply impressed with some
of the performative features of Black life in Connecticut. Not only would these
have been formative for her in persuading her to migrate to Boston, Massachu-
setts eventually, but they would have also impacted the mature philosophical

thinking she began doing in awestriking fashion upon arriving there. In one of her
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published writings, Stewart refers to the “good women of Wethersfield, Connect-
icut,” a city near Hartford that remains among the most populus in the state. These
women “toiled in the blazing sun, year after year, weeding onions, then sold the
seed and procured enough money to erect them a house of worship.”® It is re-
markable to learn that these women'’s efforts at institution building in rural Con-
necticut made an impression on Stewart and later helped her think through prob-
lems that she and one of the most revolutionary groups of Black intellectuals were
facing in the 1830s U.S."

Stewart likely met these women during ‘Lection Day in Connecticut, which
remains among the most amazing public performances, still calling us from the
demonic grounds of an absent yet present history. Beginning long before the U.S.
revolution and continuing for seventy-five years thereafter, free and enslaved
Black people gathered in the state capital to choose their governors, kings, and
representatives who would then serve as liaisons between their communities and
the white ones for the subsequent year. Usually held on the next Saturday in May
following the white elections, enslaved people would travel to the capital with
their masters along with free Blacks to participate in massive parades exhibiting
a level of pomp and circumstance largely forgotten (or disavowed?) in most schol-
arship on New England. People cleaned themselves up and, despite owning only
hand-me-downs, dressed in astonishing ways. There was music, military perfor-
mances in which enslaved people were provided rifles to shoot into the air, and
ceremonies creolizing the Connecticut Black community’s West African rituals.
Those elected “king” or “governor” in cities like Hartford, Farmington, or Weth-
ersfield were always highly respected members of both communities, white and
Black, and oftentimes were still enslaved. Once chosen, they would subsequently
select people to fill a series of lower offices such as lieutenant governor, deputy,
etc. The young Maria Stewart would have never missed an opportunity to attend
these festivities.”

The Connecticut Stewart knew also comprised dehumanizing realities that
would have severely limited her options as a free Black woman indentured to a
clergyman who sought to “Christianize the heathens of North America,” by which
he meant Blacks and Native Americans. Stewart’s only education came from her

bible studies and religious training in this household, where she worked until her

18 Stewart 1987, 46.
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period of indenture was completed. During her time as a domestic worker, Stew-
art was “garretted” in the sense McKittrick describes in her analysis of Harriet
Jacobs, who hid in an attic for several months while slave catchers and sheriffs
searched for her, peering out of cracks in the wood to watch her children play in
the field nearby or see if any malicious actors were approaching.?' As would have
been typical for someone in Stewart’s position, she, like Jacobs, probably “slept
in a cellar, an airless attic room, or possibly an outbuilding designed for slaves and
servants with little or no heat and poor circulation.”” These experiences were also
formative for the young Maria Stewart, helping to shape what became her politi-
cal theory. She deplored domestic servitude so profoundly that, had it not been
temporary, she said death would have been preferable.”

For Waters, Stewart’s choice of migrating to Boston must be interpreted as
a function of her knowledge of the deep intersectional disadvantages of staying in
Hartford. Stewart was wise and far too “thoughtful, rational, and planful to rush
away on her own to an unknown city with no employment or living arrangements”
established in advance.?® She likely planned her move over the course of months
or years, particularly in conversation with people such as Reverend Thomas Paul,
pastor of the First Baptist Congregation that worshipped in the African Meeting
House. Paul often traveled through Connecticut on his way to and from New
York, as he belonged to a politically progressive wave of Black Baptist preachers
in the post-revolutionary period that had been engaging in political consciousness-
raising initiatives. Stewart likely developed her plans to move in conversation with
Paul and others like him who also came through Hartford to convene with mem-
bers of its free Black community.

Boston itself was far more overtly racist than Hartford in the 1820’s. Unlike
Connecticut, Massachusetts never made a de facto cultural shift away from the
practice of institutionalized enslavement. Instead, it had to legislate, or in other
words force, slavery’s abolition. Yet Boston was where Stewart decided her poten-
tial could become realized, and she was correct. The problem was getting there.
The at-the-time new technology of carriage cabs would have shortened Stewart’s
trip from one week to about a day and a half, provided good weather. But it was

winter in New England and freezing. Stewart could have never afforded a cab on
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her own. She, therefore, did what most other Black female migrants in New Eng-
land did when seeking to transport their bodies across great distances, which was
ride along with affluent white people who could afford a cab. Yet it is unlikely
anyone would have allowed Stewart to ride insde the carriage with them. Thus,
Stewart traveled to Boston by riding outside the cab. She sat on top of the carriage

for over a hundred miles, braving the elements of a frigid New England winter by

herself.25

Geographies of the African Meeting House: its Black and Caribbean

Insurrectionist Connections

Migrating was a profitable affair for Stewart. Her mental and political universes
exploded through their previous boundaries, mainly due to the remarkable people
she met. This network is best conceptualized in McKittrick’s terms as the social
geography of the African Meeting House. The character and culture of the people
who worshipped in that congregation is noteworthy. Members would have likely
practiced West African rituals, either clandestinely or openly, in combination with
or alongside their baptism.”® They would have generally refrained from consum-
ing alcohol or other barbiturates that were widely available at the time. When
surveying the community that coalesced around the African Meeting House, one
sees free Black people at their most powerful. They taught each other about the
virtues of community interdependence, education, and economic autonomy. Eve-
ryone would have owned at least one nice suit or dress and appeared in public
dignified and in style. Most importantly, they developed their political conscious-
ness to an astonishing degree. In migrating to Boston, Stewart joined one of the
country's most revolutionary circles of free Black intellectuals.”

Many of the women belonging to Stewart’s community are anonymous. For
example, we know the names of nine of the twenty-four original founding mem-
bers of the First Baptist Congregation, but they are all men. We lack direct evi-
dence of the fifteen anonymous women founders; however, sound bases exist for
inference given the likelthood that Revered Paul’s wife, for instance, was a
founder. Other Black women, such as Rosanna Haven Dalton and Louisa Mar-

shall Nell, were pivotal in welcoming Stewart to Boston and acclimating her to
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life in Massachusetts. Engaging in regular discourse with these women undoubt-

edly shaped the trajectory of Stewart’s intellectual production.®

James W. Stewart is the first man who must be mentioned as someone crucial to
Maria Stewart’s development as a philosopher and orator in Boston. James is the
man who eventually became Maria’s husband and whose surname and middle in-
itial, “W,” she adopted for herself. Stewart was a veteran of the War of 1812,
where he was a merchant marine, and one of the most successful early Black en-
trepreneurs in the U.S. Since he owned a shipping company and amassed a small
maritime empire, James had numerous invaluable contacts at the Boston wharfs
and was often in the know regarding issues of maritime commerce in and beyond
the harbor. To put it bluntly, James Stewart was an important person in New
England and full of wisdom. The geography of the young Maria Stewart’s mind
expanded radically through falling in love with and marrying him. But how it did
so is critical. Waters recounts this rather vividly:

As Maria Miller and James W. Stewart gazed out at the [Boston] har-
bor filled with seafaring vessels, he may have recounted to her some of
the stories from his time as a merchant marine prior to the War of 1812
and then his astounding exploits during and after the war.... Pacific is-
lands known for cultures, flora, and fauna barely dreamed of in New
England. Life and death battles on the sea. Countries where Christianity
was virtually unknown. Deserts stretching up to the shores. Islands
where enslaved Africans overthrew their European masters®

It is clear James introduced Maria to the kind of maritime, global geography Jul-
ius Scott describes in Zhe Common Wind, the title of which refers both to the un-
ceasing movement of historical progress once people develop the stomach to fight
for it as well as to the flow of news and information about the resistance that
gusted aboard ships and through various islands nations. Carrying this news at
sea and across the Atlantic Ocean were the enslaved as well as an entire class of
free Blacks and poor whites Scott calls the “masterless Caribbean.”’ These tales
of distant lands they brought back to New England represented truths about free-

dom and the concrete possibility of a better world that were disclosed to Stewart-
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as-migrant. They broadened her young mind and afforded Stewart an elevation
in political consciousness that contradicts the “garretted” consciousness
McKittrick attributes to Harriet Jacobs.”!

David Walker is the second important man Stewart met in Boston through
her connections in the First Baptist Congregation. Walker was a philosopher,
writer, and antislavery agitator who lived with his wife, Eliza, on Belknap Street,
down the road from the African Meeting House. James and Maria Stewart even-
tually moved into Walker’s home after the latter purchased a house in another
part of town. Walker’s revolutionary pamphlet, Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the
World, was a central influence on Stewart’s philosophy. It offers a rationalist ar-
gument against enslavement and for taking up political responsibility as a way of
wresting control from white people over their collective lives and souls. The Appeal
methodically examines many of the slave societies that existed in antiquity.
Walker argues that neither the situation of the Israelites in Egypt nor the Helots
in Sparta, nor the slaves of ancient Rome was as wretched, miserable, and aggra-
vating as that faced by the sons and daughters of Africa under the thumb of white
Christianity in America. For Walker, Black peoples’ enslavement at the hands of
a white Christian nation in the New World was the cause of their suffering. He
pleaded with Black people to liberate themselves by any means necessary, includ-
ing violent insurrection.”

The rationalist core of Walker’s argument consists of his appeal to the pious-
ness of Black Christians and their commitment to the absolute goodness of G-d.
Since no reasonably pious Black person would have admitted G-d was not all-
knowing, all-powerful, and all-good, it 4ad to be that human beings were responsi-
ble for the suffering of Black people, in particular white Christians, since G-d
himself would never will such suffering on his own. In making this argument,
Walker was highlighting what Lewis R. Gordon calls the theodicean fallacy at the
heart of antiblack racist claims that Black people are subhuman or naturally “fit”
for slavery. The problem of theodicy involves reconciling the presence of evil and
suffering in the world with the goodness of G-d, who supposedly would never
allow it. To lean on the goodness of G-d to rationally justify evil would be falla-
cious because it entails saying either that Blacks deserve evil treatment or that

those offering the justification, i.e., the whites, are lying about G-d’s will.** Using
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rationalism, then, Walker’s Appealleveraged Black Christians’ commitments to the
goodness of G-d in exposing the rotten theodicy at the heart of slavery. Walker
knew Blacks were better Christians than white Christians, who he pleaded for
readers to see as Christians in name only.

We will see that Stewart expands on Walker’s arguments in favor of violent
insurrection and what Gibson calls the “rationality of revolt.”** Valerie Cooper
notes that Stewart extends Walker’s framing of these issues as theodicean ones.*
Within this framework, we might add that Stewart pays particular attention to
how they illuminated Black women’s unique responsibilities in the antislavery

struggle, which is conceptual territory Walker himself never ventured into.
Political Responsibility: The Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build

We can now return to the primary purpose of this essay, which is to use Stewart’s
performances as the first Black female orator and political writer as a basis for
examining her thought. I examine one of her political essays and her Farewell AJ-
dress, delivered at the African Meeting House.

On an otherwise unremarkable New England day, Maria Stewart walked
into the office of William Lloyd Garrison and Isaac Knapp with pieces of her orig-
inal writing and requested that they be published in the famed abolitionists’ news-
paper, The Liberator. Grieving from the death of her husband yet also having un-
dergone a powerful “born again” religious experience, Stewart furnished two of
her most important essays. The first was her Meditations, and the second, which 1
examine here, was Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality: The Sure Foundations
On Which We Must Build. Receiving these documents, one a theological reflection
and the other a political essay, Garrison promised to publish them, as he was im-
pressed by Stewart and considered them extraordinary pieces of writing sure to
attract a wide readership for his journal.

Marilyn Richardson argues that resistance to oppression was the highest
form of obedience to God for Stewart.”” Her argument should help us see how the
pieces of Stewart’s thought fit together and the kind of hermeneutic necessary for
unlocking the door to her ideas as a whole set.”® Rather than “Christianize the
heathens of North America,” Stewart took from the bible the Calvinist concept of

% Gibson 2020, 1.
3 Cooper 2011, 3.
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elective affinities. Anyone could be saved, provided they perform good works.
Further, Stewart thought Black people and women were closer in proximity to
God than anyone else. A Judgement Day was imminent, wherein all enslaved
people would be liberated and all enslavers brought to justice. In this respect,
Stewart was a Black Jeremiad, bemoaning the coming doom wrought by injustice
on earth, mainly through vivid images of fire and brimstone raining down upon
all oppressors.

Stewart did not think this Judgement Day was a divinely written inevitabil-
ity. It was something that would have to be struggled for vigorously. The idea that
fighting for liberation and, beyond that, freedom was, for her, the highest form of
piousness and obedience to God indicates to me that Stewart had a concept of
what Karl Jaspers called metaphysical responsibility. For Jaspers, there are many
forms of responsibility, but the metaphysical kind pertains to a special solidarity
existing between all living beings by virtue of their participation in a single, great,
all-encompassing whole of reality and existence. When one dares to explore their
private and intimate relationship to all that is, which in Stewart’s more evangelical
language is God, one can discover the tremendous responsibilities that issue from
the necessary features of Being. Abuses of the special solidarity humans share
with all existence can make one feel ashamed to be alive as if judged by God. Thus,
shouldering the weight of and living with metaphysical guilt is possible but re-
quires profound faith.”

I see Stewart’s call to the Baptist circles of which she was a part to do more
in the political struggle against slavery as contending that failures to do so should
entail a difficulty in living with oneself. This is because, for her, enslavement is a
crime against the natural order of things and God’s will. Avoiding one’s responsi-
bility to confront this reality and change it violates one’s faith as a Christian. It is
a violation of metaphysical and political responsibility alike. The searing character
of Stewart’s criticisms, which she often directed at her peers at the African Meet-
ing House, eventually caused rifts between herself and other members of the con-
gregation. Stewart knew she offended people, but failing to struggle with suffi-
cient vigor against the forces of domination was far more important than appeas-
ing their moral sensibilities. This is why she spoke her truth and, when necessary,
migrated to the AME Zion Church down the road, whose congregation was gen-

erally more radical and receptive to her message of Black liberation.

39 Jaspers 1965, 26.
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Religion and social justice were so closely aligned for Stewart that one could
not properly be served without clear commitments to the other, but neither could
be accomplished without a focus on education. Among the first arguments Stew-
art makes in Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality explores the role of
knowledge in struggles for freedom. She begins her essay by calling upon Black
people to “turn their attention to knowledge,” by which she means forge the insti-
tutional mechanisms (i.e., schools) necessary for cultivating the minds of Black
children as well as empowering Black communities over the timespan of genera-
tions. For Stewart, one way knowledge would come was through the disciplining
of Black minds trained particularly in the sciences.”” There is no question this ar-
gument was influenced by Stewart’s experience with the good women of Weth-
ersfield, Connecticut, who raised funds to build their church. Learning about their
efforts taught Stewart early lessons about the power of political organizing and
the fruits of building institutions one’s community needs, even when doing so was
unprecedented or unthinkable.

Like Walker, the protégé Stewart adopted the Euro-Enlightenment philoso-
phy of rationalism as a way of arguing that cultivated minds are unfit for slavery.
Her specific goal is to turn this philosophy, which was historically antiblack and
antiwoman, on its head. Thus, she writes: “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.... show

1" Discipline in the sciences and the cultivation of

forth your powers of the mind
reason were thought to carry profound consequences for Stewart, not only for
individuals but for her community.

Marylin Richardson notes that it was considered highly inappropriate for a
woman to make such arguments. One way trailblazers like Stewart circumnavi-
gated the strong if misguided emotions that doing so inevitably roused in her lis-
teners was to claim it was not her opinion being articulated but God’s. Stewart
claimed God spoke through her when arguing that rational minds naturally grav-
itate toward freedom. Thus, she wrote, if “Knowledge would begin to flow... the
chains of slavery and ignorance would melt like wax before the flames. I am but
a feeble instrument. I am but as one particle of the small dust of the earth.”* It

must also be noted that Stewart is here making an argument similar to that of

4 Stewart 1987, 43.
A Ibid.
2 Ibid.
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Immanuel Kant in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, which asserts that
rationality is a qualification for moral consideration and personhood.** Black peo-
ple passed this test in Stewart’s calculus even if the political systems of her day
failed to reflect as much.

In an analogous move, Stewart also adopts the Euro-Enlightenment philos-
ophy of classical liberalism, particularly that of John Locke. She does so to argue
for the rights of Black people, especially Black women, to political justice and
equal treatment before the law. For Waters, Stewart was directly engaging with
and responding to proslavery ideologies, in some cases turning them on their
heads and in others creating something new, a “Black revolutionary liberalism.”*
This alternative tradition inaugurated by Walker and Stewart stretches to con-
temporary academic philosophy in the 21* century, most notably Charles Mills’
The Racial Contract. 1f Black people have rational minds and can learn and develop
scientific discipline, they deserve to be unshackled and treated like human beings.
Moreover, they will be responsible for unshackling themselves because they will
realize the “rationality of revolt.” In this respect, Stewart’s philosophy is akin to
that of Douglass, Fanon, He Yin-Zhen, and many others because it asserts that
freedom cannot be given; it must be seized.*

Stewart’s rationalism and Black revolutionary liberalism is also conjoined
with an early version of Pan-Africanism.” In Religion, Stewart stresses that
“Princes come out of Egypt,” and that “all the nations of the earth are crying out
for liberty and equality” before asking: “Shall Afric’s sons be silent any longer?”
She then emphasizes that “Ethiopia might stretch forth her hands unto God....
[but] never will the chains of slavery and ignorance burst, till we become united
as one... O, ye daughters of Africa, awake!”"” Like Walker, Stewart is conscious
of the dehumanizing treatment that Black people have experienced in Euro-mod-
ern society as a diasporic phenomenon. For her, unity is an essential requirement
of transforming such conditions. In her essay, Stewart chastised the First Baptist
Congregation for raising funds in support of oppressed minorities in Greece, Po-
land, and France but exhibiting no support for the newly liberated people of
Hayti, who were actively building a nation that promised to be the first of its kind

4 Kant 2017, 1.

“ Waters 2022, 212.

4 Gordon 2022, 19; 25; 157.
4 Waters 2022, 215.

47 Stewart 1987, 44.
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on earth.”® Stewart’s call to financially support Hayti extends her early prototype
version of Pan-Africanism.

The second half of Religion is a long prayer. Its apex includes a more granular
focus on the unique political responsibilities of Black women in the struggle
against slavery. In this respect, Stewart is an early forerunner to Abolitionism and

Africana Womanism, both niche wings of Black Political Thought. Stewart posits:

O, ye mothers, what a responsibility rests on youl... 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. The seeds thus sown will grow with their growing years; and the

love of virtue thus early formed in the soul will protect their inexperi-

enced feet from many dangers®

The motherly responsibility Stewart highlights above is not that of biological
mothers, although it could be. Instead, she argues that Black women should real-
ize their responsibility to educate the children of all of humanity. For many rea-
sons, this remains a controversial argument. The cult of true womanhood, which
in the 19" century emphasized so-called feminine virtues, including piety, purity,
submissiveness, and domesticity, was a trap for women because it aimed to con-
fine them to the private domain of the household. Yet Cooper cites Stewart’s ar-
guments about responsibility when asserting this suffocating cult of domesticity
and womanly respectability was a trap that Stewart herself fell into.*® I interpret
Stewart’s arguments differently, however, as they outline foundational principles
of Africana Womanist thought, some of which find their most recognizable artic-
ulations in the writings of Anna Julia Cooper, upon whom Stewart was likely an
important, albeit unnamed, influence. Africana womanist principles emphasize
sisterhood, mutual aid, and, most importantly, a reverence for ancestors and de-
scendants.”’ Stewart is an early exponent of these views, and she had to violate
the tenets of womanly respectability to argue for them.

The “many dangers” Stewart references above are also significant. Stewart’s
acknowledgment of these dangers in the service of an argument for building

schools indicates her understanding that liberation from enslavement was not a

8 Tbid.

“ 1bid, 51.

% Cooper 2011, 53.
51 Hubbard 2010, 31.
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promised land but one step in a much longer dialectic toward freedom. This places
Stewart in the company of not only Anna Julia Cooper but W.E.B. DuBois be-
cause it means she knew antiblackness would not end with liberation and that the
struggle for freedom was an ongoing responsibility that must, ultimately, be
passed off to descendants. In this respect, Stewart’s philosophy accounts for the
existential limits of natality and mortality, life and death. Her focus on children
and Black youth is symbolic, as it thematizes the future-oriented temporality of
all political life. Although scholars focus on examining history to understand the
present, political life is, in the final analysis, about the future. Those engaged in
efforts to shape what is to come rarely have the benefit of seeing what unfolds
with their own eyes.

The cult of domesticity and feminine virtue was an extension of religious au-
thority in Stewart’s day. These were ways of being feminine that were encouraged
by the church. However, Christianity was more than a religion in 19th-century
Euro-modern society. It was a language and texture of everyday life. Stewart had
no option but to articulate her ideas in ways that reflected this social and concep-
tual timbre. As scholars, the methodological responsibility rests upon us to ac-
count for this when interpreting Stewart’s ideas. Stewart’s philosophy must be
seen as political rather than exclusively or primarily religious. In Lora Romero’s
vivifying formulation, Stewart was not Teresa's stepchild but Nat Turner's sis-
ter.”” As evidence that Stewart never fell into the cult of respectability that plagued
so many white, bourgeois, Christian women and, to a lesser extent, Black women,
consider Stewart’s 1827 letter to the editor at the Freedmans Journal, the first
Black-owned publication in U.S. history. There, Stewart argued that a “great re-
sponsibility [is] resting somewhere, and it is time for us to be up and doing...
while it is necessary [for mothers] to possess a knowledge of cookery, and the
various mysteries of pudding-making, something more is requisite.”** The “some-
thing more” Stewart refers to is the political work of creating schools and using
knowledge as a basis for Black power. She saw doing so as falling under the pur-

view of women'’s unique roles in the antislavery struggle.

52 Romero 1997, 55.
% Waters 2022, 179.
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Farewell Boston

Opening this essay, I argued that Stewart’s four speeches from 1832-1833 were
political performances, enabling us to see her as a philosopher. I briefly cited her
historic lecture at Franklin Hall, which made Stewart the first woman to speak in
publicin the U.S. I end with Stewart’s fourth and final performance, #rs. Stewart s
Farewell Address to Her Friends in the City of Boston, because it was delivered to the
First Baptist Congregation at the African Meeting House and contains Stewart’s
“fullest discussion of the right of women to aspire to the highest positions of re-
sponsibility and authority in both religious and [political] spheres.”** Delivered
late in 1833, Stewart gave her Farewell Address the same year Prudence Crandall
was arrested in Canterbury, Connecticut, and forced to close her small school-
house upon the discovery that she admitted a young Black girl as a student. Stew-
art continues moving from metaphysical to political responsibility in this perfor-
mance, offering a fiery commentary on gender issues and Black women’s awesome
potential.

For Stewart, God put the words of freedom into her mouth. She explains
that he gave her courage and the weapons to fight injustice, so she began speaking
publicly despite being a woman: “For he hath clothed my face with steel and lined
my forehead with brass. He hath put his testimony within me and engraven his
seal on my forehead. And with these weapons, I have indeed set the fiends of earth
and hell at defiance.”® The subject of her talk was why, indeed, Black people
would be offended by the idea of a woman agitating in public for the freedom of
her race. The truth, she argues, is that women have always had a voice in moral
and political affairs, even if the prejudices of our own time prevent people from
seeing this as historical reality. Since antiquity, women have been a force for hu-
man progress. Thus, Stewart spoke: “What if I am a woman; is not the God of
ancient times the God of these modern days? Did he not raise up Deborah to be
a mother and a judge in Israel? Did not Queen Esther save the lives of the Jews?
And Mary Magdalene first declare the resurrection of Christ from the dead?”*

Stewart argues that women were revered in all the great civilizations of the
world, to which they contributed and helped make these civilizations what they

were. Primarily, women were revered for their sagacity in such contexts, and

% Richardson 1987, 38.
% Stewart 1987, 83.
5% Stewart 1987, 84.
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many great books attest to this. In ancient Hellenic-speaking societies, women
were oracles thought to have the ability of peering into the future. Early Jewish
society viewed women as prophetesses. In Roman culture, some women became
Sybils. Egyptian women made predictions that were taken seriously by the em-
perors. In these examples, we can see the historical trend whereby mystical forces
of nature and the rights of magic are projected onto women. For Stewart, this is
evidence of their supernatural charm and divinity, which must be taken seriously
if a society hopes to prevent itself from falling into ruin. She explains that God
sometimes uses feeble means to accomplish his most exalted purposes.®”

In the Farewell Address, one can see how far Stewart’s mind, body, and spirit
have traveled from her humble beginnings in Hartford. She performs an incredi-
ble demonstration of erudition to show that Black Christians need not fear the
crystalline intelligence of Black women, whose empowerment could only serve as
a boon to the struggle against enslavement. She argues that in the 15" century,
women preached on religious matters, “occupied the chairs of Philosophy and
Justice,” and wrote in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew. Nuns wrote poetry and even
convinced their political leaders to declare war. She cites the example of a woman
from 13" century Bologne who studied law and presided over funerals, delivering
the eulogies. This woman’s powers of oration were so strong that her beauty was
admired only when she was silent. Against these examples, Stewart asks: “What
if such women as are here described should rise among our sable race?... it is not
impossible; for it is not the color of the skin that makes the man or the woman,
but the principle formed in the soul.”®

Stewart ends by explaining why she has chosen to depart Boston forever.
For her, contempt for her opinions, which she expressed privately, initially drove
her to speak in public. Now, public backlash and outrage for her views among
members of her community have driven her to silence: “Wherefore, my respected
friends, let us no longer talk of prejudice till prejudice becomes extinct at home.
Let us no longer talk of opposition till we cease to oppose our own.”’ Jorgensen-
Earp argues sexist attacks on Stewart by Black men persuaded her to cease speak-
ing publicly and leave Boston for New York; however, out of context, this argu-
ment can be misleading and inadvertently reinforce stereotypes about Black men

as misogynistic, sexist, etc.”” I agree with Richardson’s and Waters’ analyses,

57 Tbid.

5 Tbid, 85-86.

% Tbid, 86.

60 Jorgensen-Earp 2006, 34-37.
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which emphasize the profound existential crisis Stewart was then undergoing due
to the untimely deaths of both her husband, James, as well as her mentor, David
Walker, within the same year. On top of this, Stewart was robbed and cheated
out of her husband’s inheritance, which included real estate and James Stewart’s
pension from his service in the War of 1812. White businessmen devised a scheme
to defraud Maria Stewart of her property through a conn job so shameless that
even the presiding judge in court was appalled. The defrauders put forth a mys-
tery woman they claimed was a competing widow to Stewart and the father of
James Stewart’s children. Irony saturates the events through which Maria Stew-
art was left with nothing, as it was David Walker who argued that when a man of
color dies in Boston, his estate generally falls into the hands of a white man who
oppressed him in life. His wife and children may weep if they so choose, but they
usually end up with nothing.®' Stewart, still reeling from these deaths and the bla-
tant theft of her property, delivered her Farewell Address and left Boston forever.

Conclusion

Stewart lived a long life after Boston but never spoke publicly again. She left for
New York after delivering her Farewell Address, subsequently spending the next
fifty years in Washington, D.C. There, Stewart taught classes and became the
head matron at the Freedman’s Hospital and Asylum, which was a haven for for-
merly enslaved people who often came to procure a warm meal, obtain medical
treatment or simply a place to sleep. The hospital later became Howard University
Medical School and is now Howard Nursing School. Stewart witnessed the Civil
War unfold and died in that hospital in 1880. She was 77 years old.

Above, 1 essayed in defense of Stewart’s life and thought, endeavoring to
combat the epistemicide that profoundly impacts scholarship on her philosophy.
I argued that interpreting the four speeches she delivered in Boston while part of
the African Meeting House community as political performances enables us to see
Stewart as a philosopher. Using these as launching points for taking her seriously
in this domain, I examined her political essay Religion and the Pure Principles of Mo-
rality and her Farewell Address, the fourth and final speech Stewart delivered in
Boston before leaving the city forever and never lecturing publicly again. These
instantiations of Stewart’s philosophy were fundamentally concerned with Black

women'’s political responsibilities. More specifically, it centered on the importance

! Richardson 1987, 23.
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of building schools and emphasized the role of intellectual life and knowledge in
forming the social and material conditions supporting political freedom. It must
be admitted that we can still hear Stewart’s voice echoing down the stairs of his-
tory. To that extent, she must be remembered as one of the core founders of the
intellectual tradition of Black Political Thought. As we face the global political
crises unfolding today, perhaps we should not forget Stewart’s question from her
historic lecture in Franklin Hall. Who will step up and lead us in that fight? Shall

it be a woman?
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