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IntroduCtIon

In 1904, Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins wrote an article describing the techno-
logical advancements of the New York City subway system for The Voice of the 
Negro. Interestingly, at the end of the article, Hopkins cautioned readers not 
to rest on their laurels. Even though the rapid transit system was a significant 
accomplishment for a city equated with “the road to success,” Hopkins made 
a point of admonishing that “we hope that the warning words of Emerson 
will forever impress this country and its citizens: ‘The civility of no race is 
perfect whilst another race is degraded.’”1 In essence, Hopkins used this 
article to argue that upper- and middle-class Anglo Americans could not 
boast of their cultural refinement and moral superiority, as evidenced in 
these technological advancements, as long as racism continued to subjugate 
African Americans. According to historian Nell Irvin Painter, during the 
last decades of the nineteenth century, “Americans endowed technology 
with qualities they imagined to be uniquely American: prosperity, mobility, 
and democracy.”2 For Hopkins, true American democracy and the civility 
of its entire citizenry could be achieved only when people of color were no 
longer prevented from contributing to, and fully benefiting from, the na-
tion’s prosperity. Indeed, Hopkins’s concern for the progress and success of 
the American people, especially of African Americans, was not isolated to 
the subject of this single article; rather, it occupied her literary imagination 
throughout her career. Through journalism, drama, short stories, and nov-
els, Hopkins endeavored to expose the racism and sexism inherent in both 
the gospel of success and the iconic image of the self-made man.
 The self-made man is a common trope in late-nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century popular American literature and culture. The working 
and middle classes faced significant challenges during the Gilded Age, from 
labor disputes to economic depressions. Both children and adults sought 
what Paulette Kilmer calls “a refuge from modernity” by reading archetypal 
tales of poor young boys working to become successful businessmen.3 It 
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is important to note that the gospel of success did not embody the reality 
of American society at the turn of the twentieth century. In actuality, few 
working- and middle-class people were able to follow the tenets of the gospel 
of success and achieve wealth, regardless of their ethnicity. Kilmer observes 
that, “real workers frequently rose to supervisory positions, while fewer than 
ten in every one hundred millionaires had grown up in lower-class fami-
lies.”4 Furthermore, scholars have noted the definition of success has varied 
over time. For example, there is a significant difference in opinion about 
the importance of wealth in the success formula and the historical periods 
when it has been most crucial. Richard Huber claims that “In America, suc-
cess has meant making money and translating it into status, or becoming 
famous.”5 For Huber it has also meant “attaining riches or achieving fame.”6 
Yet, Richard Weiss cautions that “in current parlance, ‘wealth’ and ‘suc-
cess’ are used as synonyms; this was not so through much of the nineteenth 
century.”7 Rex Burns concurs that success has not always denoted wealth: 
“indeed, it was not until the mid-nineteenth century that such a definition 
became a sanctioned code.”8 These varied emphases on wealth do not belie 
the fact that success necessitated moderate to high earnings or net worth. 
Still, there is a consensus that the self-made man of this period achieved 
some form of affluence, eminence, respectability, and social mobility, while 
personal virtues of the self-made man included “Thrift, perseverance, loy-
alty, integrity, [and] honor.”9 Very few literary critics address the role that 
the self-made man and success literature played in the lives of turn-of-the- 
century African Americans; however, Hopkins believed such literature 
served the African American community in ways that did more than offer 
readers an escape from the real world. For Hopkins, fiction was “a record of 
growth and development from generation to generation” and she believed 
she could use popular literature—fiction and nonfiction—to encourage and 
track the black community’s progress.10

 Ever since Pauline Hopkins’s work was rediscovered in the mid-twentieth  
century, literary scholars have focused their efforts on situating her within 
the sentimental and domestic literary traditions of nineteenth-century 
women’s writing. In Ann Allen Shockley’s 1972 watershed article, “Pauline 
Elizabeth Hopkins: A Biographical Excursion Into Obscurity,” she notes 
that the depiction of mob violence and lynching contained in Contending 
Forces “is told in the genteel and romantic fashion typical of its time.”11 
Identifying sentimental forms in turn-of-the-century fiction has become a 
mainstay of literary criticism, and scholars habitually constrict discussions 
of Hopkins’s work to this literary genre. In “Pauline Hopkins: Our Literary 
Foremother,” Claudia Tate advocates for an increase in scholarly attention 
toward Hopkins by highlighting how “in being both black and female, she 



xiIntroduction

documents the cross section of the literary concerns of two major groups of 
American writers: turn-of-the-century black writers, who primarily drama-
tized themes of racial injustice, and mid- to late-nineteenth-century white 
women writers, some of whom wrote sentimental and domestic novels that 
acclaimed Christian virtue.”12 According to Kate McCullough, “literary crit-
ics agree that the post-Reconstruction fiction of African American women 
such as Hopkins and Frances E. W. Harper reflects a desire to ‘uplift’ the 
race by offering self-representations that refuted the multiple received stereo-
types of African American women. Critics have also agreed that to this end 
these authors use the vehicle of the sentimental novel, producing heroines 
who celebrate domesticity, marriage, and motherhood, and who reflect a 
dominant white model of virtuous womanhood.”13

 Some critics have noticed that certain components of her work, like 
the figure of the self-made man, do not fit within the sentimental tradi-
tion. Instead of exploring the significance of this, they have dismissed these 
components and criticized her for assimilating white middle-class values. 
For example, during the tail end of the Black Arts movement, Gwendolyn 
Brooks misinterpreted Hopkins’s objective for treating the figure of the self-
made man in her fiction, and argued Contending Forces has “assimilationist 
urges.”14 By assuming that Hopkins’s interest “was not in Revolution nor 
exhaustive Revision,” Brooks seemed disappointed that Hopkins was not 
overtly “radical” like Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, or Margaret Walker: 
“Often doth the brainwashed slave revere the modes and idolatries of the 
master. And Pauline Hopkins consistently proves herself a continuing slave, 
despite little bursts of righteous heat.”15 Mary Helen Washington followed 
Brooks’s lead in Invented Lives, arguing that Hopkins was less militant than 
Frances E. W. Harper and “less able to express her anger toward whites.” She 
asked, “with such freedom to speak directly to a sympathetic black audience, 
why is Hopkins still a prisoner to an ideology that ultimately supports white 
superiority?”16 The editors of Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism provided 
another misreading of Hopkins in their assessment that “throughout her 
career Hopkins protested the inequities suffered by her race, advocating as-
similation and integration with the white community as a remedy to racial 
injustice.”17 Yet a closer look at Hopkins’s fiction and nonfiction reveals she 
produced a body of literature that does in fact perform, to use Brooks’s term, 
an “exhaustive Revision” of, and even debunks, the ever-popular idea of the 
“American Dream.”
 Hopkins began her professional writing career when blacks began losing 
the optimism they experienced during the Reconstruction period. Though 
the Civil War brought an end to slavery, it introduced a myriad of ques-
tions about the status of black people, particularly newly freed slaves, in 
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United States society. Debates about voting rights and the control of black 
labor continued to divide sections of the nation. According to Eric Foner, 
“Lurking behind these debates was a broader question suggested by the end 
of slavery: Should the freedmen be viewed as ready to take their place as 
citizens and participants in the competitive marketplace, or did their unique 
historical experience oblige the federal government to take special action  
on their behalf?”18 With the establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865, 
it appeared that federal intervention was a requisite for African American 
economic and political survival. With the ratification of the Thirteenth, 
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, and as blacks were elected to 
local, state, and national offices, the African American community expe-
rienced a brief period of optimism about its ability to achieve equal rights 
in the United States. But a number of events in the late 1870s, including 
the Democratic “redemption” of Congress in 1875 and the overturning of 
the Civil Rights Act in 1877, signaled the end of this optimism. Influential 
blacks turned to institutions within the African American community, like 
churches, schools, and small businesses, to achieve localized prominence, in-
fluence, and financial success. As Foner notes, for blacks who were “Severed 
from any larger political purpose, economic self-help, especially among the 
emerging black middle class, became an alternative to involvement in pub-
lic life. . . . In general, black activity turned inward. Assuming a defensive 
cast, it concentrated on strengthening the black community rather than on 
directly challenging the new status quo.”19 In light of the discordant social, 
economic, and political climate of the United States during the turn of the 
century, it seems only fitting that Hopkins chose to use her work to expose 
the limits of the traditional success formula. In this sense she was like her 
black contemporaries who wrote African American literature that “was used 
to confirm and to manifest creativity and genius while also documenting 
and shaping social, political, and spiritual aspirations and conditions.”20

 Still, Hopkins’s treatment of the success archetype set her apart from 
many of her peers for its consistency in criticizing United States policy to-
ward blacks and promoting agitation rather than integration. Hopkins’s 
writing responded to white oppression by criticizing and revising the suc-
cess myth and also by offering African Americans an alternative model for 
success that embraces African American culture. Whereas some of her con-
temporaries, like Booker T. Washington and Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson, 
limited their commentary on success to their nonfiction or just a handful 
of texts, Hopkins employed and revised the theme not only in her dramatic, 
fictional, and nonfictional work, but also in the editorial decisions she made 
as a member of the Colored American Magazine staff. Furthermore, it is be-
cause of the great extent to which Hopkins employed the success literary 
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genre that we should consider it more instrumental than any other genre, 
including and especially the sentimental novel, to Hopkins’s project. No 
other genre fostered discourses about the possibilities or lack of opportuni-
ties for African Americans as readily as success literature, and Hopkins was 
the first African American woman to write extensively in this genre.
 Henry Louis Gates’s African American literary theory of “Signification,” 
the “repetition of formal structures and their difference,” provides a useful 
theoretical framework for exploring how Hopkins debunks the gospel of 
success and revises the trope of the self-made man.21 According to Gates, 
“Writers Signify upon each other’s texts by rewriting the received textual tra- 
dition. This can be accomplished by the revision of tropes. This sort of Sig- 
nifyin(g) revision serves, if successful, to create a space for the revising text. 
. . . The revising text is written in the language of the tradition, employing 
its tropes, its rhetorical strategies, and its ostensible subject matter.”22 In this 
regard, the traditional gospel of success served as the “formal structure” that 
Hopkins repeated and altered. Hopkins subscribed to the concepts of afflu-
ence, eminence, and social mobility, but she revised the definition of success 
by expanding the meaning of social respectability to include freedom from 
racial discrimination. She repeated this formal structure in her drama, short 
stories, and novels yet, at the same time, she Signified23 on this model by 
showing how the formal structure prohibited the traditional self-made man 
from existing in the African American community and being fully recog-
nized by mainstream white culture. In this sense, by stating that Hopkins 
either Signified on or revised the traditional model, I am arguing that she 
adapted or altered the traditional archetype, without completely overturn-
ing it, for the purpose of correcting or improving it.
 Hopkins’s own life can be read as one black woman’s attempt to become 
successful and self-made. Two Hopkins biographies, Hanna Wallinger’s 
Pauline E. Hopkins: A Literary Biography and Lois Brown’s Pauline Elizabeth 
Hopkins: Black Daughter of the Revolution, make reciting Hopkins’s full life 
story unnecessary. However, a few details related to her literary endeavors 
are worth highlighting here. Hopkins was born in Portland, Maine, in 1859 
to Northrup Hopkins and Sarah Allen. Her writing career began during her 
adolescence in Boston; at age fifteen her essay, “The Evils of Intemperance 
and Their Remedy,” won a contest sponsored by The Congregational 
Publishing Society of Boston and William Wells Brown. As a young adult, 
Hopkins pursued a number of professions, including singing, acting, and 
stenography. Theater programs in Hopkins’s scrapbook show that her drama 
career spanned almost a decade, from 1877 to 1885. Her first dramatic 
performance was as “Pauline Western, the Belle of Saratoga” in March 
1877, when at age eighteen she performed under the stage name Pauline E. 
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Allen.24 According to Eileen Southern, Hopkins copyrighted her first musi-
cal, Aristocracy, in August 1877.25 She also completed another play, Winona, 
in 1878.26 Unfortunately, no text of the theatrical production of Winona or 
Aristocracy has been found. Hopkins’s next play, Peculiar Sam; or, The Under- 
ground Railroad (1879), was originally performed by Z. W. Sprague’s Original 
Georgia Minstrels.27 Later, it was performed by her family’s theater group, 
the Hopkins Colored Troubadours, with Sam Lucas and the Hyers Sisters 
in Boston in 1880. The play received good reviews, and throughout the 
early 1880s Hopkins was known as “Boston’s Favorite Colored Soprano.”28 
Aside from her dramatic career, Hopkins’s most productive literary period 
was from 1900 to 1904 when she published four novels, at least seven short 
stories, and numerous nonfiction magazine articles while editing the Colored 
American Magazine.
 Hopkins was a dedicated editor and contributor to the Colored Ameri- 
can Magazine. In 1904 she helped found the Colored American League and 
worked to increase subscriptions and raise funding for the magazine. Accord- 
ing to Shockley, the magazine’s circulation grew to 15,000 while Hopkins 
was its editor.29 Hopkins left the magazine in late 1904 after it was purchased 
by Booker T. Washington. She continued her writing career by contribut-
ing her “New York Subway” article and a series on “The Dark Races of the 
Twentieth Century” to the Voice of the Negro in 1904 and 1905, respectively. 
In 1905 she founded her own publishing firm, Pauline E. Hopkins and 
Company, and published A Primer of Facts Pertaining to the Early Greatness of 
the African Race and the Possibility of Restoration by Its Descendants, with Epi- 
logue. In 1916 she became the editor of another periodical, New Era Maga- 
zine, which lasted only two issues. After this magazine failed, Hopkins re-
treated from public life and resumed her work as a stenographer. It appears 
that by the time Hopkins died on August 13, 1930, her important work as 
an editor and writer had long been forgotten.
 According to Richard Yarborough, Hopkins was “the single most pro-
ductive black woman writer at the turn of the century.”30 Yet, for most of 
the twentieth century she had been considered a minor literary figure, and 
it has taken some time for the critical reception of Hopkins’s writing to 
evolve from cursory dismissals to serious considerations of her multifac-
eted contributions to African American literary history. The bulk of the 
early criticism, from the 1930s to the 1970s, focused on Contending Forces. 
Vernon Loggins criticized the novel for being over-sensationalized, and 
Hugh Gloster characterized it as being “over plotted.”31 Robert Bone offered 
hardly any justification for categorizing Hopkins as an “accommodationist.”32 
Hopkins’s work began to receive more attention in the 1970s because of Ann 
Allen Shockley’s aforementioned article, “Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins: A 
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Biographical Excursion Into Obscurity,” which was one of the first substan-
tial biographical pieces. Two chapters from Contending Forces, “Friendship” 
and “The Sewing Circle,” along with Hopkins’s short story, “Bro’r Abr’m 
Jimson’s Wedding,” were anthologized in Mary Helen Washington’s Invented 
Lives as an example of black women’s writing that was being “rediscovered 
and reevaluated by feminist critics” in the mid-1980s.33

 Hazel Carby helped redirect our attention to Hopkins’s popular fic-
tion and editorial work at the Colored American Magazine. In Reconstructing 
Womanhood Carby argued that “any attempt to gain a comprehensive un-
derstanding of her fiction must begin with an analysis of all her work for 
the Colored American Magazine.34 Carby was among the first to examine 
Hopkins’s serialized novels, noting how she incorporated “strategies and for- 
mulas of the sensational fiction of dime novels and magazines,” namely 
“the elements of suspense, action, adventure, complex plotting, multiple and 
false identities, and the use of disguise” to “create stories of political and  
social critique.”35 The Schomburg library of Nineteenth Century Black 
Women Writers reprinted Contending Forces and Hopkins’s three serialized 
novels, Hagar’s Daughter, Winona, and Of One Blood, in 1988. In the introduc-
tion, once again Carby called attention to Hopkins’s use of popular fiction 
to reveal “the limits of these popular American narrative forms for black 
characterization.”36 Interestingly, in both her monograph and introduction 
to the Schomburg volume, Carby omitted the success novel from the list 
of popular literary forms that Hopkins critiqued or produced herself. In 
Yarborough’s introduction to the Schomburg edition of Contending Forces, 
he recognized Hopkins’s racial uplift project that entailed “presenting Afro-
American readers with moral guidance and instruction through exemplary 
characters”; yet, he also pointed to the “sentimental romance” as the genre 
Hopkins used to counteract black stereotypes and depict black characters 
“who would be acknowledged by the white reader not only as human beings 
but also as embodiments of white bourgeois values, manners, and tastes.”37

 Claudia Tate’s Domestic Allegories of Political Desire explored Hopkins’s 
use of “popular formulaic plot lines of the detective story, the western, and 
the psychological ghost story to repudiate the resurgence of racial prejudice 
and discrimination during the post-Reconstruction period.”38 The publica-
tion of The Unruly Voice: Rediscovering Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins, a collection 
of critical essays, signaled a renewed interest in her work. Most recently, Ira 
Dworkin has edited a collection of Hopkins’s Colored American Magazine 
nonfiction. Still, despite efforts to reconsider the relevance of popular liter- 
ary forms to Hopkins’s work, literary scholars continue to overlook the rel-
evance of success literature and the purposes to which Hopkins used it. 
Understanding how the success literature figures in Hopkins’s oeuvre is 
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bound to result in a more comprehensive understanding of her visionary 
mission and her revisionist writings.
 This “whole author study,” to borrow Yarborough’s term, of Hopkins’s 
published novels, short stories, essays, and drama examines how she used 
the theme of racial uplift, the pursuit of social progress, and the figure of the 
self-made man to propound her theories and to demonstrate the limitations 
of the traditional success model. Her writings show how an ideal already 
unrealistic for a majority of working- and middle-class whites is even less 
germane to the African American experience. In addition to revealing the 
inadequacies of the traditional success model, Hopkins offered a revised 
model that emphasizes not only the achievement of social respectability and 
freedom from racial discrimination, but the attainment of these things in 
a community where blacks work together to support each other while they 
pursue equal rights. This element of “racial uplift” is key to Hopkins’s radical 
revision of the traditional success paradigm. Chapter 1 provides a histori-
cal overview of the self-made man and defines the success archetype. I rely 
on key scholars in this field, including John G. Cawelti, Richard Huber, 
Paulette Kilmer, and Richard Weiss to establish the formal paradigm of 
American success, then I provide further insight into Hopkins’s intellectual 
and political thought in relation to her contemporaries. This chapter also es-
tablishes her definition of success by using the nonfiction articles she wrote 
for the Colored American Magazine and New Era Magazine, such as “Charles 
Winter Wood: From Bootblack to Professor,” and her series “Famous Men 
of the Negro Race” and “Men of Vision.” As part of her critique of the 
American Dream, Hopkins took the iconic Booker T. Washington to task in 
her characterization of him in Contending Forces, and her critique of his poli-
cies in her nonfiction journalism provides an opportunity to understand the 
broad scope of her project. Chapter 2 discusses the various tactics Hopkins 
used to expose the limits of Washington’s self-help program and explores her 
conflicts with his supporters, which culminated in her dismissal from the 
Colored American Magazine after he purchased it. This chapter also consid- 
ers Hopkins in relation to another contemporary black intellectual, W. E. B.  
Du Bois. Chapter 3 discusses how Hopkins repeated the trope of the self-
made man, “with a difference,” in her drama and fiction to Signify on the 
traditional success model and define her own more appropriate success 
model for the black community. I use characters from nineteenth-century 
popular novels by Horatio Alger to illustrate how Peculiar Sam, Contending 
Forces, and Of One Blood Signify on the traditional white success model. 
Though Alger is among the scores of popular authors of the period, like 
William Taylor Adams (Oliver Optic), who wrote about the gospel of suc-
cess, I have chosen to single out his works because they are considered the 
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most popular and representative of the period. The definition of success 
and the American Dream were applied to men and women differently. Men 
were typically tested and rewarded outside the home, while women were cir- 
cumscribed to private, domestic spaces and were taught to value and assess 
their progress and success accordingly. Chapter 4 considers the extent to 
which definitions of success differed for black men and black women and it  
examines the extent to which Hopkins revised the success archetype for 
black women. Hopkins’s ideology about women and success was influenced 
by representations of the Gibson Girl, the New Woman, and the New Negro 
Woman. In Contending Forces, Hagar’s Daughter, and Winona, Hopkins illus-
trated how racialized sexual exploitation made it almost impossible for black 
women to succeed solely by their own efforts.



Chapter 1

“To Aid in Everyway Possible in Uplifting the Colored 
People of America”: Hopkins’s Revisionary Definition of 
African American Success

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the phrase “self-
made man” invoked the image of an autonomous male who became wealthy 
and powerful through his ambition, hard work, and shrewd judgment. 
According to Richard Weiss, “Tradition has it that every American child 
receives, as part of his birthright, the freedom to mold his own life. . . . The 
belief that all men, in accordance with certain rules, but exclusively by their 
own efforts, can make of their lives what they will has been widely popu-
larized for well over a century.”1 This tradition, generally referred to as the 
“American Dream” or the “gospel of success,” has deep roots in American 
culture, and there is an entire body of what I call “success literature”—self-
improvement guides, biographical dictionaries, autobiographical narratives, 
and novels—that prescribes and perpetuates this belief system. The figure of 
the self-made man is a common trope in fictional and nonfictional “rags-to-
riches” or, more accurately, “rags-to-respectability” narratives, where a young 
hero moves from the country to the city, or from the gutter to the pent-
house, searching for employment opportunities and a better quality of life. 
Once he secures entry-level employment, he incrementally works his way 
up through the ranks from a menial laborer to become an office manager, 
corporate executive, or entrepreneur.
 Although success literature and the self-made man are not unique to 
American culture, the origins of the American rendering of the gospel of suc- 
cess have been traced back to Puritan advice guides that instructed early set-
tlers how to conduct themselves in a proper Christian manner. For example, 
in A Christian at His Calling (1701), the Puritan minister Cotton Mather  
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explains to readers that they have “a General Calling, which is, to Serve the 
Lord Jesus Christ, and Save his own Soul, in the Services of Religion,” and 
“a Personal Calling; or a certain Particular Employment, by which his Use- 
fulness, in his Neighborhood, is distinguished.”2 Puritans believed that ev-
eryone’s personal calling should service and help others, should not be sin-
ful, and should be compatible with his personality. A Christian should per-
form his job well and not be “Slothful in Business.”3 He should conduct his 
business affairs with diligence, discretion, honesty, contentment, and piety. 
Pursuing this personal calling should not be done at the expense of the gen-
eral calling; hence, Christians were instructed to pray every day and not to 
conduct business on Sunday. From this type of advice grew the Protestant 
work ethic in which success was tied to religious duty and dutiful Christians 
sought material success in the name of God. Rex Burns observes that it was 
important to be fruitful, but “the fruitful use of wealth—great or small—was 
far more important in judging a person than was the mere possession of 
wealth.”4 Thus, to justify the immense wealth accumulated by some indi-
viduals while others remained poor, successful men were expected to be 
Christian stewards and perform charitable works to help the less fortunate 
members of society. Another religious justification for wealth was that “the 
man who was not free to be fruitful was not free to worship through ac-
tion.”5 Puritan success was not expected to result in great wealth, per se, but 
in a moderate income that enabled economic independence and social re- 
spectability. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that great wealth 
was associated with success. “Before that,” according to Burns, “beginning 
with Puritans and modified by the Enlightenment, success was most often 
associated with a figure of middling income who worked his own fee-simple 
farm, the yeoman.”6

 By the late 1700s, the gospel of success became increasingly secular, and 
the successful man began to cultivate virtues that were more ethical than 
moral. Benjamin Franklin is often considered the archetype of the self-made 
man in the United States. One of Franklin’s most popular texts, The Way 
to Wealth, links seventeenth- and eighteenth-century assumptions about the 
meaning of success and how to achieve it. The Way to Wealth promotes the 
virtues of industry and frugality and discourages idleness and extravagance. 
It includes practical quotations of Franklin’s Poor Richard persona, includ-
ing: “God helps them that help themselves,” “Sloth makes all things dif-
ficult, but industry all easy,” “Early to bed, and early to rise, makes a man 
healthy, wealthy, and wise,” and “Diligence is the mother of good luck, and 
God gives all things to industry.”7 Weiss notes that whereas Puritans (like 
Mather) believed that men were born into fixed social spheres and that try-
ing to move above one’s station was considered a sinful ambition, “Franklin, 
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on the other hand, encouraged the wish to advance in the social hierarchy.”8 
Another difference between Mather and Franklin, according to Richard 
Huber, is that Mather believed acquiring wealth was a way of worshiping 
God; Franklin’s goals were more earthbound: “what Franklin did was to 
preserve the means and immediate goal of wealth of Puritanism, but then 
went on to diminish its theological sanction by emphasizing a utilitarian 
justification. . . . Benevolence, then, was to be done in the name of a secu-
lar humanitarianism with man as the final purpose, not the ritual faith in 
God.”9 Thus, whereas Mather believed in tithing 10 percent of one’s wealth 
for God, Franklin was not as dogmatic.
 In the mid- to late-nineteenth century both religious and secular justi-
fications for the accumulation of wealth and success prevailed. In fact, ac-
cording to John Cawelti, there were at least two major strains of the success 
formula prevalent in popular literature during the Gilded Age. One was an 
older, “Conservative-Protestant Tradition” where success equaled the “at-
tainment of a respectable competence in this world and eternal salvation in 
the world to come.” The other, newer strain maintained an economic em-
phasis that was often mixed with the Protestant ethic and held the values of 
“initiative, aggressiveness, competitiveness and forcefulness.”10 As time pro- 
gressed, writers who produced success literature continued to justify acquir-
ing wealth as a means of helping others, and readers were reminded that 
wealth was not an end in itself. Yet, by the end of the nineteenth century, 
“the dominant concept of success was one of opulent materialism competi-
tively won.”11 The original, religious ideal did not become completely obso-
lete, however. The rapid geographical expansion and technological changes 
of the period created a sense of conflict between economic advancement 
and traditional social and religious mores. As a result, American culture 
experienced some anxiety and felt uncertain about the meaning of individu-
als’ lives and personal moral duties. Hence many Americans clung to the 
religious prescription for success.
 Sketches of poor young boys striving to become successful business- 
men were read by working- and middle-class adults and children not only for 
inspiration to better themselves, but also to escape the realities of economic 
hardship. Indeed, the American success myth and the trope of the self-made 
man served dual purposes in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century so-
ciety. On the one hand, they provided models for working- and middle-class 
citizens to aspire to. Although post–Civil War technological advancements 
like the telegraph and the transcontinental railroad contributed to the rapid 
development of the nation’s major cities and to a shift from an agrarian to 
an industrial economy and culture, as Paulette Kilmer notes, “frequently, 
progress intensified the misery of the poor, even while raising their standard 
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of living.”12 Even though new industrial centers offered job opportunities, 
labor conditions were often hard. The growing steel industry, for example,  
was “the showpiece of American progress,” Nell Painter explains; yet, “labor 
conditions in the steel industry were exceedingly harsh. For less than sub-
sistence wages, workers put in twelve-hour days and seven-day weeks.”13 
Furthermore, in 1900, “between 60 and 88 percent of Americans were poor 
or very poor.”14 Not only were the workdays long and the salaries low, but haz-
ardous work environments were commonplace. Violent labor disputes and 
strikes increased during the decades at the close of the nineteenth and be- 
ginning of the twentieth centuries. In light of the limited opportunities for  
advancement that many workers faced, biographical sketches of self-made 
men in popular magazines offered audiences real-life examples of men who 
rose from humble beginnings to earn respectable positions with increased 
wealth. On the other hand, the success myth also served to placate these 
same working- and middle-class individuals who were struggling in a capital-
ist society. Weiss has argued that in popular literature for the masses, “the 
‘rags-to-riches’ tradition, by creating an illusion of opportunity, served as a so-
cial pacifier inimical to reform.”15 Thus, stories about self-made men offered 
readers an escape from their humdrum existences. “In fantasy,” Kilmer ex- 
plains, the working and middle classes “briefly attained the success that 
often eluded them in the real world.”16

 Some self-improvement literature during this period distinguished be-
tween materialism and success and “sought above all to strike a balance 
between traditional social and religious ideals and the spirit of individual 
economic enterprise.”17 For example, in The Art of Money-Getting (1882), cir-
cus businessman P. T. Barnum advises his readers, “To get rich, is not always 
equivalent to being successful. ‘There are many rich poor men,’ while there 
are many others, honest and devout men and women, who have never pos-
sessed so much money as some rich persons squander in a week, but who are 
nevertheless really richer and happier than any man can ever be while he is a 
transgressor of the higher laws of his being.”18 Such literature advocated pa-
tience and manual labor and deplored the speed at which new millionaires 
were being made. Instead, people were encouraged to aspire to a profession 
that would make them comfortable and not rich, because everyone could 
not become a captain of industry.19

 Actually, the assertion that all Americans could not become captains of 
industry is an understatement. The political and economic realities of the 
time indicate that blacks had fewer opportunities to become wealthy than 
any other group. History has shown that blacks were more severely affected 
by segregation than other ethnic American populations. Jim Crow laws that 
legally mandated that blacks and whites travel in separate train cars, drink 
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out of separate water fountains, attend separate schools, and live in sepa-
rate neighborhoods, for example, did not formally apply to Asian Amer- 
icans, Mexican Americans, or Jewish Americans. John Sibley Butler’s study 
of black entrepreneurship explains how segregation kept blacks from the 
open market and restricted their business enterprises in ways that did not 
affect other ethnic groups. “Although there was conflict based on ethnic-
ity,” Butler argues, “there were never explicit ethnic programs developed by 
state governments to control their every movements [sic]. This governmental 
control took away the opportunity for Afro-American business to compete 
in a truly open market. This is one of the fundamental differences between 
Afro-American business and ethnic American business.”20

 Success literature at the turn of the twentieth century assumed the guise 
of popular literature that targeted a broad, mass reading audience whose 
education and reading tastes varied but would not be considered erudite. A 
number of scholars have assumed that no one produced any popular litera-
ture, and by extension, success literature, specifically for turn-of-the-century 
black readers. For example, Weiss has observed that mainstream success lit-
erature targeted native-born, Protestant, middle-class whites and that there 
was a “nativist bias” in these texts.21 Yet, other sources indicate the black 
working- and middle-class communities were just as hungry for success lit-
erature as whites, perhaps even more so. For example, Michael Fultz’s article, 
“‘The Morning Cometh’: African American Periodicals, Education, and 
the Black Middle Class, 1900–1930,” discusses how several early twentieth-
century black journals, such as the Colored American Magazine, The Voice 
of the Negro, and Alexander’s Magazine, addressed black higher education. 
Referring to members of the emerging black middle class, Fultz explains 
that “Among other traits, they were decidedly race conscious, and they force-
fully advocated self-help, character-building, social uplift, and race patronage 
and solidarity.”22 They read black journals that “were established to dem-
onstrate the race’s capabilities and to disseminate the African-American 
point of view.” Furthermore, the emphasis on black higher education in 
these journals “powerfully illuminated a distinct meaning of progress and 
helped to define a vision of social uplift.”23 African Americans were an 
ideal audience for success literature because of their intense desire to rise 
up and overcome racial segregation and discrimination. August Meier’s 
Negro Thought in America, 1880–1915, discusses the specific requirements 
for progress in the black middle class: “thrift, industry, frugality, morality, 
land ownership and the acquisition of wealth.”24 Meier traces these values 
back to the Reconstruction period, when blacks “focused their attention 
upon becoming full-fledged citizens. The franchise, education, guarantees 
for civil rights, the acquisition of property and wealth, and the cultivation 
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of morality were all designed to elevate Negroes and achieve their integra-
tion into American society.”25 Post-Reconstruction black leaders believed 
economic success achieved through racial solidarity and self-help would earn 
the black masses the respect of whites and the full benefits of United States 
citizenship. This belief “was based upon the assumption that by the acquisi-
tion of wealth and morality—attained largely by their own efforts—Negroes 
would gain the respect of white men and thus be accorded their rights as 
citizens.”26 In short, the American gospel of success was as much a part of the 
black cultural ethos as it was of white culture. After Reconstruction, blacks 
increasingly viewed wealth as a sign of success and they adopted “the ideas 
of the gospel of wealth and Social Darwinism and applied them to their own 
racial situation.”27

 African Americans have a history of producing and reading success lit- 
erature, either in the form of autobiographical narratives or biographical 
dictionaries and collected sketches of prominent individuals. One can read-
ily identify African American texts that manifest the black community’s 
preoccupation with both individual success and race progress, although 
twenty-first-century readers might not typically use the term “self-help” or 
“success literature” when referring to these works. Slave narratives, for ex-
ample, which served to advocate the abolition of slavery, not only estab-
lished the black author’s humanity but also contributed to the discourse on 
the American Dream. James Olney’s study of the slave narrative’s literary 
conventions has made it clear that slave narratives possessed “very specific 
motives, intentions, and uses,” which were “to reveal the truth of slavery 
and so to bring about its abolition.”28 But the literary conventions that we 
are accustomed to identifying with the slave narrative can also be mapped 
to the typical success narrative. For example, when Frederick Douglass pro-
vides a limited account of his parentage in Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass (1845), and when he describes the plantation system in which he 
and other enslaved blacks were deprived of adequate food and clothing and 
were subjected to dehumanizing physical abuse, he establishes himself as the 
lone hero determined to overcome his “humble beginnings” to achieve not 
only freedom, but also dignity and respectability. Douglass’s observations 
of freedom in the North provide opportunities for him to comment on 
the gospel of success. When he recounts his impressions of New Bedford, 
Massachusetts, upon his arrival, he describes signs of a community that is 
prosperous without being dependent upon slave labor, and he is awed that 
“Every man appeared to understand his work, and went at it with a sober, 
yet cheerful earnestness, which betokened the deep interest which he felt in 
what he was doing, as well as a sense of his own dignity as a man.”29 At the 
conclusion of his narrative, he reflects on his own means of employment, 
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which “was new, dirty, and hard work for me; but I went at it with a glad 
heart and a willing hand. I was now my own master. . . . It was the first work, 
the reward of which was to be entirely my own.”30 Here Douglass is showing 
how he has adopted an appreciation for the dignity of labor that he did not 
have when he was enslaved. This work ethic would later earn him wealth and 
influence, which he would describe in two subsequent autobiographies, My 
Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass 
(1881, 1892), and which others, including Pauline Hopkins, would describe 
in their tributes to him.
 In addition to autobiographical texts, a number of biographical diction- 
aries were produced in the nineteenth century that targeted an African 
American reading audience. Abigail Field Mott’s Biographical Sketches and 
Interesting Anecdotes of Persons of Color (1837), which was intended to be used 
as a textbook in New York’s “African Free Schools,” presents sketches of 
Ignatius Sancho, Phillis Wheatley, Gustavus Vassa (Olauda Equino), and 
Toussaint L’Ouverture, along with sketches of local blacks, “to encourage 
virtue and morality in the different classes of society; and by bringing into 
view the effects which a system of slavery has on the human mind.”31 Mott’s 
collection illustrates that early discourses about African American success 
focused more on Christian morality and less on material gain. Furthermore, 
antebellum literature defined African American success in terms of physical 
freedom as well as spiritual salvation. In the preface to this volume, Mott ex-
plains, “The design of this selection is also to show the baneful effects of that 
degradation to which the children of Africa have, in an especial manner, 
been subjected by the Slave Trade; and to exhibit for encouragement and 
imitation, the salutary and cheering influence of the Christian religion.”32 
Mott also reminds freed blacks that “by their good conduct they not only 
promote their own happiness, but that they advocate the cause of Universal 
Emancipation, by showing to the world their capability of enjoying the ben-
efits of society, and providing comfortably for themselves.”33 It makes sense 
that before emancipation, freedom from bondage was routinely tied to the 
African American definition of success. Furthermore, a virtuous deport-
ment not only ensured individual success but also contributed to the greater 
good of the black community as it was continuously judged according to the 
conduct of its members.
 Once slavery was abolished, the black community turned its focus on 
achieving further progress, and success literature of the postbellum period 
reflected this shift in focus. For example, two of Booker T. Washington’s 
post-Reconstruction autobiographies, The Story of My Life and Work (1900) 
and Up From Slavery (1901), revisit and revise a number of conventions of the 
antebellum slave narrative. I will devote more attention to Washington in 
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the next chapter, but for now, it is worth noting that the story of his rise “up 
from slavery” through hard work, industry, and thrift to become the head 
of a successful educational institution and race leader is a self-conscious 
rendering of the gospel of success. Both white and black writers, including 
Washington, produced “conduct guides” for African American readers at 
the turn of the century. These lengthy books contained moral and ethi-
cal lessons on etiquette, health and hygiene, household management, and 
personal finance. They typically included elaborate engravings and were 
marketed door-to-door by traveling sales agents for the subscription pub-
lishing trade. The College of Life, or Practical Self-Educator is one example that 
contains sketches of prominent African American men but does not claim 
to be a simple biographical dictionary. Instead, according to its subtitle, 
it was offered as “A Manual of Self-Improvement for the Colored Race.” 
This collaboration between Henry Davenport Northrop, Joseph R. Gay, 
and Irving Garland Penn was first published by the Chicago Publication 
and Lithograph Company in 1895, and it was reproduced by a number of 
other regional publishers, like W. A. Bruce of New York (1895), the Western 
Book Company of Denver (1896), and Philadelphia’s National Publishing 
Company (1902). Northrop, a prolific white author, was already familiar to 
his contemporary readers, and Penn’s name would have been readily recog-
nized by anyone who knew of The Afro-American Press and Its Editors, which 
he published in 1891.
 Just as Benjamin Franklin’s writings illustrate the secular shift that 
took place in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century success literature, so does 
College of Life illustrate the increasing secularization of the success gospel at 
the turn of the twentieth century. In the introduction, the authors explain 
their desire to “advise, encourage and educate the many young people of the 
race and to inspire them with a desire to better their condition in life by Self-
Improvement.”34 The profiles of notable black men and women included in 
the book provide “sketches of their achievements in life . . . as examples of 
what may be accomplished through education, patience, perseverance and 
integrity of character.”35 Conduct guides for African Americans presented 
black models for readers to emulate, but they typically did not radically po-
liticize success. In this sense, College of Life’s objectives were very similar to 
Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859), an immensely popular book that was origi-
nally published in England and pirated numerous times abroad, including 
in the United States. According to Smiles, his book’s “chief object unques-
tionably is to stimulate youths to apply themselves diligently to right pursuits 
. . . and to rely upon their own efforts in life, rather than depend upon the 
help or patronage of others.”36 Whereas the markings of success that Smiles 
identifies are “self-culture, self-discipline, self-control, [and] honest and up-
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right performance of individual duty, which is the glory of manly charac-
ter,” various selections in College of Life advocate the same universal values 
of self-education, honesty, self-reliance, perseverance, industry and thrift, 
patience, self-respect, and self-denial.37 Furthermore, in the opening lines of 
“The Guide to Success,” a major section of College of Life, the authors discuss 
success comparatively, claiming that blacks coveted the progress and stand-
ing that “others” have gained. “It has been truly said that great deeds and 

“Distinguished Colored Men,” 1883 lithograph by George F. Crane. An example 
of how accomplished African American men were celebrated in print. Courtesy of 
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-7825.
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examples inspire us to noble actions. We see what has been accomplished 
by others and we wish to be equally successful. We look at the enviable posi-
tion they have gained and feel that we can become equally distinguished. We 
mark the respect they receive, the commendation given to them, the wide 
influence they are exerting, and our impulse is to make them a pattern for 
ourselves.”38 Not only did post-Reconstruction success literature for African 
Americans tend to depoliticize success, but it also tended to place the onus 
for overcoming the past disadvantages of slavery into the hands of the black 
community as they were given the charge of becoming upstanding American 
citizens. For example, the authors of College of Life seem particularly preoccu-
pied with teaching their reading audience to be “the most useful members of 
society. We should be guided by right principles and prove ourselves worthy 
of the liberty granted us by emancipation.”39

 Pauline Hopkins was one turn-of-the-century black intellectual who was 
less concerned with proving that blacks were worthy of emancipation. While 
the authors of College of Life presented biographical sketches as evidence of the 
African American race’s potential to succeed, Hopkins employed sketches 
of noteworthy blacks as evidence of the race’s past and ongoing achievement. 
A close analysis of Hopkins’s articles in the Colored American Magazine and 
New Era Magazine reveals that she realized the traditional gospel of success 
did not reflect the political, social, and economic conditions of the major-
ity of African Americans, nor did it factor in the impact of discrimination 
or racism on a black person’s ability to follow the common proscription for 
success. Her project took on visionary characteristics when she discussed 
African American success in a manner that was much more politicized than 
her contemporaries. Furthermore, the thematic content of her nonfiction is 
notable because of its sustained adaptation of the American success myth to  
the unique social circumstances of the black middle-class community.
 “Famous Men of the Negro Race” is a series of twelve articles that re-
counts the accomplishments of historical and contemporary black men. 
While individual biographical pieces like Daniel Murray’s “Cyrus Field 
Adams” and John Livinston Wright’s “Charles W. Chesnutt” were dispersed 
throughout the volumes of the Colored American Magazine, “Famous Men” 
may well have been the first series of its kind to appear in a black monthly 
periodical with a national audience. Compared with the sketches in College 
of Life, Hopkins’s “Famous Men” installments are more thorough; yet, what 
makes her treatment of these figures distinctive is the political commentary 
she weaves into them. Whereas the tone of College of Life and similar works 
implies that white culture and models of success are the most superior, 
Hopkins’s writing is grounded on the premise that white models are flawed.
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 Consider, for example, the difference between Hopkins’s depiction of 
Toussaint L’Ouverture and those of her contemporaries. In College of Life, 
the authors qualify their discussion of L’Ouverture, one example of “bril-
liant military genius,” by reassuring their audience that blacks as a whole 
are not a violent people who seek “military glory.”40 L’Ouverture is character-
ized as a leader who assumed command of the Haitian revolution to achieve 
peace, not to conquer the French. The description of his noble character 
warrants quoting: “By the sheer force of his native ability and integrity he 
rose to the highest position among his people, and it is not too much to 
say that no nobler leader ever marshaled an army or struggled for indepen-
dence. Not merely great military genius, not merely great ability as a states-
man appeared in his marvelous career, but above all his exalted character 
shone resplendently, and he was too honest to be bribed, too courageous to 
surrender, and too devoted to the welfare [of] his race to count his life dear 
to him.”41 Here, this martyr’s virtuous character is celebrated more than 
his military achievements. His instruction to his son to “forget that France 
murdered your father” is repeated twice in this very short sketch as if to 
emphasize his lack of bitterness or desire for vengeance against his French 
captors.42 Hopkins begins her piece by signifying on previous depictions of 
L’Ouverture, like the one included in College of Life, by arguing in the head 
note that his “extraordinary fortunes . . . bespeak for him more than the 
passing interest of a dry biography.”43 She presents a more thorough treat-
ment of her subject by including a geography lesson and history of slavery in 
Haiti in order to establish a context for the installment. Hopkins challenges 
the lowly position assigned to black people and their “supposed inferiority” 
by seeking “the ray of light in history that reveals the God in man; the divine 
attribute that must exist in the Negro as well as in other races, or he sinks to 
the level of the brute creation” (10). For Hopkins, L’Ouverture exemplifies 
how black people are just as intelligent, capable, and honorable as whites (if 
not more so), and that they have a history that accounts for these virtues. 
Hopkins does regret that L’Ouverture was profoundly loyal to France as 
she explains “the ruin of Toussaint was due in great measure to his loyalty 
to France and his filial feeling for Bonaparte.”(16). Yet his dedication to a 
higher, more moral cause shows the breadth and depth of his discipline 
and self-control, for “It is no small evidence of Toussaint’s greatness, then, 
that he enforced during such times such a principle as no retaliation.” (17). 
Whereas Northrop, Gay, and Penn simply call L’Ouverture “the Napoleon 
Bonaparte of his race,” Hopkins takes this comparison one step further and 
refers to him as “Napoleon’s black shadow,” which connotes his powerful 
leadership.44 In essence, she crafts this portrait in a manner that motivates 
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blacks and at the same time advocates in favor of the recognition she be-
lieved they deserved.
 C. K. Doreski has analyzed the manner in which Hopkins used “Famous 
Men of the Negro Race” to reshape race history. Doreski observes that the 
Colored American Magazine, of which Hopkins was an instrumental contribu-
tor, “schooled its readers in arts and manners, hoping to provide that sur-
face of success expected in the emerging middle class. But it also advanced 
a politically charged, cultural agenda in its challenge to the status quo and 
its commitment to the discovery and preservation of African American his-
tory.”45 While I do agree with Doreski’s assessment of Hopkins as a historian 
and biographer, I want to emphasize how Hopkins’s biographies did more 
than serve “a larger historical project” or were “a means of shaping race his-
tory” 46; they were also conduits to promote her vision of African American 
success in the present and future. Furthermore, Hopkins was distinctive not 
only because of her political commentary, but also because of her sustained 
publications in the area of success, individual and community uplift, and 
race progress. Even though College of Life and similar works were reprinted 
in multiple editions, the authors typically wrote only one success guide. 
Hopkins, however, addressed the theme of success and progress repeatedly 
throughout her writing career. On the surface, Hopkins’s definition of suc-
cess appears the same as the traditional model in which an individual labors 
independently to achieve personal success. Hopkins consistently included 
the element of racial uplift, however, that not only made the success arche-
type more germane for African Americans, but also highlighted the role 
social environment played in one’s ability to succeed in the United States. 
When not focused on individual success stories, white writers directed their 
attention to the progress of the nation to which the individual belonged. 
According to Samuel Smiles, “National progress is the sum of individual in-
dustry, energy, and uprightness, as national decay is of individual idleness, 
selfishness, and vice.”47 Hopkins bridged the gap between considerations of 
the individual and the nation by holding individuals accountable to the na-
tion and to local communities. Hopkins’s gospel of success called for African 
Americans to work cooperatively to ensure that the black individual and the 
black community achieve progress, and by modifying the success paradigm 
in this way, she implicitly responded to white oppression and also offered 
African Americans an alternative success model that embraced African 
American culture. In her nonfiction, she adopted and altered the tradi-
tional success formula and constructed a paradigm apropos of the African 
American experience by gauging the impact of race, racism, and the black 
community on the life of a successful black man. Rather than completely 
subscribe to the traditional definition of success, Hopkins deemphasized 
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the materialism and competition characteristic of the secular model and 
placed more emphasis on making social contributions to one’s local com-
munity. Further examination of Hopkins’s biographical sketches reveals that 
Hopkins defined success not only in terms of the extent to which a man had 
been able to overcome hardship, increase his net worth, and acquire fame 
and social acceptance, but also by the degree to which he acted to help oth-
ers, especially people of color. Furthermore, the level of social respectability 
Hopkins’s successful man achieved revolved around how much he interacted 
with white people in a positive or influential way.
 In the traditional model, a successful white man did not need to be so- 
cially accepted in black society. This attitude is reflected in the numerous 
writings that omit references to race or ethnicity, like Smiles’s aforemen-
tioned Self-Help. In noting the absences of people of color from Self-Help, 
Peter Sinnema observes, “Smiles’s attention is concentrated overwhelmingly 
on industrialists, artists, soldiers, and inventors from north-western Europe, 
particularly Great Britain, France, and Germany—industrialized, ‘progres-
sive’ nations. . . . Smiles ignores altogether the heroic myths and legacies 
of aboriginal Africa, Asia, and the Indian subcontinent. These lands are 
represented simply as the terrain in which soldiers, colonists, and impe-
rial administrators can energetically pursue glory, usually in the name of 
empire.”48 Only three “explicitly non-white men” are included in Self-Help: 
“Holkar of India, demonized as an enemy of the British Raj; Muley Moluc, 
the ‘Moorish leader’; and Timur-i-Lan, the great Turkick general.”49 Thus, 
when Hopkins quotes Smiles in her exposé of the New York subway system 
and writes, “All nations have been made what they are by the thinking and 
working of many generations of men. Patient and persevering laborers in 
all ranks and conditions of life . . . all have contributed towards the grand 
result, one generation building upon another’s labors, and carrying them 
forward to still higher stages,” she revisits the issue of human progress but 
places it in a social context that Smiles fails to do, reminding readers at the 
end of the article that racial inequality continues to persist in spite of the 
city’s technological achievements (“New York Subway,” 605).
  Hopkins’s journalism, particularly the two series “Famous Men of the 
Negro Race” in the Colored American Magazine and “Men of Vision” in New 
Era Magazine, spoke to the black community’s need for successful male role 
models and promoted her definitions of African American success and 
the black success archetype. “Famous Men of the Negro Race” consists of 
sketches of abolitionists, attorneys, politicians, educators, and other men 
who had a positive impact on the black community. Two articles in the “Men 
of Vision” series cover “the lives of those men of the race who have clearly 
demonstrated by their achievement that they are really ‘Men of Vision’” 
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(“Mark Rene Demortie,” 35). Throughout both series and a number of other 
articles, Hopkins maintained her commitment to provide her audience with 
models of success. For example, in “Men of Vision: No. 2. Rev. Leonard 
Andrew Grimes,” she argues that the life story she is offering to the reader 
“is a splendid example of successful individual effort working for the uplift 
of others are well as of self” (99). Individuals who were successful helped 
make the race successful in three ways. First, successful men served as role 
models for black youth. Throughout the “Famous Men” series, Hopkins 
comments on the potential her subject’s life story has for motivating others. 
For example, in “Hon. Frederick Douglass,” she writes, “He presents to us 
in his life an example of possibilities which may be within the reach of many 
young men of the rising generation” (132). In Lewis Hayden’s biography, 
Hopkins argues that “The deeds of men of a past generation are the beacon 
lights along the shore for the youth of today” (476). Furthermore, of Robert 
Morris, she writes, “His life is a rich legacy to point the young Negro to the 
heights of manhood” (342). Second, these men helped uplift the race by 
using their power and influence to help those less fortunate than they were. 
For example, after recounting how Mark Rene Demortie used his influence 
to secure higher wages for black soldiers during the Civil War, Hopkins 
concludes, “So ends the record of an active life of love for humanity” (39). 
Third, the accomplishments of successful black men proved to whites they 
had already earned their place among the other United States citizens. In 
William Wells Brown’s sketch, for example, Hopkins states, “In himself 
he was a refutation of the charge of the inferiority of the Negro” (232). Of 
Robert Brown Elliott she argues, “By his achievements we prove that it is 
possible for a Negro to rise to great political eminence as well as a white 
man. . . . Robert Elliott’s life story is interwoven inseparably with the politi-
cal history of the United States in the most critical period of its existence” 
(301). Hopkins linked the individual and the race’s successes in response to 
the debate over whether or not blacks could “catch up” to other races on the 
hierarchal chain of civilization. In Lewis Hayden’s sketch she argues, “The 
question then was: Has the Negro a right to resist his master? We settled that 
in the Civil War. The question now is: Has the Negro a right to citizenship?” 
(447). For Hopkins and other black intellectuals of this period, the black 
man’s success had already answered this question and also indicated that 
the entire race earned and deserved its citizenship. In the following mission 
statement for the “Famous Men” series, Hopkins explains:

We delight to honor the great men of our race because the lives of 
these noble Negroes are tongues of living flame speaking in the pow-
erful silence of example, and sent to baptize the race with heaven’s 
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holy fire into the noble heritage of perfected manhood. The con-
templation of the life-work of these men is about all that we have 
to cheer and encourage us in our strivings after high ideals, and to 
appease our longings for the perfect day of our true emancipation—
the black man’s sweet but ever-vanishing vision of the Holy Grail. 
(“Robert Morris” 337)

Again, not only were these articles intended as examples of black achieve-
ment for white readers, they were also motivators for black readers.
 At the turn of the century, African Americans realized whites often 
judged the entire black race by the actions of a few individuals. Meier ex-
plains, “If whites believed Negroes to be inferior, then Negroes must show 
themselves the equals of whites—by publicizing their past achievements, 
by successfully running the race of Social Darwinist competition with the 
whites, and by cultivating a vigorous racial pride to offset the Anglo-Saxon 
consciousness of kind.”50 Following in the tradition of Thomas Carlyle, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Samuel Smiles, Hopkins wrote of the achieve-
ments of a select group of men, but she did this to remind her white and 
black readers of the role blacks have played in shaping American history 
and to provide models for her young black readers to emulate. Successful 
men were known to be the creators of history, the originators of a civiliza-
tion. Thomas Carlyle believed that the actions of “great men” reflected on 
the greatness of a people. Because current leaders had failed society, Carlyle 
instructed people to worship past heroes by looking to their wisdom for 
guidance and direction. He also believed that the universal history of man’s 
accomplishments was derived from the history of great men: “Captains of 
Industry are the true Fighters . . . Fighters against Chaos, Necessity and 
the Devils and Jotuns; and lead on Mankind in that great, and alone true, 
and universal warfare; the stars in their courses fighting for them, and all 
Heaven and all Earth saying audibly, Well done!”51 Hopkins echoes these 
sentiments when she writes, “Races should be judged by the great men they 
produce, and by the average value of the masses. Races are tested by their 
courage, by the justice which underlies all their purposes, by their power 
and endurance—the determination to die for the right, if need be,” but she 
also modifies his world view by writing about black heroes and representa-
tive men (“Toussaint L’Overture” 11–12). Because of the accomplishments of 
successful men like John Mercer Langston, Hopkins argues, the “history of 
the race is brighter, our position loftier for the example of his life and work” 
(177). Furthermore, “The heroic spirit in man, we therefore deduce, is the 
foundation of universal history, history itself being but an account of the 
deeds of men who have been the models and patterns for the great mass of 
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humanity in past centuries even from the beginning of the world.” (“Heroes 
and Heroines” 206)
 Both Hopkins and traditional success writers used the self-made man’s 
humble beginnings to gauge how far he had moved up in the world. According 
to the traditional model, a successful man typically originated from a mod-
est background, often from rural surroundings, and from a harsh environ-
ment that consisted of poverty and an absentee father. Theodore Greene 
explains that, “When an American felt he must ‘certainly know whether 
he was born man enough to win a prize in the struggle for life,’ the only 
meaningful success was one achieved in spite of obstacles. Consequently, 
the childhood environment of the biographical hero was usually a picture 
of many hardships.”52 When Hopkins added a subtitle to Charles Winter 
Wood’s biography, “or, From Bootblack to Professor,” she signaled to her 
readers that the subject had risen from a modest background to a prestigious 
career. Wood was born in the South and at age nine migrated to Chicago. 
There he polished shoes and sold newspapers until he attracted the atten-
tion of a judge who helped him obtain a college education. Hopkins invokes 
her readers’ sympathy by emphasizing the hardships Wood faced as a young 
boy in the city: “Is there a more touching sight, or one that appeals more 
strongly to the sympathetic soul, than that of a little child, claiming kindred 
with none, going about the business of bread-winning at an age when a lov-
ing mother trembles to have her darling exposed to the perils of the busy 
streets without the support of a strong guiding hand?” (345) She continues 
by arguing that because of his race, a black child on the street has a harder 
life than a white child, for “Such conditions are hard for a white child to 
overcome; many succumb and are overcome. How much harder are the same 
conditions when faced by one covered with the dark skin of the despised 
Negro!” (345). If two children are placed in the same circumstances, she 
posits, the black child will suffer more because of his race.
 One of the most consequential hardships experienced by black people 
was slavery. By 1900, a significant portion of the black population were ei-
ther formerly enslaved or one generation removed from slavery, and the men 
Hopkins selected for her series reflect this characteristic of the general black 
population. Seven of her sixteen subjects had been enslaved and another 
two men were the sons of former slaves. For Hopkins, one of the reasons 
why L’Ouverture was considered a success, despite his eventual capture by 
Napoleon’s forces, is that he rose from slavery to lead a rebellion with slaves 
who did not possess military training or have advanced weapons. Writing 
about the achievements of great soldiers throughout history, she makes the 
following observation:
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All these things were done by men of education capable of think-
ing and acting for themselves; with a long line of ancestry, perhaps, 
which transmitted to its later offspring the power to command 
armies and hold the reins of government. But think of the rise of 
the Haytian [sic] slaves under a slave! armed with nothing but their 
implements of toil and their own brave hearts, who out of their 
mountains and running streams forged the arms that drove back the 
conqueror of the world; and clasping Freedom to her breast, Hayti 
[sic] crowned herself with the cap of liberty. (24)

Other ex-slaves who rose from bondage to achieve great accomplishments 
include Frederick Douglass, who survived “bad treatment and frequent 
whippings” as a child (121), and William Wells Brown, who “accomplished 
an almost impossible task in surmounting the training received in slavery” 
(232). John Mercer Langston, a successful lawyer and founder of Howard 
University’s law school, was not only an ex-slave but had also been orphaned 
when he was five years old. Hopkins may appear to minimize the trauma 
of slavery when she uses phrases like “bad treatment” and “frequent whip-
pings” to describe the slaves’ experiences, but in actuality, she was recasting 
these well-known biographies into the form of a rags-to-riches tale to give 
these hardships a new significance. In the past, details about the brutality 
of slavery would have been used to argue for its abolition. Here, Hopkins 
used these biographies as encouragement to show how men who suffered 
through the unique hardships of slavery could overcome them through hard 
work and perseverance. “Well, the Negro is used to hard conditions,” she 
contends, “he will come out all right if he has patience and endurance—and 
doesn’t starve while waiting for Americans to arouse themselves to a full 
perception of the wrongs inflicted on the most inoffensive class of citizens 
in the Republic” (“Charles Winter Wood” 345). Even black men who were 
born free experience hardship stemming from American racism and segre-
gation. Hopkins makes a point of reminding her readers of this when she 
argues that “The modern colored citizen is afflicted by segregation, even as 
the old-timers were by slavery—ostracism and its attendant evils, the humili-
ating knowledge that, in general, the public on the highway, in assemblies 
and employment, shrink from us as from contaminating lepers” (“Leonard 
Andrew Grimes” 99). Hence, the abolitionist Leonard Grimes was also born 
of free parents, but he was still “subjected to all the disabilities that his race 
had to endure at the South” (99). He was orphaned at an early age, like John 
Mercer Langston, and he struggled through an unhappy childhood until he 
moved to Washington, D.C. Although Mark Demortie, famous abolitionist 
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and politician, was a free-born black man, “that was a signal disadvantage,” 
argues Hopkins; “free-born colored men of his time were hampered by every 
difficulty attending life” (35). Furthermore, Robert Morris’s life is an ex-
ample of “ . . . accomplishment from the barest possibilities” (337).
 After overcoming obstacles and hardship, another indication of an 
individual’s attainment of success was whether or not he became famous. 
According to Greene, fame and notoriety were important elements of the 
late nineteenth-century success model: “Personal fame achieved by power-
ful individuals who ‘made an impress’ on their environment emerges as 
the dominant goal for these years.”53 Furthermore, Huber explains that suc-
cess meant achieving recognition for one’s accomplishments: “Recognition 
was the nerve of success—recognition measurable in money or applause.”54 
Although Hopkins deemphasized the importance of wealth, fame was a key 
factor in her version of success. Hopkins wrote about black men whose no-
toriety may not have been recognized in the white press but who were fa-
mous in the black community. Often their fame was achieved by working 
to uplift the race in some manner. For example, she argues that the Haitian 
slave revolt led by L’Ouverture deserves more recognition and “ought to 
have a world-wide fame. It stands without a parallel in history—the success-
ful uprising of slaves against their masters, and the final establishment of 
their independence” (14). Frederick Douglass was a successful individual 
whose personal fame had a positive impact on the black community, and 
“An honored name is his bequest to the Negro of the United States” (132). 
William Wells Brown was “widely known both at home and abroad” (232). 
Hopkins notes that as an abolitionist and author, “Doctor Brown was the 
recipient of many congratulations on his work as an author, and the British 
press vied with their American brothers in doing honor to this new star in 
the world of letters” (233). Robert Brown Elliott was famous for speeches that 
he made while serving terms in Congress, particularly on the civil rights bill. 
Furthermore, in terms of John Mercer Langston’s fame, Hopkins claims that

[t]here is no part of the United States where the name of the late 
John M. Langston is unknown, where his brilliant career is not 
pointed to with pride by the Afro-American, for he loved his friends, 
his country, and his race.
 His books, his speeches, his professional career as a lawyer and 
as an educator, his last and most conspicuous efforts as a statesman, 
endear him to the lowliest in the walks of life as well as to the highest 
in culture and social prominence. The history of the race is brighter, 
our position loftier for the example of his life and work. (177)
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Langston was famous for many black firsts that included being the first black 
theological student in the United States, the first black lawyer in Ohio, and 
the first black man elected to an office by popular vote, the achievement of 
which “gave him name and fame all over the country, and he was immedi-
ately invited by the American Anti-Slavery Society to address a meeting at 
the Metropolitan Theatre, New York City” (180).
 In addition to fame, another indication that a black man had achieved 
success was the extent to which he was socially accepted and could use his 
acquired power to influence others. Although all blacks suffered from seg-
regation and Jim Crow laws, all of Hopkins’s self-made men were socially 
accepted in some way that transcended these barriers. For Hopkins, self-
made men like Robert Elliott and Edwin Garrison Walker were notewor-
thy because they used their influence with whites to improve sociopolitical 
conditions for the African American community. Toussaint L’Ouverture 
stood out for a number of reasons: “Under his paternal administration, law, 
morals, religion, education and industry were in full force, while commerce 
and agriculture flourished. No retaliation was the command of this ex-slave 
to his generals; and no one was so severely dealt with as those who infringed 
upon this order” (17). Frederick Douglass’s skill as a lecturer gave him power: 
“White men and black men had spoken on slavery but never like Frederick 
Douglas. . . . He made his audiences weep, laugh, swear. He opened the 
hearts of thousands to mercy and pity for the slave by his eloquence and 
paths. Many kept away from his lectures lest they be converted against their 
will” (124). Furthermore, Douglass was also successful because he was re-
spected by both blacks and whites: “As a freeman and a citizen the respect 
of mankind has been heaped upon his head, and trusts of great honor have 
been laid in his lap by a great nation” (130). Thus, Douglass served many 
political appointments, for example, as a diplomat to Haiti. In terms of 
Charles Lenox Remond’s influence, Hopkins claims that it is “with us today, 
ruling us by example from beyond the grave” (38). In addition, Langston’s 
influence extends beyond the American people: “Mr. Langston, as the chief 
representative of the United States in Hayti [sic], is so imbued with the spirit 
of American institutions, that a personal influence goes out from him that 
is producing a salutary effect on the Haytian [sic] people and government 
to the endless credit of the American nation and people” (82). Other men 
who received political appointments include Blanche K. Bruce, who was ap-
pointed to the office of Register of the Treasury by President Garfield (258), 
and John Mercer Langston, who was appointed by President Hayes to the 
Office of Minister-Resident and as Consul-General to Haiti. Mark Demortie 
was appointed “deputy collector of internal revenue” (38). In short, political 
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appointments combated stereotypes of blacks being corrupt or too incom-
petent to serve in the government. For William Wells Brown, his success 
and degree of social acceptance was indicated by the invitations he received 
from the white nobility while on tour in Great Britain: “His reception was 
most flattering; his address created a profound sensation. At its conclusion 
the speaker was warmly greeted by Victor Hugo, president of the Congress, 
and many other distinguished men” (233). Charles Remond was also well-
received in England and was even befriended by Lady Byron. Interestingly, 
Edwin Garrison Walker was respected by other minorities that traditionally 
held tense relations with blacks: “Lawyer Walker honored the Irish voter, 
and was a member of a secret order of Irishmen, himself the only black man 
in it” (364). Of Lewis Hayden, Hopkins notes that “at his death [he] held the 
respect of all persons—white and black—from the governor down to the low- 
liest citizen of the grand old commonwealth of Massachusetts” (473). Finally, 
Hopkins makes a brief but significant comment about how Sgt. William 
Carney was “highly respected by all citizens” (88).
 By far the most telling confirmation of a black man achieving success 
arrived when he had a successful business with both black and white clients. 
As Butler notes in his economic detour theory, having customers outside 
one’s race was an indication of surmounting the hurdle of gaining access 
to the open market economy.55 Black business owners internalized inter-
racial support to mean that they were providing services valued by white 
patrons. Hopkins observes that attorney John Mercer Langston successfully 
defended white clients: “Within less than one year after his admission to 
the Bar, his practice had become lucrative; his clients were all white. They 
sought him and his services as if they had full confidence in this ability” 
(179). Langston also taught white students at Howard Law School because 
of the growing reputation of his school: “As the name and character of the 
law department of the university became known, and the results of its train-
ing were made manifest, an increasing number of white students joined 
it, and pursued, with their colored associates, its regular course of study, 
many of them graduating with honor” (182). So, in an era of segregated and 
usually unequal educational systems, Langston built a school of such merit 
that white students were eager to attend. Furthermore, Robert Morris also 
had white clients: “Boston’s Negro lawyer after this was continually in the 
public eye, and soon had as many criminal cases upon his docket as any 
other attorney in the county. He was, in fact, the favorite criminal lawyer of 
Suffolk bar. His clients were from the humble walks of life, white and col-
ored, by far the greater number being white, and Irishmen” (340). Hopkins 
even includes testimony from a white judge that addresses Morris’s social 
acceptance: “It is often said that Mr. Morris deserves credit for what he did 
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for his race. I thank him for what he did for ours. While it is sad to be the 
victim of low prejudice, it is worse to be its slave, and Robert Morris did a 
man’s work toward emancipating the white men of this community from 
that yoke” (340). Such remarks from a white, prominent man about a black 
man rarely appeared in the mainstream press.
  As noted above, the extent to which wealth is used to define one’s 
success varies, but some increase in financial status is part of the tradi-
tional model. For Hopkins, wealth was not key to African American suc-
cess, the way social acceptance and influence were. Interestingly, Hopkins 
rarely comments on her subjects’ financial status, and when she does, it 
is often in passing, for the purpose of showing how the individual sacri-
fices personal gain for the benefit of the black community, or it is tied to 
some other element of success like social acceptance. For example, Frederick 
Douglass’s opulent Washington, D.C., home was formerly owned by a white 
man: “His villa was one of the finest and most desirable in the Republic, 
whose original proprietor stipulated in the deed of transfer that the prop-
erty should never be owned by a descendant of the African race” (131). Yet, 
the deed was transferred to Douglass, one assumes, because of his fame and 
social stature. Hopkins informs her audience that Lewis Hayden used his 
wealth to help John Brown: “He might have been wealthy, for he possessed 
the faculty of making money, but he scattered it broadcast to help those 
poorer than himself” (476). Hopkins makes passing reference to Booker T.  
Washington’s “humble birth and rise to eminence and wealth” (441), while 
Demortie “raised himself to power and wealth by force of character alone” 
(35). Grimes passed up opportunities to make a “large salary” when he 
turned down a job offer to be an overseer. Instead, he set up a business as 
a hack man, where “He prospered and was soon well known in that line 
of business” and earned a moderate income through hard work (100). Ac- 
cording to Hopkins, “His carriages were in demand by the wealthiest people 
of the Capital and at the same time he was assisting fugitives to the North or 
to Canada” (100). Perhaps her most interesting and clear position on wealth 
is found in her article on William Pickens in which she frowns upon the 
lavish gifts that she calls “temptations” bestowed upon this successful Yale 
student by white patrons. First, President Roosevelt’s sister offers Pickens 
financial assistance. Second, a millionaire’s daughter is so moved by one of 
his speeches that she sticks a diamond pin in his coat. And finally, a com-
mittee from Harvard University and the city of Boston meets Pickens at  
the train station in a barouche. Hopkins quips, “This is a pretty strong dose 
of adulation” (518). Hopkins’s criticism of this attention suggests Pickens 
had not earned these things through hard work or labor, as her model 
dictates.
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 Instead of being judged by the amount of money they make, Hopkins’s 
successful men on the whole were esteemed for their social contributions, 
especially for their efforts to uplift the race. Six of the sixteen men were abo-
litionists, or at least helped fugitive slaves escape their captors. L’Ouverture, 
Douglass, Wells Brown, Hayden, Remond, and Grimes all helped the slave 
population in varying degrees—from leading a slave rebellion to saving fugi-
tive slaves from mob violence. Robert Brown Elliott was noted for helping 
establish the first public school system in South Carolina. Lewis Hayden’s 
social contributions extended beyond providing a safe haven for the fugitive 
slaves William and Ellen Crafts; according to Hopkins, “Lewis Hayden’s 
greatness came from his love of his race and the sacrifices he made of money, 
of time and of physical comfort for the redemption of a people from chat-
tel bondage” (474). Robert Morris personally fought discrimination and 
northern segregation in Boston public schools, the railroad system, the-
aters, churches “and other public places” (341). He lobbied for black officers 
and equal pay for black troops during the Civil War. Morris risked his life 
to save a fugitive slave from imprisonment by rescuing him from the court-
room and helping him on his way to Canada. Mark Demortie, like Robert 
Morris, also worked to desegregate Boston’s public school system. His long 
list of racial uplift activities includes helping to get the ethnic designation 
“colored” removed from voting lists, working to get equal pay for black Civil 
War troops, establishing more black schools in Virginia, and lobbying to 
get antilynching legislation introduced to Congress. Hopkins emphasized 
these individuals’ community service years before white success writers are 
willing to give more credence to the self-made man’s social contributions 
to society. Although there were some murmurs in the late 1890s about the 
level of individualism being emphasized in the success formula, according 
to Greene, “All the major means to success in this decade remained indi-
vidualistic ones. . . . The accumulating emphasis on his quest for Personal 
Fame, on the forceful character he displayed, on his domination of others, 
on the childhood obstacles he overcame, and on the masterful tactics he 
employed all centered attention on the individual himself.”56 Furthermore, 
“To intimate that development was fostered by cooperation rather than com-
petition, to suggest that success was social rather than individual, this was 
going far beyond the admission that opportunities had to be provided by the 
environment.”57 Yet, this admission is exactly what Hopkins advocated in 
these biographical articles and in her attempt to define success by the degree 
to which black men helped others to achieve. Doreski makes a similar ob-
servation: “Hopkins sought to enlighten and inspirit readers into a kindred 
abolitionist fervor by using social and cultural exemplars to nullify compet-
ing racist ideologies. Unlike her transcendentalist models, she sought not 



23Hopkins’s Revisionary Definition of African American Success

to privilege the individual but to celebrate an evolving sense of historical 
integrity and community.”58

 Corresponding with her definition of success, the virtues of Hopkins’s 
self-made man share some characteristics with the traditional archetype, but 
Hopkins added specific traits to give racial significance to these character-
istics and to highlight the special political and social circumstances blacks 
face in the United States. Like the traditional success model, Hopkins’s self-
made men possessed natural intelligence, high ethical and moral standards, 
honor, determination, and self-reliance. Unlike the white model, Hopkins’s 
model also had a strong commitment to racial uplift.
 First, the black self-made man was naturally intelligent and was preco-
cious as a child. Whether he received a formal education or was self-taught, 
he understood the value of education. Recounting a man’s birth, parent-
age, and educational background is the pattern of biographical writing, but 
Hopkins emphasizes that these black men were highly intelligent. Thus, 
John Mercer Langston had private tutors from Oberlin College, attended 
theological school, and was eventually the first black lawyer in Ohio. He 
possessed a “wonderfully fertile mind” and “genius accompanied by skill, 
good sense, [and] a well-balanced mind” (180). Senator Blanche K. Bruce 
was born a slave and “received the rudiments of an education from the tutor 
of his master’s son”; but the “thirst for knowledge would not be appeased 
. . . and his longings soon turned his footsteps toward Oberlin College, the 
intellectual nurse of so many black men of eminence and renown” (258). 
Lewis Hayden “was endowed with a great mind although lacking the train-
ing of cultivation. But what of that? We have lived to prove the truth of 
the aphorism: Great minds are not made in schools” (473). Charles Winter 
Wood progressed from menial labor to a high position in academia: “All the 
capital of the street child lies in his precocious brain, and his keen analysis 
of human nature which enables him to charm the coin from the pockets of 
the passing throng by any means most favorable” (345). After migrating from 
Nashville to Chicago, Wood’s natural street smarts helped him survive. At 
the age of twelve he recited a scene from Hamlet for one of his customers. 
Eventually this customer provided Wood with a formal education, and for 
a time “the young genius” (346) was the only black student at Beloit College. 
Wood also entered postgraduate studies at Chicago Theological Seminary 
and Columbia University. These examples are significant because blacks 
have been stereotyped as intellectually inferior, and intellectual precocity in 
blacks was considered odd. In Wood’s case, white lawyers and judges gath-
ered to hear him recite Shakespeare and pay him for entertaining them. Yet, 
Wood made the best use of his talent and secured a formal education that 
helped him become a successful English professor at Tuskegee University.
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 Hopkins’s self-made man had high ethical and moral standards, deep 
conviction, and was even willing to die for his cause. These traits combated 
racist stereotypes and assumptions that blacks lacked morals. As Hopkins 
says when writing about Toussaint L’Ouverture: “Races should be judged 
by the great men they produce, and by the average value of the masses. 
Races are tested by their courage, by the justice which underlies all their 
purposes, by their power and endurance—the determination to die for the 
right, if need be” (11–12). If blacks were judged by L’Ouverture’s courage 
and the “purity of his purpose,” they would be ranked higher in “the an-
nals of history” (12). Hopkins says that William Wells Brown was “a man 
of deep conviction and unquenchable resolves, he could not remain idle” 
(232). Sergeant Carney was an officer in the Civil War and a member of 
the Fifty-fourth Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. During the 
battle at Fort Wagner in 1863, his regiment’s color-sergeant was wounded. 
Carney managed to take possession of the flag before it fell to the ground. 
He was wounded carrying the flag, “But, on orders being given to retire, the 
color-bearer, though almost disabled, still held the emblem of liberty in the 
air. . . . Surely, the honor of Massachusetts was safe in such hands!” (87).
 Hopkins’s self-made man was determined and self-reliant. Robert 
Morris, for example, was determined “to be a man and a gentleman, and 
succeed in the practice of law” or die (339). While introducing Charles Lenox 
Remond’s life story, Hopkins writes, “Ordinarily a biography is expected to 
begin with some genealogical narrative, intended to show that the person 
presented to the reader was descended from ancestors of renown. . . . But 
these men of the Negro race whom we delight to honor, had no ancestors. 
‘Self-made,’ they traced their lineage from the common ancestor, Adam” 
(34–35). Here Hopkins turns a perceived weakness in a lack of documented 
familial history into a strength. And, in arguing that these men share Adam 
as their common ancestor, she gives them a lineage more privileged than 
any member of the famous Rockefeller family. Of John Mercer Langston, 
Hopkins writes, “Mr. Langston accomplished his own success in life. His 
determination was supreme. His motto, ‘self-reliance the secret of suc-
cess.’ His perseverance, self-trust, were as great as the decision of his will. . . .  
In these elements of firmness and unswerving resolution lie the essential 
principles of success, in every arduous undertaking for all men of all races” 
(184). Racial uplift through personal social contributions is key to African 
American success. Hopkins’s self-made men were active in the black com-
munity, charitable, and had a propensity for performing unselfish acts to 
benefit the race. According to Cawelti, during the late nineteenth century 
many Americans believed that the personal “pursuit of economic advance-
ment is not only to the individual’s advantage, but the best way to help oth-
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ers” because economic expansion created more income opportunities for the 
general public.59 For Hopkins, blacks directly helping each other was more 
advantageous for the black community than waiting for whites to accept 
what she perceived to be their responsibility to provide assistance to blacks. 
Though the traditional model includes charity work, most successful whites 
were politically conservative, giving money only to certain causes, and they 
did not express the same level of personal responsibility to their communi-
ties as blacks. Furthermore, during the late nineteenth century most people 
thought poverty was the result of sloth. People did not intervene on behalf 
of the poor unless they earned it: “In fact, many people believed, to qualify 
for financial assistance, a beneficiary had to earn respect and thus indicate 
loyalty, courage, and parity of spirit.”60 Here is one particular area where 
Hopkins redefined the archetype, making the participation in racial uplift 
a key characteristic of the self-made man. Robert Morris personally fought 
discrimination and segregation in Massachusetts by allowing himself to be 
thrown out of public places and then suing in court. Hopkins adds that “The 
most heroic proof of his devotion to his race, was given during the trying time 
of the operation of the fugitive slave law” when Morris risked his own life to 
rescue African Americans who were being remanded back to slavery (341).
 Realistically, no one individual possessed all of these traits; for example, 
some were formally educated and others were not. So, Hopkins used the 
entire series to build a composite of the self-made man. This increased the 
likelihood that a larger reading audience could identify with at least one of 
the multiple models of success. One should not dismiss Hopkins’s courage 
in choosing black male figures to make the success paradigm applicable to 
blacks. At a time when Napoleon was a standard subject of success writ-
ing, she chose to chronicle the achievements of his adversary, L’Ouverture, 
instead. Hopkins’s choice of hero here is telling, because the years 1894 to 
1903 were “a Napoleon decade” and Napoleon symbolized “the successful 
individual.”61 While Napoleon’s image was “the single most common ste-
reotype in [white] magazine biographies of this decade,” Hopkins Signified 
on this image by invoking the image of Toussaint.62 Napoleon was popular 
because “It was also his embodiment of supreme individual force and his 
self-made rise from obscurity which fitted him for the role.”63 L’Ouverture 
also rose from obscurity, not to conquer but to free his country.
 “Americans are fiercely proud of the opportunities which they believe 
their uniquely open society offers the average man,” writes John Cawelti. 
“Every American boy has the chance to become President of the United 
States, or at least a wealthy businessman.”64 As we shall see in the following 
chapters, Hopkins expanded her project by using her fictional works to criti-
cize these traditional beliefs by showing that in reality, not every American 
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boy at the turn of the century had the chance to become president or a 
wealthy businessman. One American in particular, Booker T. Washington, 
was the target of Hopkins’s direct and indirect criticism for his failure to 
acknowledge the limitations that were being placed on African Americans 
who were trying to fulfill their own American Dreams.



Chapter 2

Furnace Blasts for the Tuskegee Wizard and the  
Talented Tenth: Hopkins and Her Contemporary  
Self-Made Men

Pauline Hopkins was the most prolific black woman writer of her time. Her 
work with the Colored American Magazine played no small part in earning her 
this distinction, for she published three serialized novels and several short 
stories and editorial pieces in the magazine. She abruptly stopped editing 
and contributing to the magazine in 1904, however. Some literary historians 
have assumed she left because Booker T. Washington purchased the journal 
and replaced her with one of his allies, and they dismiss the end of her ten-
ure there as merely a casualty of the Tuskegee Machine. Hopkins’s contem-
porary, W. E. B. Du Bois, theorized, with little elaboration, that Hopkins 
“was not conciliatory enough” toward white readers.1 In his 1947 version of 
the publication’s history, William Stanley Braithwaite, who worked directly 
with Hopkins as one of the Colored American Magazine’s literary critics, chose 
not to comment on how readers responded to Hopkins’s political ideas. 
Instead, he characterized Hopkins as a “temperamental editor” whose de-
sire for “an independence of action in making selections, and a dignity in 
soliciting manuscripts of the best” caused “friction” in the magazine’s work 
environment.2 Considering his first-hand experiences with the magazine, 
Braithwaite’s account is surprisingly devoid of details pertaining to the chal-
lenges Hopkins faced as she maneuvered the periodical publication process. 
As a result, scholars continue to speculate why she left and under what cir-
cumstances. For example, Jill Bergman has concluded that despite current 
trends that characterize Hopkins’s cultural politics as radical, she was prob-
ably dismissed from her position because of gender bias and changes in the 
journal’s management that shifted the publication’s focus from a female to 
a male-centered audience.3
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 In the previous chapter, I discussed how Hopkins’s success literature 
was more politicized than that of her contemporaries. Historicizing the lives 
of notable black figures enabled her to celebrate the past, present, and future 
achievements of African Americans and unapologetically demonstrate her 
race pride. In this chapter, I will show how Hopkins’s defiant nature (which 
has either been misread or overlooked) and her radical ideology about the 
role of literature in the early twentieth-century racial uplift movement con-
stitute a subversive subtext in the articles she wrote and the editorial deci-
sions she made for the Colored American Magazine. Although current trends 
in Hopkins scholarship continue to focus on her magazine novels, espe-
cially Of One Blood, more attention is being directed at Hopkins’s role as 
a magazine editor and at how she used her nonfiction writing to explore 
and educate her readership about a variety of issues, like the heroics of 
historical black figures and black women’s participation in the club move-
ment. More important, not only did Hopkins use her editorial position at 
the Colored American Magazine to advocate a particular success formula for 
African Americans that differed from the traditional formula, but she did 
this while protesting against Booker T. Washington’s brand of racial uplift 
and his adaptation of the gospel of success.
 Archival evidence in the Pauline Hopkins Collection at Fisk University’s 
Franklin Library suggests that in addition to both Hopkins’s race and gender 
politics, her insistence on producing a literary journal instead of a business 
or current events magazine put her at odds with Washington and his sup-
porters. An examination of correspondence between Hopkins and John C. 
Freund, editor of a New York music trade magazine and a Washington sup-
porter, reveals that Hopkins was in fact removed from her editorial position 
because of her radical anti-accommodationist views about the value of litera-
ture and higher education in the racial uplift movement. Hanna Wallinger 
has offered a different reading of the Hopkins correspondence that, I believe, 
focuses on her victimization and, as a result, misses Hopkins’s deliberate and 
ultimately effective challenge of Washington’s authority.4 Taking Hopkins’s 
articles, including but not limited to her “Famous Men of the Negro Race” 
series, into consideration helps the way in which she subverted Washington’s 
sociopolitical agenda become more evident. In short, Hopkins’s editorial 
policy not only opposed Washington but also put him on the defensive and 
precipitated her departure from the magazine. While Hopkins lost the battle 
for editorial control of the Colored American Magazine, she emerged as a force 
that Washington had to reckon with.
 Hopkins’s particular adoption and adaptation of the success archetype 
distinguished her from many pre–Harlem Renaissance intellectuals, espe-
cially Booker T. Washington, because it criticized United States policy re-
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garding the “Negro Problem” in a way that promoted agitation for civil rights 
rather than the assimilation of Western cultural standards that subscribed 
to notions of black inferiority. Throughout her work, Hopkins continually 
called her readers’ attention to social and political injustice in the North 
and South by detailing southern rape and lynching scenes and by explain-
ing northern job discrimination practices. In addition, Hopkins critiqued 
the success archetype by using her writing to take to task the most powerful 
black leader at the turn of the century, and criticize his efforts to apply the 
traditional self-help model to his own life. Booker T. Washington was con-
sidered by many to be a black version of the self-made man. Phillipa Kafka’s 
The Great White Way discusses “Booker T. Washington’s lifelong attempt to 
expand the concept of American male success mythology in the workplace 
to include Black men.”5 I would add that Hopkins used her position at the 
magazine to conduct a controversial project of crafting in her nonfiction 
journalism to expose the limits of Washington’s self-help program and his 
policies.
 Black leaders and intellectuals differed in their opinions about the best 
way to obtain success for the African American population. Although most 
black leaders agreed with the theories of self-help, race pride, and uplift, they 
often disagreed about the best way to put these theories into practice. Booker T.  
Washington believed that blacks should remain in the South, where they 
would be successful in small business and artisan trades. By developing their 
skills in the trades, blacks would reclaim the monopoly of skilled labor that 
they had during slavery. “The central theme in Washington’s philosophy,” 
Meier explains, “was that through thrift, industry, and Christian character 
Negroes would eventually attain their constitutional rights.” Washington also 
urged southern whites to help uplift blacks “out of economic self-interest,”  
arguing that prosperous blacks would purchase property from whites and 
partner with them to develop the southern economy.6 He criticized blacks 
who complained about their condition or sought an impractical liberal arts 
education in lieu of a practical industrial education that emphasized busi-
ness development along with farming and trade professions. He did not 
encourage the black masses to seek the franchise, for he did not want to 
antagonize southern whites against black suffrage. Hopkins’s program was 
different from Booker T. Washington’s in a number of ways. Hopkins did 
not encourage blacks to remain in the South, and she constantly criticized 
southern social and political practices in her work. She argued that whites 
should be held accountable for their past involvement in slavery and their 
current participation in the continued oppression of African Americans. 
Hopkins believed the African American community needed to demand its 
civil rights, and especially its voting rights. Most important, she valued the 
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study of literature and believed it served a purpose in encouraging the race 
to strive toward success. By publicly calling attention to previous and current 
wrongs incurred by African Americans, Hopkins was labeled an “agitator.”
 Hopkins’s earliest critique of Booker T. Washington can be found in 
Contending Forces. She secured the copyright for the novel in 1899, which 
suggests she began writing it in 1898 or 1899. By the fall of 1900, when 
Contending Forces appeared in print, five years had passed since Washington 
delivered his Atlanta Exposition Address that catapulted him to the head 
of the country’s black leadership. Also, by 1900, some people were second-
guessing Washington’s ideologies, and definitive camps of Washington’s 
supporters (the “Bookerites”) and detractors (the “anti-Bookerites”) were 
forming. As a Boston resident, Hopkins worked in “the center of the most 
vehement agitation” for civil rights, and she wove this political climate into 
her novel.7 Hopkins first depicts the Bookerite and anti-Bookerite positions 
during conversations between Dora Smith and Sappho Clark, the novel’s 
two primary female characters, and does so again later in her portrayal of 
Dr. Arthur Lewis, president of a southern industrial school, and William 
Smith, an intellectual and Harvard graduate, nearly a decade before the 
“Washington–Du Bois debate” would escalate to its most tense moments. 
I believe a less obvious but equally important portrayal of Washington can 
be read in the characterization of John Langley, a duplicitous politician and 
Will’s foil. Together, Arthur Lewis and John Langley form two faces of 
Booker T. Washington: the public face of Tuskegee’s principal and the pri-
vate face behind the Tuskegee Machine. A few other scholars, including John 
Gruesser, Julie Cary Nerad, and Erica Griffin, have given passing reference 
to Hopkins’s treatment of the debate in Contending Forces.8 Still, Hopkins’s 
treatment of these two black leaders in her fiction warrants further discus-
sion because it illustrates her foresight and intimate knowledge of key black 
intellectuals and political leaders.
 Hopkins uses Dr. Arthur Lewis’s character to portray Washington’s 
public persona. Both men are in charge of southern industrial schools; while 
Washington was the principal of Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute 
in Alabama, Dr. Lewis is the head of the African School of Industrial and 
Agricultural Development in Louisiana.9 Like Tuskegee, the campus of 
Lewis’s school is self-sufficient and a showpiece of African American indus-
try: “the numerous dormitories, museums, the chapel, and buildings which 
held lecture-rooms and class-rooms, were all built by the pupils of the school. 
The students made the brick which entered into the composition of the vari-
ous buildings; the carpenter shop, carriage and blacksmith shops afforded 
fine facilities for imparting practical knowledge of these useful industries” 
(387–88). The school is also equipped with gardens and livestock “from all 
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of which came some revenue to help defray the expenses of this human hive 
of industry” (388). According to Dora, Dr. Lewis’s eventual wife, his position 
is “that industrial education and the exclusion of politics will cure all our 
race troubles” (124). Like Washington, Dr. Lewis opposes black enfranchise-
ment and believes that it “would be better for us; the great loss of life would 
cease, and we should be at peace with the whites” if blacks did not exercise 
their right to vote (125). Dr. Lewis focuses on the economic advancement 
of blacks, believing that money and material gain will help them procure 
fairer treatment in the South. Dora tells Sappho, “but money makes the 
mare go. . . . I say to you, as Arthur says to me when I tell him what I think 
of his system. . . . When we can say that lots of our men are as rich as Jews, 

Booker T. Washington, ca. 1895. Courtesy of Prints and Photographs Division, Library of 
Congress, LC-J694-255.
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there’ll be no question about the franchise” (126–27). Dora, a very likable 
character, defends Dr. Lewis’s/Washington’s position by explaining, “But 
you see his is living South [sic]; his work is there, and he must keep in with 
the whites of the section where his work lies, or all he has accomplished will 
go for naught, and perhaps his life might be forfeited, too” (126). Later in the 
novel Hopkins further proposes that Lewis is a product of his environment. 
At the Canterbury Club dinner, the narrator comments:

He had accomplished great things; had made himself the center of 
this terrible human tragedy in the heart of the Black Belt, where the 
college was situated; but the deadly antagonism of the South made 
even his iron-hearted stoicism bow to its tyrannical decrees, inso-
much that he had been forced to compromise, and the educational 
advantages allowed the pupils had been curtailed to suit the views of 
those who placed a low estimate on the ability of the Negro, in spite 
of the many bright examples of superior intellectual endowments 
which exist among them. (288)

The authorial voice suggests that Washington’s tactics may be acceptable in 
the South, but they are not appropriate for northern blacks, where

The colored people north of Mason and Dixon’s line are conspicu-
ous for their advancement along all the lines which are distinctive 
features in the formation of the polished exterior of the good citizen 
of such a republic as ours. Among the best circles of this community 
are found the highest types of intellectual, moral, religious and so-
cial improvement. What becomes of such a class as this when ham-
pered by rules and laws made to fit the needs of the Black Belt? laws 
[sic] of life and living which cannot be forced, and ought not to be 
forced, upon the large class of colored citizens who embody within 
themselves the highest development of American citizenship? (289)

Thus, in this novel, Hopkins poses questions about the appropriateness of 
Washington’s policy for northern blacks.
 Though Hopkins does not depict the public Washington in a manner 
that would attack him personally, she is clearly opposed to Washington’s 
underhanded political maneuverings, and here is where John Langley’s em-
bodiment of this other side of Washington is significant. Interestingly, Hazel 
Carby does not make the connection between Washington and Langley, 
but she does notice that “Hopkins molded Langley as an archetype, an em-
bodiment of the cultural myth of the rise of the poor child to success and 
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power. She re-created in this individual character what she understood to 
be a representative figure of the ‘Gilded Age,’ manipulating and monopoliz-
ing unbridled power.”10 The similarities between Washington and Langley 
are striking. Washington came from a life of slavery and then poverty as 
a child laborer in the salt furnaces and coal mines of West Virginia. Like 
Washington, John travels far from home and arrives in his new destination 
with no money, “a half-starved beggar in the city streets, a deserted child 
claiming kindred with none, allowed a shelter in a poor Negro cabin for 
charity’s sake, begging his bread from the generous passer-by” (335). Also like 
Washington, Langley’s education is important to him and he leaves home 
as a child seeking formal instruction, and he works to cover his educational 
expenses. Langley is most like Washington when it comes to his political ac- 
tivities in that he discourages blacks from participating in politics while 
he himself makes deals and compromises with white politicians. Midway 
through the novel, a southern black man is brutally lynched for allegedly  
raping a white woman. During a conversation with Hon. Herbert Clapp, a 
white politician and southern sympathizer, Langley’s defense of the black 
community is so out of character for him that even Clapp notices. Clapp asks  
Langley what he (and the black community) wants, and Langley replies that 
blacks deserve to be more than bootblacks, which is a hypocritical statement 
because he will not hire black employees. By the end of the meeting, Langley 
sells out his own race by discouraging the black community from agitating 
over the recent lynching in exchange for a political office as city solicitor. 
Many scholars acknowledge the fact that Washington had two personas: a 
public one and a private one. Meier has called Washington a “powerful pol- 
itician in his own right” and has given examples of his clandestine political 
activities.11 For example, he discouraged blacks from entering politics, but 
he also advised President Roosevelt on several political appointments, both 
white and black.12 He fought in favor of blacks by lobbying against the 1899 
Georgia disfranchisement bill and railroad segregation while retaining high 
esteem of white philanthropists who donated money to black schools.13 But 
there was an even darker side to Washington. As he became increasingly 
sensitive to criticism from the black community, “He used every means at 
his disposal to combat his critics—his influence with the press, placing spies 
in the opposition movements, depriving their members of church and po-
litical positions.”14 It is not clear how much of Washington’s clandestine 
tactics Hopkins was aware of when she wrote Contending Forces, but she did 
question the state of black leadership at a moment when Washington was 
considered at the height of political power and influence. In Contending 
Forces, she writes, “In the present emergency which confronts us as a race, 
no leader has yet pressed forward to take command, as in those glorious old 
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days” of the abolitionist movement (277). This authorial comment is strate-
gically placed in a chapter that centers around Langley’s political maneuver-
ings. Ultimately, Langley does not fit Hopkins’s model of success because 
he does not help uplift his community. He obtains an education, but “He 
had accomplished the acquisition of knowledge at the expense of the non-
development of every moral faculty” (335). Furthermore, “John had given 
no thought to the needs of his soul in his pursuit of wealth and position” 
(336). He does not help uplift his community even though he is an execu-
tive officer of the American Colored League. Langley is in a position to help 
other blacks, but he hires a white office boy and stenographer instead of giv-
ing blacks the opportunity to work for him. Langley is not a true race man; 
rather, he is the antithesis of the successful lawyers that Hopkins features 
in her “Famous Men” series. Even though white clients are an indication 
of success, for Hopkins, having white employees at the expense of blacks is 
not a sign of progress.
 While the novel’s antagonist is imbued with Booker T. Washington’s 
less than admirable qualities, Contending Forces hero, Will Smith, is given 
traits that we would readily identify with Washington’s eventual adversary, 
W. E. B. Du Bois. For instance, the men share very similar educational 
backgrounds. In addition to graduating from Fisk University in 1888, Du 
Bois earned degrees from Harvard University in 1890 and 1895 and stud-
ied at the University of Berlin. Will, likewise, is depicted as “a brilliant 
philosophical student” who studies at Harvard and then the University of 
Heidelberg (166). Will and Du Bois also share comparable views on the 
important role higher education has in uplifting the black community. For 
example, in his contribution to the Colored American Magazine’s series dis-
cussion, “Industrial Education—Will it Solve the Negro Problem?” Du Bois 
argued, “We believe that a rationally arranged college course of study for 
men and women able to pursue it is the best and only method of putting into 
the world Negroes with ability to use the social forces of their race so as to 
stamp out crime, strengthen the home, eliminate degenerates, and inspire 
and encourage the higher tendencies of the race not only in thought and 
aspiration, but in every-day toil.”15 Like Du Bois, Will believes that African 
Americans would benefit from receiving a liberal arts college education:

He laughed at the idea of Latin and Greek being above the caliber 
of the Negro and likely to unfit him for the business of bread-getting 
in the peculiar position in life to which the Negro, as maintained by 
some, was destined from the beginning. . . . The only way to bring 
the best faculties of the Negro to their full fruition, he contended, 
was by the careful education of the moral faculties along the lines of 
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the natural laws. No Negro college, he argued, ought to bestow a di-
ploma upon man or woman who had not been thoroughly grounded 
in the rudiments of moral and natural philosophy, physiology, and 
political economy. (167–68)

Hence, Will intends to serve his race as an educator, and as the novel con-
cludes, he and Sappho plan to establish a school for young black intellectuals.
 This characterization of Will Smith, especially when juxtaposed with 
Dr. Lewis and John Langley, has led some scholars to surmise that by 1899, 
Hopkins had chosen which side of the Washington–Du Bois debate to stand 
on. Barbara McCaskill, for example, claims that both Anna Julia Cooper 
and Hopkins were “staunch allies of Du Bois.”16 It is interesting to note 
that Hopkins manages to remain relatively neutral in Contending Forces on 
the specific question of the most appropriate form of institutional educa-
tion for blacks in the sense that both Dr. Lewis’s and Will Smith’s plans for 
their schools receive equal attention, and there is no indication that either 
venture is or will be unsuccessful. Still, it is evident that the industrial and 
agricultural model is deemed a little less favorable, not because of the cur-
riculum itself, but because Dr. Lewis “had been forced to compromise, and 
the educational advantages allowed the pupils had been curtailed to suit the 
views of those who placed a low estimate on the ability of the Negro” (288). 
The rivalry between these two leaders has become so well-known that we 
tend to read Contending Forces as a depiction of the tension. Yet it would be 
more accurate to recognize that Hopkins is foreshadowing if not predicting 
what would later escalate into an antagonistic relationship between these two  
men. By the time Hopkins had completed this novel, Washington was a 
household name. It would be another three years, however, before Du Bois 
would publish The Souls of Black Folk, with its compelling chapter “Of Mr. 
Booker T. Washington and Others,” which would garner him national at-
tention and notoriety. Prior to 1903, Du Bois, although recognized for his 
academic and intellectual gifts, was still making a name for himself. As a 
Cambridge resident, Hopkins likely knew of Du Bois’s academic accomplish-
ments, and had opportunities to hear his lectures when he visited Boston. 
It is probable that as a member of the Colored National League, Hopkins 
heard Du Bois’s March 1901 address, “Does Education Pay?” in which he 
argued in favor of the liberal arts model of college education.17 I suspect that 
Hopkins used this address and Du Bois’s few early pamphlets to draw on 
when developing Will’s character.
 Hopkins uses the occasion of a protest meeting to bring these men 
together and present their perspectives on the key to overcoming the dehu- 
manizing effects of racism and prejudice in order to achieve success in the 
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United States. The public Washington persona, Dr. Lewis, establishes a 
conciliatory tone when he addresses the audience at the rally by agreeing 
with points previously offered by the white conservative politician, Herbert 
Clapp. Northern protests, Dr. Lewis says, make life for southern blacks more 
difficult. During the remainder of Dr. Lewis’s speech he echoes much of 
Washington’s own attitudes. For example, Lewis states that blacks should 
eschew politics and “let matters of government take care of themselves, 
while we look out for our own individual or collective advancement, [and] 
find no difficulty in living at the South in peace and harmony with our 
neighbors. If we are patient, docile, [and] harmless, we may expect to see 
that prosperity for which we long, in the years to come, if not for ourselves 
then for our children” (250). In his Atlanta Exposition Address, Washington 
shuns politics as an area where blacks “began at the top instead of at the 
bottom.”18 “The wisest among my race,” Washington claimed, “understand 
that the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremest folly, and 
that progress in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come to us 
must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather than artificial forc-
ing.”19 When Dr. Lewis says, “Convince the South that we do not want so- 
cial equality, neither do we wish to rule” (251), he duplicates the same sen-
timent Washington expressed when he said “In all things that are purely 
social we can be as separate as the fingers.”20 Lewis receives a mixed reac-
tion from the crowd, “murmurs of applause, mingled with disapprobation” 
and the narrator characterizes Dr. Lewis’s address as “an eulogy” (251). The 
private Washington persona, Langley, addresses the audience next, and also 
expresses Bookerite sentiment when he states he does not “harbor undue 
resentment for the grievous wrongs which I feel [southern whites] have, in 
some measure, heaped upon us” (252). Langley discourages the audience 
from protesting the recent lynchings, and instead he encourages them to 
avoid antagonizing whites and upsetting the status quo: “Let us not offend 
the class upon whom we depend for employment and assistance in times of 
emergencies. By so doing, if we cannot have amity we can have peace” (253). 
He had previously promised to Clapp that he would keep the meeting “to 
a calm level” in exchange for a political appointment, which suggests that 
Hopkins had her suspicions of Booker T. Washington’s true motivation be-
hind his conciliatory manner (238).
 Will Smith is the last to address the audience and receives the warmest 
reception. He confronts issues such as social assimilation (“miscegenation”), 
education, and politics, arguing that blacks need to be as politically active 
as Irish Americans, but that the vote alone will not solve the “Negro ques-
tion.” In terms of black education, Smith says that education alone will not 
remedy the problem of disenfranchisement even though he observes that 
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blacks will be well-served by a thorough education, for it is “of the highest 
importance in the formation of the character of the individual, the race, 
the government, the social life of any community under heaven” (268). To 
solve the “Negro question,” “Brute force will not accomplish anything. We 
must agitate” (272). If blacks can succeed in swaying public opinion to see 
the injustices perpetuated against them, Will believes, the country will be-
come more enlightened and inclined to recognize the civil rights of African 
Americans. This protest rally, then, showcases Hopkins’s astute understand-
ing of not only where the Washington–Du Bois debate was heading, but 
also the challenges African Americans faced in sorting through advice from 
within the black community on making progress and succeeding as both 
individuals and as a community.
 According to Brown, “Despite her impressive genealogy and the central 
role that her New England ancestors had played as abolitionists, educators, 
and activists on the international stage, she had remained on the margins 
of Boston’s professional and social elite.”21 Nonetheless, I think Hopkins’s 
ability to render these different points of view so adeptly as early as 1899 
indicates the dynamic vantage point and foresight she held as a black intel-
lectual at the turn of the century. It was this vantage point and foresight that 
Hopkins would draw on to offer her black readership a poignant translation 
of the gospel of success. By the time Hopkins joined the Colored American 
Magazine staff in 1900, she had a keen understanding of Washington’s politi-
cal rhetoric and the positions taken by his emerging opponents. According to 
Abby Johnson and Ronald Johnson, “The rivalry between accommodation-
ist and radical approaches to race relations, between Booker T. Washington 
and W. E. B. Du Bois, climaxed in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Nowhere did the controversy appear more clearly and dramatically than in 
contemporary Afro-American journals.”22 The Colored American Magazine 
was one such journal that became entangled in the controversy. When the 
Colored American Magazine was first published, the editorial board seemed 
ambivalent or, at best, lukewarm about Washington’s leadership. In May 
1900, the editors stated that they were proud to produce a magazine “de-
voted to the higher culture of Religion, Literature, Science, Music and Art 
of the Negro, universally.”23 This type of material was targeted at a middle-
class audience that may not have agreed with Washington’s pragmatism. 
The editorial board continued to outline its agenda in the “Editorial and 
Publisher’s Announcements” for this same May issue. In it the editors pro-
posed that the Colored American Magazine would fill the void left by white 
monthly magazines that had neglected “to sufficiently recognize our efforts, 
hopes and aspirations”: “The Colored American Magazine proposes to meet 
this want, and to offer the colored people of the United States a medium 
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through which they can demonstrate their ability and tastes, in fiction, po-
etry, and art, as well as in the arena of historical, social and economic litera-
ture. Above all it aspires to develop and intensify the bonds of that racial 
brotherhood, which alone can enable a people, to assert their racial rights 
as men, and demand their privileges as citizens.”24 Promoting racial solidar-
ity was a key goal, not as an end in itself, but as a means of achieving justice 
and civil rights. Furthermore, this editorial condemned the South for its de- 
termination “to smile upon the servile, fawning, cowardly and sicko fantine 
[sic] negro and to frown upon the brave, manly, and aggressive negro.”25 
These statements, plus the board’s demand for justice, reflect a rather radi-
cal position.
 But, ironically, in the next section of the announcements, the editors of-
fered some support for Booker T. Washington, who by 1900 had developed 
a reputation for his conciliatory practices:

Much has been said about Mr. Washington’s plans or methods in 
conducting his school. His plans may not be yours, but I believe, if 
they reach the many poor boys and girls in many different sections 
of the South, you nor I should take exceptions to them. Complaint 
has often been made that he caters too much to the opposite race 
at the expense of his own, but we have failed, in a careful examina-
tion of everything that we have read, to discover any expression or 
sentence that would, in any way, convey such a thought in any of his 
addresses. . . . Surely whatever else he deserves, he does not deserve 
censure, criticism and calumny.26

It is not clear who authored this unsigned editorial. At the time, the edi-
torial board consisted of ambitious black men, including Walter Wallace, 
managing editor; Peter Gilson, soliciting agent; H. S. Fortune, treasurer; 
Frederick F. Smith, advertising agent; Clarence J. Smith, corresponding edi- 
tor; and J. Thomas Hewin, agent for Virginia. We can attribute it to one of 
the editors, perhaps Walter Wallace, the editor in chief in 1900, because 
he once wrote to Washington requesting financial assistance for the maga-
zine. Historians have slightly different accounts of Hopkins’s editorial in-
volvement with the magazine. According to Ann Allen Shockley, Hopkins 
became the magazine’s literary editor in November 1903.27 Hazel Carby be-
lieves that Hopkins’s editorial influence on the magazine has been underes-
timated, and she speculates that Hopkins took on the role of the magazine’s 
editor before 1903, even though her name does not appear on the masthead 
until then.28 Hopkins herself states that she was “engaged as literary edi-
tor” in May 1903 when the magazine was sold by its creditors.29 Based on 
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Hopkins’s negative depiction of Washington in Contending Forces, and the 
fact that in May 1900 she was a magazine contributor and did not become 
its literary editor until 1903, it is doubtful that she expressed this Bookerite 
sentiment. But clearly some members of the magazine staff felt the need to 
defend Washington. Many board members, including Wallace, were born 
in Virginia and moved to Boston in the 1890s. As transplanted southern-
ers, they may have felt some affinity with one of the few southern blacks to 
achieve national prominence.
 Why the ambivalence? Meier explains that many editors supported 
Washington’s efforts because of the political climate and his control over 
the press, but they did not personally employ “his accommodating phraseol-
ogy.”30 Many editors, in fact, “were sympathetic with his emphasis on eco-
nomic accumulation and racial solidarity.”31 They had various motives for 
supporting Booker T. Washington within the pages of their publications. 
According to Meier, “A few editors perhaps agreed with his philosophy of 
accommodation. The majority were sympathetic with his emphasis on eco-
nomic development as the basic solution to the race problem. . . . It should 
also be remembered that Washington’s ascendancy coincided with the pe-
riod of greatest oppression Negroes have faced since the Civil War. The re-
sulting discouragement and frustration explain much of the instability in the 
ideologies of many individuals, and a great deal of the support Washington 
received.”32 Furthermore, some editors thought that Washington’s accom-
modationist tactics were appropriate as long as they were used by southern, 
not northern, blacks.
 By the time Hopkins emerged as literary editor in 1903, she had gradu-
ally distanced herself from those who felt the need to cultivate a relation-
ship with Washington and she struggled to maintain an objective edito-
rial position. Hopkins explained to William Monroe Trotter, a staunch 
anti-Bookerite and publisher of the Boston Guardian, that, “The new man-
agement maintained a respectful and conservative attitude towards Mr. 
Washington’s policy, but held firmly to race fealty.”33 The magazine as a 
whole presented a balanced view to its readers, publishing and reprinting 
pieces by various writers both for and against Washington’s policies and 
even pieces by Washington himself. For example, in “The Storm Before 
the Calm,” a reprint of Washington’s African Methodist Episcopal Church 
Conference address, Washington defended his program of industrial edu- 
cation for blacks, and he argued that blacks would earn their full citizen- 
ship not through “artificial forcing, but through the natural law of evolu-
tion.”34 Even though he believed it was an injustice for some whites to vote 
while blacks could not, Washington tried to convince this audience that 
blacks should take little interest in local politics and that he was against blacks 
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participating in political agitation. An unsigned editorial printed in the same 
issue appears to respond directly to Washington’s speech. The piece, en- 
titled “The Negro: an Experiment,” immediately follows an advertisement 
for Contending Forces and has a tone similar to Hopkins’s other writings. 
Here the writer argued that the black vote, like black participation in party 
politics, was an experiment that blacks should pursue because they had little 
to lose and much to gain by it: “if in the meanwhile we are consummating 
and getting the molecules and atoms more closely connected by business 
meetings and racial contact, in years to come we will present such a stalwart 
phalanx of concentrated vim and manhood that it will take the combined 
efforts of all parties to keep us as a body from asserting ourselves manfully 
as citizens, and we will be heard.”35 Considering that Hopkins contributed 
a number of unsigned editorials to the magazine, it is not unlikely that she 
wrote this editorial. It is worth adding that often throughout the magazine, 
Hopkins’s articles signed with one of her pseudonyms were placed adja-
cent to those signed with her real name to avoid giving readers the impres-
sion that her work dominated the magazine. For example, the September 
1901 installment of her serialized novel Hagar’s Daughter, printed under her 
pseudonym Sarah A. Allen (her mother’s maiden name), immediately fol-
lows one of Hopkins’s sketches in her “Famous Men of the Negro Race” 
series.36 Nonetheless, several pages in the Colored American Magazine provide 
adequate proof of the second pseudonym. The “Editorial and Publisher’s 
Announcements” for March 1902 revealed that Sarah A. Allen was the 
pen name Hopkins used for Hagar’s Daughter.37 An August 1902 advertise-
ment attributed a forthcoming article, “Charles Winter Wood,” to Sarah 
Allen (that is, Hopkins), but when the article was actually printed, it listed 
J. Shirley Shadrach as the author.38 This key advertisement and article prove 
that Hopkins, Allen, and Shadrach were the same person.
 As her tenure with the magazine continued, Hopkins became increas-
ingly outspoken. She never attacked Washington by name, but she did criti-
cize key aspects of his policy. She used articles like “Famous Men of the 
Negro Race” to conduct her own debate with Washington and his sup-
porters, often inserting critical commentary at the end of a sketch that was 
directed at the Bookerites. In her biography of Robert Brown Elliott, for 
example, she offered an alternative definition of “industrial development”: 
“The phrase ‘industrial development’ is greatly misunderstood by our white 
friends. To them it means an excuse, gladly hailed, to force the Negro to 
retrograde. To us it means, education of head and hand, not confining the 
Negro to any particular line of employment, with no intention of curtailing 
his efforts to raise himself into any business, profession or social condition 
that intrinsic worth and fitness may warrant him in seeking” (300). Unlike 
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Washington, who argued that “If we are poor, let us be poor,” Hopkins did 
not want to impose any limits on black success.39 This quoted selection refers 
to white readers, but she also implied that she was clarifying the meaning 
of industrial education for Washington, for he frequently solicited philan-
thropic support from whites and developed his industrial education model 
from Samuel Chapman Armstrong, principal of the Hampton Normal and 
Agricultural Institute and Washington’s mentor. Washington believed eco-
nomic success would help blacks achieve social and political success and 
asserted that “With economic development will come protection to prop-
erty, security to life, and the right of trial by jury in all cases.”40 Yet, Hopkins 
believed that blacks could not devote all of their efforts to material gain 
and risk losing sight of the need for civil rights. In Lewis Hayden’s sketch, 
she took the opportunity to comment, “Only by unintermitted [sic] agita-
tion can a people be kept sufficiently awake to principle not to let liberty be 
smothered in material prosperity” (477). Furthermore, Hopkins’s allusion 
to the biblical Judas in “Charles Lenox Remond” stopped just short of call-
ing Washington a traitor of his race: “But what shall we say of the colored 
American who, having talent and opportunity to help build up, strengthen 
and succor us on our wearisome journey, deliberately adopts a policy of de- 
spair that will bind us down in a meaner bondage than that we have just 
escaped! For such a one there seems no atonement unless, like Judas of old, 
he be moved to acknowledge his sin and go out and hang himself” (38–39). 
Hopkins does not stop at merely hinting that Washington was being a trai-
tor; in her “Famous Men” installment on Blanche K. Bruce, she used an 
incendiary quote from “the silver-tongued” Wendell Phillips to call southern 
whites “ignorant, embittered, [and] bedeviled” (261).
 Interestingly, the last installment in Hopkins’s “Famous Men” series, 
published in the October 1901 issue, is a sketch of Washington. Unlike the 
previous biographies, which seem motivated by a desire to educate and in 
spire the magazine’s readers with accounts of past heroes, Washington’s bi-
ography appears to be obligatory. It lacks detailed descriptions of heroics, 
courage, and generosity similar to those in the earlier “Famous Men” install- 
ments for Haitian Revolution leader Toussaint L’Ouverture (November 
1900), Civil War veteran William Carney (June 1901), and politician Lewis 
Hayden (April 1901), respectively. The opening sentence of Washington’s 
biography states, “The subject of this sketch is probably the most talked of 
Afro-American in the civilized world today, and the influence of his words 
and acts on the future history of the Negro race will be carefully acrutinized 
[sic] by future generations” (436). By beginning the article in this manner, 
Hopkins suggested that Washington had been chosen because of his cur-
rent popularity, not necessarily because she believed his politics were best 
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for the African American community. Taking into account Hopkins’s ac-
knowledgment that Washington occupied considerable space in discussions 
about race leadership, her extensive quotations from Washington’s The Story 
of My Life and Work (1900) and her strategic silences about Washington’s 
then-current political activities are conspicuous. In one sense, Washington’s 
autobiography would prove useful for Hopkins’s series on black success mod-
els, because in it he portrays himself as the black version of the Horatio 
Alger hero. According to Louis Harlan, both of Washington’s 1900 and 
1901 autobiographies “presented him to the world, not as the complex man 
that he privately was, but as the black version of the American success-
hero and exemplar of the Puritan work-ethic he believed in.”41 On the one 
hand, Hopkins acknowledged the parallels between Washington’s life and 
the lives of other self-made men: “Dr. Washington’s early life and struggles 
are stories common to thousands of Negroes,—freedom, poverty, a desire 
for education, the hardships encountered to compass the coveted end, his 
admission to Hampton and his final graduation from that college . . . and 
his ‘slumbering ambition’ to become a lawyer” (436). On the other hand, 
Hopkins also called attention to some of Washington’s complexities when 
she criticized some aspects of his uplift program. For example, she quoted 
his observation about how his Tuskegee students were initially opposed to 
manual labor and how they came to Tuskegee assuming they could avoid it 
by obtaining a college education. Then, she defended these students by add-
ing, “We can well believe this prejudice against labor was true of the Negro, 
and we ought to expect nothing different from a class so long accustomed to 
see naught but excellence in the behavior of the white race. ‘Massa Charles’ 
lolled in his hammock while the slave worked. All the training of the Negro 
was in the direction that despised labor and made it a crime for a gentleman 
to labor” (437). This is a bold statement for Hopkins to make considering 
that she probably knew about Washington’s position on not holding former 
slaveholders accountable for the current condition of African Americans.
 Furthermore, Hopkins referred to Washington’s Atlanta Exposition 
Address of 1895 as “his great speech,” and she noted that he received “many 
flattering encomiums from leading men all over the country,” but she did not 
comment on the speech’s impact on the African American community. In- 
stead, she characterized Washington’s public speaking ability as entertain-
ing: “Dr. Washington’s public career as a speaker is full of interest. . . . His 
speeches on the Negro problem, and in behalf of the Institute, are able and 
teem with humor, and they possess also the essential property of attracting 
the attention of the monied element, for Dr. Washington is without a peer 
in this particular line, and as a result Tuskegee is the richest Negro educa-
tional plant in the world” (439). Hopkins also quoted from Washington’s 
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open letter to the South in which, by appealing to southerners’ desire to 
attend to the protection of African Americans without northern interfer-
ence, he urged them to stop the rash of lynching. Then, she criticized this 
conciliatory tactic: “It is all very well to talk of the Negro’s immorality and 
illiteracy, and that raising him out of the Slough of Despond will benefit 
the South and remove unpleasantness between the races, but until the same 
course is pursued with the immoral and illiterate white Southerner that is 
pursued with the Negro, there will be no peace in that section. . . . The 
South keeps on in her mad carnage of blood: she refuses to be conciliated” 
(440). Hopkins continued her critique of Washington by comparing his re-
sponse to the lynchings with that of abolitionist Quincy Ewing: “We hear a 
lot of talk against the methods of the antislavery leaders, but no abolitionist 
ever used stronger language than the Rev. Quincy Ewing of Mississippi, in 
his recent great speech against lynching. . . . The reverend gentleman does 
not believe in treating a cancer with rose water” (440). Hopkins wrote the 
following final assessment of the rise of Washington and Tuskegee Institute: 
“View his career in whatever light we may, be we for or against his theories, 
his personality is striking, his life uncommon, and the magnetic influence 
which radiates from him in all direction, bending and swaying great minds 
and pointing the ultimate conclusion of colossal schemes as the wind the 
leaves of the trees, is stupendous. When the happenings of the Twentieth 
Century have become matters of history, Dr. Washington’s motives will be 
open to as many constructions and discussions as are those of Napoleon 
today, or of other men of extraordinary ability, whether for good or evil, 
who have had like phenomenal careers” (441). In short, she acknowledged 
his broad influence but also questioned his motives and practices.
 There are other instances where it appears that Hopkins responded 
directly to Washington’s articles and criticized his adaptation of the gospel 
of success. In September 1902, Washington’s essay “Negro Homes” was re-
printed in the magazine. In this article, Washington argued that the best 
way to determine the amount of progress blacks had made was to visit “the 
homes of the race.” Washington described a Mississippi home he was a 
guest in, using language to depict the conservatively decorated house “as 
one would expect to find in Massachusetts.”42 The home had a parlor with 
reading material and a separate dining room, along with comfortable beds 
and clean bathrooms. Washington expressed his satisfaction that each mem-
ber of the household exhibited race pride, and none were “ashamed of his  
people or wanted to discard the race to which Providence had assigned him.”43 
In this piece Washington stressed the importance of property acquisition in 
the progress of the African American community. One of Hopkins’s articles 
that appears later in the same issue speaks to Washington’s emphasis on 
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material gain as a sign of progress. In “Rev. John Henry Dorsey,” Hopkins, 
using her pen name J. Shirley Shadrach, began the article by discussing the 
ordination of a black Catholic priest, the second black man in the United 
States to be ordained by the Roman Catholic Church. She used Dorsey as a 
springboard to launch into a discussion about the African American’s moral 
virtues and aptitude for religious service. Here she also took a different per-
spective on the race’s home environment, arguing that, “The Negro is true 
to his environment; he is no better and no worse than those whose conduct 
he copies in living, dress, education, religion and morals” (415). Thus, unlike 
Washington, who applauded blacks for emulating white standards of living, 
Hopkins argued that whites were no more virtuous than blacks, if not less 
so, and should hardly be used as a standard to measure progress. She offered 
an alternative view of the effect the pursuit of material gain was having on 
the African American community:

But in politics it is the dollar that is against us as it is in everything—
fraud, bribery, corruption, have destroyed principle.
 The Negro, too, has been bullied until he is gradually submit-
ting to all indignities for the sake of a dishonorable peace and the 
almighty dollar.
 Mammon leads them on. (415–16)

Furthermore, in her November 1902 editorial, “Munroe Rogers,” Hopkins 
criticized the black community’s allegiance to the Republican Party: “No 
neither politics nor statesmanship can help the black man. The present ad- 
ministration has failed, previous administrations have failed because the 
Negro question is one of ethics too high for either party to grasp” (21). Her 
solution to this problem was a call for revolution:

The fight is on; neither by the eloquence of the South nor by the 
wealth of Republicanism can the government hope to escape the 
iron hand of Destiny, whose fingers relentlessly manipulate the mill 
machinery of a just God.
 Not [sic] agitate!
Republics exist only on the tenure of being constantly agitated. We 
cannot live without the voice crying in the wilderness—troubling the 
waters that there may be health in the flow. (26)

Finally, in “Latest Phases of the Race Problem in America,” writing as Sarah A.  
Allen, Hopkins militantly argued that African Americans were entitled to 
the franchise: “We are told that the elective franchise is not a right, but a 
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privilege. This is not true. In a government of the people, the elective fran-
chise is an actual, absolute right,—a right belonging to every citizen who is 
free from crime. Any proposal to submit the question of the political or civil 
rights of the Negro to the arbitrament of the whites is as absurd as to submit 
the question of the political rights of the whites to the arbitrament of the 
Negroes, with one difference,—the Negroes are loyal to the Government” 
(245). In terms of the government, Hopkins discussed President Roosevelt’s 
various political appointments and was skeptical of the outcome and of 
Roosevelt’s intentions. She acknowledged that Roosevelt’s black appoint-
ments had been benign, but she stopped short of trusting him completely. 
Considering Washington’s political relationship with Roosevelt, and that he 
was known for advising him on appointments, Hopkins managed to attack 
Washington again without naming him specifically.
 These later editorials help explain why Washington would have wanted 
Hopkins removed from her influential position at the magazine. Hopkins 
criticized the black community’s allegiance to the Republican Party and re-
fused to accommodate whites. According to Hazel Carby, Hopkins believed 
that “it was the duty of Northern black intellectuals like herself to revive a 
neglected New England tradition of radical politics.”44 In addition, Hopkins 
used her position on the editorial board to select and publish a particular 
brand of fiction in the magazine. Carby observes that “Hopkins regarded 
fiction as a particularly effective vehicle of instrumentation as well as enter-
tainment. Fiction, Hopkins thought, could reach the many classes of citizens 
who never read history or biography.”45 Hopkins’s privileging of fiction dem-
onstrates the variety of forms “radical politics” assumed during this period. 
When control of the magazine, weakened by financial instability, changed 
to Booker T. Washington’s hands in 1904, the emphasis of the articles 
shifted from literature and culture to politics and business. Although schol-
ars know that the magazine’s parent company, the Colored Co-Operative 
Publishing Company, began to suffer serious financial difficulties in 1903 
and 1904, in actuality, it was suffering earlier than that. In August 1901, 
Walter Wallace, the Colored Co-Operative’s founder and president, wrote 
to Booker T. Washington requesting financial assistance. Wallace explained 
to Washington that the company was in debt for one thousand dollars, for 
“it has always been self sustaining but through the ill advice of a party who 
has had fifteen years experience in the publishing business, we have dabbled 
in the publishing of books (an expensive luxury) from the surplus proceeds 
of the magazine to such an extent that we find the summer dullness upon us 
with no sinking fund to meet increased expense.”46 It is not clear if anyone 
else working on the magazine knew of the company’s financial difficulties, 
for Wallace told Washington, “To the public, with our finely apportioned 
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offices, surroundings, etc. it appears as a Gibraltar of strength.”47 It appears 
that Wallace did not inform Hopkins or the other staff members that he 
was going to appeal to Washington or if he received any financial support 
from the race leader, for in this letter Wallace assured Washington that all 
correspondence regarding the matter would be “strictly confidential.” Years 
later, Washington admitted to owning some Colored Co-Operative stock 
certificates worth fifty dollars, “which I purchased simply for the purpose 
of helping the magazine out when it was in Boston,” but he claimed that he 
disposed of the stock “as soon as I saw the assertion made that I was trying 
to control publications with money.”48

 A number of scholars have since written about Washington’s attempts 
to influence the Colored American Magazine and his eventual takeover of the 
publication. William Stanley Braithwaite was the first to publish informa-
tion about Washington’s connection to the magazine, stating that by the 
time Frederick Moore was in charge, “It was now openly known that . . . the 
Colored American Magazine . . . under the management of Fred R. Moore, 
[was] controlled by Booker T. Washington.”49 August Meier’s previously cited 
article, “Booker T. Washington and the Negro Press,” uses Washington’s cor-
respondence to prove that he advised Moore on how to conduct and operate 
the magazine. Abby Johnson and Ronald Johnson, in their previously cited 
article, “Away from Accommodation,” argue that Washington’s interven-
tion forced Hopkins off the magazine. Correspondence between Hopkins, 
William Monroe Trotter, and John C. Freund—that for some time had been 
presumed lost—provides additional insight into what happened to Hopkins 
and how her relationship with the magazine was severed.
 As early as August 1904, just three months after Frederick Moore pur-
chased the Colored American Magazine, Austin N. Jenkins, a partner in the 
Hertel, Jenkins and Co. publishing firm, privately accused Washington of 
owning the magazine and sending John C. Freund to advise the editors.50  
Washington denied any direct involvement with the magazine, but in Jan- 
uary 1905 Du Bois made public accusations in the Voice of the Negro that 
editors of various black journals were allowing themselves to compromise 
their principles in exchange for a subsidy from Washington.51 Du Bois was 
asked to substantiate this accusation when Oswald Garrison Villard, the edi- 
tor of the New York Evening Post and a Tuskegee Institute benefactor, asked for 
the facts in February 1905 and again in March 1905.52 In addition, William 
Hayes Ward, editor of the Independent, hinted that Du Bois’s claims were 
slanderous.53 Du Bois shied away from making additional accusations in 
the press, because he did not want to “wash our dirty linen in public.”54 
Still, after being pressured to qualify his statements, on March 15, 1905, 
he wrote to William Monroe Trotter, editor of the Boston Guardian, for evi- 
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dence: “Please send me by return mail every scrap of evidence you have going 
to prove Washington’s bribery of newspapers. Send me as many documents 
as possible, references to documents, illustrative facts & sources for further 
knowledge & information. I want this for the private conversion of an influ- 
ential man. . . . Give me facts & hurry them to me. Send a part at a time if 
necessary” (Du Bois’s emphasis).55 Trotter immediately complied with Du 
Bois’s request: “I have sent one or two things more to-night. To-morrow I 
shall send you all the evidence I can find. It is necessarily of a circumstantial 
nature. . . . Would to God I had the direct evidence. But we may get that 
yet.”56 Du Bois, in turn, wrote to Villard on March 24, 1905, with his evi-
dence.57 Apparently, Trotter solicited information from Hopkins, but she was 
not able to reply as soon as he needed her to, for her account is not included 
in Du Bois’s letter to Villard. But on April 16, 1905, one month after Du 
Bois requested information from Trotter, Hopkins sent Trotter her firsthand 
account of her experiences with the magazine and Washington’s agents. She 
wrote Trotter a ten-page missive and attached approximately twenty-seven ad-
ditional pages of supporting documentation. Evidently, Du Bois did eventu-
ally receive a copy of Hopkins’s letter, for he quoted advice she received from 
John C. Freund, word for word, in his 1912 article, “The Colored Magazine in 
America”: “As a white friend said: ‘If you are going to take up the wrongs of 
your race then you must depend for support absolutely upon your race. For 
the colored man to-day to attempt to stand up to fight would be like a canary 
bird facing a bulldog, and an angry one at that.’”58 This exact same passage 
is contained on page four of Hopkins’s letter to Trotter. Hopkins herself was 
quoting a letter Freund sent to her on April 7, 1904.59

 From the outset of Hopkins’s letter to Trotter, she established that she 
had been and continued to be mistreated by Washington: “I have held these 
facts for a year, but as my rights are ignored in my own property, and I am 
persistently hedged about by the revengeful tactics of Mr. Washington’s men, 
I feel that I must ask the advice of some one who will give me a respectful 
hearing.”60 According to Hopkins, the magazine was suffering from finan-
cial difficulty when it was sold to William H. Dupree, William West, and 
Jesse Watkins in May 1903. To solicit material for the magazine, Dupree 
approached John C. Freund, editor of a number of musical trade journals 
including American Musician, in the fall of that year and asked him for per-
mission to reprint his series of articles on Jamaica. Not only did Freund grant 
permission, but he also provided financial assistance so the magazine could 
reproduce pictures to accompany the article. Freund, who was white, consid-
ered this an act of philanthropy: “I am very much interested in the colored 
people; indeed, I have a great regard for them, and anything I can do to  
be of service to them will always be done cheerfully, and to the best of my 
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ability. I subscribe to one or two of the colored educational establishments in 
the South, and only wish I could do more than I am doing.”61 It is not clear 
if Hopkins and Dupree realized at that time that Freund might have been 
a supporter of the Tuskegee Institute. But in January 1904, Freund became 
more involved with the magazine by volunteering to hold a dinner for twenty 
of the city’s black leaders to help further the interest of the magazine. This 
dinner took place on January 24, 1904, and the Colored American League 
was established, according to Freund, with “no political purpose whatever, 
but whose one aim shall be to encourage virtue, industry and patience among 
the colored people.”62 To that end, the Colored American Magazine would serve 
to facilitate the League’s work. Hopkins told Trotter that after this meeting, 
“Mr. Freund took hold of our business ostensibly to correct our errors made 
in ignorance of the needs of a successful publication.” Freund insisted that 
the price of the magazine be reduced from fifteen to ten cents an issue, but 
he made up the difference in revenue with private donations.63

 By February 1904, Freund was also bestowing Hopkins with various 
presents, including flowers, furs, and books. The appropriateness of these 
personal gifts from a white man to a black woman was highly questionable, 
and Hopkins knew this. Freund’s attention made Hopkins uncomfortable, 
but she continued her business relationship with him for the sake of the 
magazine. She explained to Trotter, “as I am not a woman who attracts the 
attention of the opposite sex in any way, Mr. Freund’s philanthropy with 
regard to myself puzzled me, but knowing that he was aware of my burdens 
at home, I thought that he was trying to help me in his way. I was so dense 
that I did not for a moment suspect that I was being politely bribed to give 
up my race work and principles and adopt the plans of the South for the 
domination of the Blacks.”64 Soon Freund’s political agenda was clear; he 
was a Bookerite who was against any presence of political agitation in the 
magazine. He wrote frequently to Dupree and Hopkins discouraging them 
from tackling race issues lest they antagonize potential white benefactors. 
In one letter to Dupree, Freud admonished, “I have also written to Miss 
Hopkins urging her to do her utmost to keep out of the magazine anything 
that might be construed into antagonism to the whites. We must take high 
ground in order to disarm opposition and bring out the good will of the 
white people who are not only with you now, but have always been with you 
only you have not known it.”65 Hopkins disclosed to Trotter that at one point 
Freund told her, “there must not be a word on lynching, no mention of our 
wrongs as a race, nothing that would be offensive to the South.”66 In addi-
tion, Freund was against the inclusion of editorials, essays, and literature 
in the magazine. He wrote to Hopkins, “To supply the colored people with 
literary matter is, in the best event, a thankless task.” Freund believed that 
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the magazine should be used to publish newsworthy material that would 
inform white audiences of the African American’s progress, not “glittering 
generalities.”67 Ironically, Freund apparently did not read earlier issues of the 
Colored American Magazine; if he had, he would have seen that the periodi-
cal printed a variety of pieces, both literary and “practical.” It is not clear if 
Hopkins spoke directly to Freund about his demands. But she definitely re-
sisted his “advice,” for the tone of Freund’s letters is marked with frustration 
over Hopkins’s and Dupree’s apparent unwillingness to alter the editorial 
policy of the magazine. For example, on March 31, 1904, Freund explained 
to Dupree, “What we want is a magazine which shall devote itself not to es-
says, political arguments, but to a record of the work being done by the best 
class of colored people. You must lay down the law to Miss Hopkins, West 
and Watkins on this point. I have again and again endeavored to impress 
Miss Hopkins with this view, but she doesn’t seem to grasp it.”68 Freund’s 
direction that Dupree “lay down the law” that he himself had attempted 
repeatedly to “impress” upon Hopkins indicates Hopkins stood firm on her 
agenda. The following month Freund wrote to Dupree:

There is, however, one rock right squarely ahead of us. That is 
the persistence with which matter is put into the magazine, which 
has no live interest, and furthermore, is likely to alienate the very 
friends who might help us. Now, I have spoke of the subject already 
more than I care to. Either Miss Hopkins will follow our suggestion 
in this matter . . . eliminating anything which may create offence; 
stop talking about wrongs and a proscribed race, or you must count 
me out absolutely from this day forth. . . . Every person that I have 
spoken on this subject is with me. it is mr. booker washington’s 
idea. If you people, therefore, want to get out a literary magazine . . . 
I refuse to work one minute longer with you. That is my ultimatum 
and I shall say no more on the subject.69

On the one hand, Hopkins may have curtailed criticism of Washington 
printed under her own name. On the other hand, she was more rebellious 
in articles signed with her pen name. One of the last essays she published in 
the magazine, “Mr. M. Hamilton Hodges” (March 1904), is signed Sarah A. 
Allen. Here, Hopkins wrote an article about a black musician implying that 
black musicians, and artists in general, could make a significant contribu-
tion to the struggle for equality. In other pieces, she slipped in comments 
as if she were having a debate with Freund and Washington. For example, 
despite Freund’s February 1904 admonishments not to include literature in 
the magazine, the “Publisher’s Announcements” for April 1904 quipped: 
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“That our readers are well pleased with our latest efforts to improve our pub-
lication and give them the best in the literature and art of the race, is proven by 
the countless letters of commendation received” (emphasis added).70

 According to Hopkins, Freund continued to reveal more of “his true 
errand,” which was to conduct a “Washington campaign.” Freund decided 
that the Colored American Magazine needed Washington’s support, and he 
insisted that Hopkins write a letter of introduction for him to present to 
Washington. Hopkins admitted to Trotter that she wrote this letter, even 
though she had no personal acquaintance with Washington.71 Freund did 
meet with Washington in March 1904 and gained an ally, for Washington 
agreed with Freund on the proper content of the magazine: “Mr. Washington 
and I are absolutely agreed on this main point, that such a magazine as you 
have can be made a success, that is, that there is a demand for it among the 
whites as well as the colored people, but the magazine today is not what it 
should be because its conductors are sending it into a direction in which 
there is little or no interest—to produce a literary monthly which seems to 
be the controlling idea, will have absolutely no influence with your people 
or with the whites. For my part, I would not cross the street to buy what is 
called a ‘literary monthly.’”72 By early April 1904, Freund was threatening 
to withdraw his support from the magazine if Dupree and Hopkins did not 
cease and desist publishing what he considered to be incendiary material. 
Hopkins told Trotter that Freund’s threats “threw a firebrand into the of-
fice and made my position unbearable.” Surely Hopkins’s colleagues did not 
want to risk losing major financial support from this benefactor. Yet Hopkins 
insisted on her course of action because she promised to publish certain 
pieces and she knew the readers would be disappointed if they were removed 
from the magazine. Evidently, in mid-April 1904, when Freund realized he 
would not succeed in dictating the magazine’s editorial policy, he gave up in 
frustration: “I appear to have reached a point where my usefulness to you all 
has ceased, and my advice as to the policy is so distinctly in opposition to 
what you and [Dupree] believe to be the best for the enterprise, that no other 
course remains for me but to withdraw entirely from further participation.”73 
As Freund exited, stage left, Washington entered, stage right, and purchased 
the magazine through Frederick Moore in May 1904. By June 1904 the maga-
zine’s office was moved to New York, and by September 1904 Hopkins was 
“forced out” to make room for Roscoe Conkling Simmons, Washington’s 
nephew.74

 There should be little ambiguity now about the cause of Hopkins’s de-
parture from the publication that was so instrumental in her writing ca-
reer. Clearly Hopkins’s defiant editorials and editorial policy put Booker T. 
Washington on the defensive. Purchasing the Colored American Magazine and 
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moving its office from Boston to New York were the only effective means of 
silencing Hopkins. Although little documentary evidence exists to chronicle 
Pauline Hopkins’s personal or professional relationships with contempo-
rary black leaders and intellectuals of her era, her own writing reveals how 
involved and engaged she was with the debates about individual African 
American success and race progress. Not only does her work on self-made 
men maintain a high degree of currency, but it also demonstrates foresight 
that other black success writers were not able to sustain. As we shall see in the 
following chapter, Hopkins continued her outspoken critique of the gospel 
of success in her fictional depictions of African American life.





Chapter 3

“Mammon Leads Them On”: Hopkins’s Visionary  
Critique of the Gospel of Success

There is a stark difference between the real men in Pauline Hopkins’s maga-
zine articles and the male protagonists in her musical drama, short stories, 
and novels—between her nonfictional and fictional treatments of the success 
archetype. While her real-life self-made men are all successful, the majority 
of her fictional heroes either fail to reach the top rung of the success ladder, 
or else they must emigrate from the United States to fully realize their po-
tential for financial achievement and social progress. In the biographical ar-
ticles, Hopkins does not discourage her readers from trying to be successful. 
Rather, these articles have a didactic quality and suggest through examples 
of accomplished men how to climb the ladder of success while maintaining 
one’s virtue and good character, and they define her standard of success for 
the African American community to place a stronger emphasis on making 
social contributions to one’s own community. In short, her journalism advo-
cates the application of the traditional success model—with significant modi-
fications—to African American life. Yet, Hopkins’s fiction explores the dy-
namics of the gospel of success differently than her nonfiction articles in the 
Colored American Magazine and New Era Magazine. Short stories like “General 
Washington, A Christmas Story” (1900) and “The Test of Manhood, A Christ- 
mas Story” (1902) portray young characters who fail to acquire or maintain 
social acceptance, wealth, and respectability. Hopkins’s heroes in Peculiar 
Sam, or The Underground Railroad (1879), Contending Forces (1900), and Of One 
Blood (1902-1903), on the other hand, do become successful but do not ex-
perience it fully in the United States. By changing the conditions for which 
it is possible for African Americans to achieve success, Hopkins reveals the 
racism inherent in the American Dream and the negative impact racism has 
on the quality of life within the African American community.
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 Hazel Carby contends that, “Hopkins continued to write political fic-
tion at the same time as she adopted popular fiction formulas and was the 
first Afro-American author to produce a black popular fiction that drew 
on the archetypes of dime novels and story papers.”1 Claudia Tate further 
speculates that reading Hopkins’s fictional texts “probably incited pleasure” 
for her audience “because they enabled these readers temporarily to escape 
oppression and gain access to a collective racial desire for enlarged social 
opportunity as full-fledged American citizens.”2 One can seek “escape” by 
reading fiction, but I would argue that Hopkins sought to educate, not pacify 
her readership. Even as Hopkins acknowledged having “introduced [into 
Contending Forces] enough of the exquisitely droll humor peculiar to the 
Negro (a work like this would not be complete without it) to give a bright 
touch to an otherwise gruesome subject” her main objective in portray-
ing lynching, mob violence, and sexual exploitation was “to raise the stig- 
ma of degradation from [her] race,” hardly an escapist venture (16, 13). For 
Hopkins, popular literature for the African American masses offered more 
than a momentary reprieve from the severe reality of living during the 
nadir. In the now frequently quoted preface to Contending Forces, she wrote, 
“Fiction is of great value to any people as a preserver of manners and cus- 
toms—religious, political and social. It is a record of growth and development 
from generation to generation,” expressing her commitment to using pop- 
ular fiction to document and motivate black people to achieve progress and 
to succeed in life (13-14). Hopkins’s ability to craft her fiction in this way dis- 
tinguished her from other African American success writers of the period 
who limited their discourse on success to nonfiction.
 John Cawelti has examined the differences between fiction and nonfic-
tion success literature and notes that both maintain the same plot formula-
tion: a vulnerable (often orphaned) young hero struggles against adversity 
and moral temptation to achieve respectability and increased material wealth. 
But while in self-help handbooks and articles “industriousness, frugality, and 
piety are the operative factors in the hero’s rise in society,” novels attribute the 
hero’s success to a good deed that he performs, his marriage to an heiress, or 
his being in the right place at the right time.3 In other words, in success fic-
tion “the hero’s problems are solved by a kind of magic rather than by a clearly 
envisioned process of cause and effect.”4 Similarly, Hopkins promotes one set 
of values in her journalism—strong intellect, morality, and honor—and then 
subverts them in her fiction by depicting characters who possess these quali-
ties but still fail to succeed. As Carby notes, Hopkins “believed that writing 
fiction was an especially effective means of intervening politically in the social 
order.”5 Even though Hopkins’s fiction served as an avenue for her political ex-
pression, Carby reminds us that she still had to contend with reaching a wide 
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readership. Thus, her objective was to “combine elements of popular fiction 
with a more didactic intent to create stories of political and social critique.”6 In 
Hopkins’s fiction, a black man’s possession of the right qualities alone cannot 
make him successful as long as racism and apathy obstruct his path to success. 
In Hopkins’s short stories and novels, she undermines the American Dream 
by exposing the limited extent to which the traditional success archetype can 
be applied to African Americans. The formula plots of traditional success lit-
erature often read like predictable fairy tales that enable readers to anticipate 
the hero’s actions and eventual triumph. As Kilmer explains, “Readers predict 
what will happen, and, in so doing, enjoy anticipating the triumph of virtue 
and the downfall of vice. The stock characters, the lexicon of actions and 
clichés, instill a sense of control over the random forces of evil.”7 Hopkins’s 
work within this genre is distinctive because she takes popular tropes of the 
success plot and gives them a new, racialized significance for the purpose of 
illustrating the typical African American’s lack of control over the evil forces 
of prejudice and discrimination that he often encounters in his day-to-day life. 
Once she establishes the trope, she abandons the predictable path by altering 
the outcome one would expect of stories that use these literary devices. In 
this manner she illustrates how United States racism can hinder an African 
American’s ability to work his way from rags to respectability.
 As noted above, success fiction generally follows a standard formula and 
a number of tropes are employed to chronicle the hero’s adventures. First, in 
the traditional story the setting plays an important role in the hero’s success 
and the urban street often represents hardship and poverty. As heroes change 
and improve their living accommodations from the sidewalk to a benefac-
tor’s home, they move closer to respectability. Clothing, a second trope, also 
changes and improves in relation to a character’s perceived success. Third, 
coincidence and luck help make heroes more prosperous and allow them 
to reap the benefits of their hard work and determination. This hard work 
frequently takes the form of a brave act that puts the protagonist in a posi-
tion to receive a benefactor’s generosity. Furthermore, benevolent patrons 
reward heroic acts and supply the hero with clothing, money, a secure home, 
and gainful employment. In short, benefactors lead young boys to success. 
Her definition of success is similar to the paradigm she establishes in her 
magazine articles: success is defined as having risen from an impoverished or 
modest background to earn fame, social acceptance, and a moderate income. 
The main character’s ultimate goal is to make significant contributions to 
his community and help lift up other African Americans. Yet, Hopkins’s fic-
tional heroes frequently fail in life despite changing environments or acquir-
ing new clothing. Luck and coincidence often work against the young men, 
and white men who would have been their benefactors fail to support them 
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because of their own racial prejudices. All of her heroes that do succeed do 
so by following a path that leads them out of the United States.
 One of the best-known novels in the success literary genre is Horatio 
Alger’s Ragged Dick, which was originally published as a serial in Student and 
Schoolmate in 1867.8 Granted, the self-made man is not unique to Horatio 
Alger’s novels, and as Cawelti acknowledges, “Alger neither created the Alger 
hero nor was he his only exponent, but Alger’s protagonists are synonymous 
with the idea of the self-made man, and he outsold other success writers like 
Oliver Optic, Sarah Robbins and Elijah Kellog.”9 Alger’s work is particularly 
useful to this study because of his focus on social mobility (instead of wealth 
or power), which aligns with Hopkins’s version of success that emphasizes 
social respectability. Hopkins’s fiction employs Alger’s same tropes, yet with 
a difference.
 Peculiar Sam; or The Underground Railroad appears to be Hopkins’s earliest 
known treatment of the success myth. She wrote Slaves Escape; or The Under- 
ground Railroad sometime in 1879 and changed the name of the play to 
Peculiar Sam shortly thereafter. During the course of the play, Sam and the 
other characters take advantage of various opportunities to display their 
vocal talents and sing nostalgic songs about “Ol’ Master” and slave cabins. 
One wonders why Hopkins chose to write a musical about slavery fourteen 
years after emancipation. Carby suggests that Hopkins is using this fictional 
history in this play to “provide her readers with an understanding of the 
source of contemporary forms of oppression.”10 But, it appears that Hopkins 
is trying to showcase the original lead singer, Sam Lucas, by incorporating 
songs from his standard repertoire into the musical. Hopkins’s biographer, 
Lois Brown, believes “The speed with which Underground Railroad was show-
cased suggests that Hopkins was commissioned to write the piece,” and she 
cites advertisements in the Minneapolis Tribune as evidence that Hopkins was 
“selected to create this musical drama.”11

 The play opens in the antebellum South. The protagonist, Sam, decides 
to help his mother, Mammy, his sister, Juno, and his sweetheart, Virginia, run-  
away after he learns that Virginia has been married to Jim, a black overseer, 
against her will. In Act I, Sam and the other characters discuss Virginia’s 
fate in an old slave cabin. Virginia tells them she will run away rather than 
remain on the plantation and be forced into a loveless marriage as if she is 
a concubine. Although the subject of rape is not explicitly treated in this 
play, Virginia’s chastity is in jeopardy and at the whims of white slaveholders. 
While I would not consider Virginia the protagonist, it is worth noting that 
her urgent need to leave the plantation parallels the traditional success he-
ro’s need to escape the street “where, if they remain, moral decay and poverty 
are certain.”12 In Ragged Dick, for example, Richard Hunter lives in a wooden 
box filled with straw on Spruce Street in New York City. He decides to rent 
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a room at a boardinghouse at the same time that he realizes he has ambi-
tions for improving his life: “So he determined to hunt up a room which 
he could occupy regularly, and consider as his own, where he could sleep 
nights, instead of depending on boxes and old wagons for a chance shelter. 
This would be the first step towards respectability, and Dick determined 
to take it” (58). Like Richard Hunter, Virginia and Sam decide that leaving 
their current environment will help them move closer to womanhood and 
manhood, respectively. Thus, Virginia states, “it’s hard to leave the place 
where I was born, but it is better to do this, than to remain here, and be-
come what they wish me to be. To fulfill this so-called marriage,” while Sam 
declares, “Yes, we’s all gwine to Canidy! Dars been suthin’ a growin’ an’ a 
growin’ inter me, an’ it keep sayin,’ ‘Run ’way, run away, Sam. Be a man, be a 
free man.’”13 Sam’s family may have misconceptions about Canada, but they 
are convinced that living there would be better than where they are being 
forced to reside. Sam’s sister Juno exclaims, “I know whar dat is, dar aint no 
slabe niggers dar, dey’s all tooken care on by Mrs. Queen Victoria, she’s de 
Presidunt ob Canidy” (105). Brown reads Peculiar Sam as a “play on black do- 
mesticity” where the slave cabin “becomes a refined signifier of the domes-
ticity and humanity that the slaves possess in spite of their enslavement.”14 
But if one reads the first act within the success paradigm, one observes that 
Hopkins establishes the fact that remaining in an American setting, on the 
plantation, would mean suffering for Virginia and Sam whereas Canada 
promises independence and happiness.
 Many success writers have adverse feelings toward American cities. Ac- 
cording to Richard Weiss, “While the city was a place of opportunity, it also  
was a place of unspeakable corruption and moral turpitude. Virtue resided  
in the country.”15 However, Hopkins uses the runaway slave motif to sub-
vert the traditional privileging of rural America. In this play, Hopkins 
Signifies on the traditional trope by rendering the rural slave plantation as 
the locus of corruption and immorality. Sam reiterates the significance of 
the groups’ journey when he tells Caesar, another African American char-
acter he encounters en route, “We’re trablin’ to Canidy. ’Deed uncle dey is  
gittin’ so hi on des plantations dat a fellar’s got to run ’way ef he’s got eny 
’spectible feelin’s ’tall” (109). If Virginia and Sam remain, she surely will be 
forced to succumb to Jim’s advances and Sam will be sold farther south, 
stripped of his masculinity, and unable to protect Virginia’s virtue. There- 
fore, Hopkins delivers the characters safely to another country, implying that 
neither black womanhood nor black manhood are protected anywhere in 
the United States, North or South.
 In the final act, all of the characters reunite on Christmas Eve in Mammy’s 
Canadian home. Now that the slaves have escaped to Canada, it is safe for 
them to perform legitimate domestic activities without being victimized by a 
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white slaveholder. Mammy sits knitting at her kitchen table and Caesar, now 
her husband, sits at the warm hearth and updates the audience on the fam-
ily’s progress: “Ol’ ’ooman it are a long time sense we an’ de chillern lef’ de 
ol’ home, seems to me de Lor’ has blessed us all. Hyars you an’ me married, 
Jinny a singist, Juno a school marm; an’ las’ but not leas,’ dat pecoolar Sam, 
eddicated an’ gwine to de United States Congress” (119). Thus, Caesar and 
Mammy’s Canadian marriage, which juxtaposes the sham marriage between 
Virginia and Jim on the southern plantation, and Juno, Virginia and Sam’s 
new professions are indicative of their success. Ironically enough, Mammy 
and Caesar miss being on the plantation even though they appear to be liv-
ing comfortably in Canada. After Virginia’s rendition of a song “after style of 
‘Swanee River,’” Mammy tells Caesar:

Ol’ man, Ise totable ’tented hyar till I hears dat dear chile sing dem 
ol’ songs, in dat angel voice ob hers, an’ den I feels so bad, kase dey 
carries me way bact to dem good ol’ times dat’ll neber return. De ol’ 
plantation, an’ Mistis an’ ol’ Marser, an’ de dear little lily chillern; 
thar I kin seem to see de fiel’s ob cotton, an’ I kin seem to smell 
de orange blossoms dat growed on de trees down de carriage drive. 
(wipes her eyes) Ise been totable ’tented hyar, but I boun’ to trabble 
back ’gin ’fo’ I die.
 caesar: (wiping his eyes) An’ ol’ ’ooman, ef de ol’ man dies firs,’ 
bury me at ol’ Marser’s feet, under de ’Nolin tree. (119)

If Hopkins’s overall objective is to comment on the United States’ failure 
to support the African American’s dream of success, it is not clear what 
purpose these episodes of nostalgia serve. Perhaps Mammy and Caesar rep-
resent the older generation of slaves who have selective memories about the 
“good old days” on the slave plantation. Or, this episode serves to place the 
musical score within a certain cultural context. Indeed, the directions for 
the musical selections were loosely arranged, and at one point, Sam Lucas is 
instructed to introduce “any of his songs that have not been sung elsewhere” 
(121). The fact remains that Hopkins chooses to close the play with Sam 
dancing and the “remainder happy” outside the United States (123). Closing 
the play in Canada is consistent with the play’s larger theme that blacks must 
leave the United States to fully realize success and progress.
  In addition to locale, Hopkins employs another literary device of the 
traditional success formula, costume changes, throughout Sam’s journey 
from southern slavery to northern freedom. The stage directions indicate 
that Sam first appears on stage dressed as a field hand (100). Although these 
directions are not specific, one can imagine Sam’s attire is made of the dingy, 
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coarse cloth commonly supplied to slaves during this time period. Later, as 
Sam prepares to run away from the plantation, he enters the scene “dressed 
as [a] gentleman overseer” (108) and his family does not recognize him. 
When they do, his sister says, “What a peccoliar fellar you is! Look jes like 
a gemman” (108). At first Hopkins seems less focused on promoting Sam’s 
hidden virtues than she is on portraying his trickster side. In the traditional 
success tale, when the hero dresses up, the narrator or other characters com-
ment on his improved appearance. In Ragged Dick, the narrator observes 
that once Richard cleans himself up, “He now looked quite handsome, and 
might readily have been taken for a young gentleman” (18). By cleaning up 
the hero’s outward appearance, Alger attempts to make the boy’s innate 
noble character believable. Sam’s disguise, along with his travel pass that al-
lows him and his family to attend a religious camp meeting, enables him to 
move freely from the oppressive plantation to the liberating Canadian bor-
der. He assumes another disguise as an “old man” just as he is about to leave 
the hideout and cross the river to Canada (117). On the surface Hopkins 
uses the dress changes as opportunities for the performers to showcase their 
singing abilities; the stage directions that accompany this scene indicate that 
Sam “Sings old man character songs, ‘Old Man Jake’” (117). After Sam’s 
final wardrobe change, his new attire reflects his improved social position as 
indicated by his new profession in the United States Congress. Sam enters 
Mammy’s kitchen and “throws off wraps” (120). This cloak, along with new 
speech patterns, signals his improved class status to the audience.
 In “General Washington, A Christmas Story” the hero’s attempts to 
improve his attire and overall appearance do not result in the same type 
of success that Sam achieves. In fact, the General’s appearance, specifically 
his brown skin that marks his racial identity, contributes to his downfall 
because of the racial and color prejudice that pervaded in the United States 
at the turn of the century. This short story chronicles the brief life of a child 
who sells chitlins on the streets and dances in bars to earn a living. From an 
early description of the General’s home life one can assume that his clothing 
is poor: “ . . . the child would drift from one squalid home to another wher-
ever a woman—God save the mark!—would take pity upon the poor waif and 
throw him a few scraps of food for his starved stomach, or a rag of a shawl, 
apron or shirt, in winter, to wrap about his attenuated little body.”16 This 
orphan’s clothes consist of “a wardrobe limited to a pair of pants originally 
made for a man, and tied about the ankles with strings, a shirt with one 
gallows, a vast amount of ‘brass,’ and a very, very small amount of nickel” 
(70). Hopkins’s contemporary readers who were familiar with fictionalized 
success stories would recognize the parallels between the General’s early 
wardrobe and that of the traditional archetype. In Ragged Dick, the hero is 
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introduced to the reading audience wearing the tattered clothes that reflect 
his life as a street urchin: “Dick’s appearance as he stood beside the box 
was rather peculiar. His pants were torn in several places, and had appar-
ently belonged in the first instance to a boy two sizes larger than himself. 
He wore a vest, all the buttons of which were gone except two, out of which 
peeped a shirt which looked as if it had been worn a month. To complete 
his costume he wore a coat too long for him, dating back, if one might judge 
from its general appearance, to a remote antiquity” (4). Neither Dick nor the 
General’s appearance is intended to be taken at face value, however. Beneath 
the General’s dirty and tattered exterior is a sensitive child who rescues a 
stray kitten from some cruel, privileged children.
 The General meets a young white girl named Fairy on the streets, and 
in typical Alger fashion, this encounter awakens the General’s conscious-
ness to his current lack of cleanliness and the opposing social statuses of the 
children. Dressed well in “costly velvet and furs,” Fairy directs him to shake 
hands with her. He responds:

“Deed, missy, I’se ’tirely too dirty to tech dem clos o’ yourn.”
 Nevertheless he put forth timidly and slowly a small paw be-
grimed with the dirt of the street. He looked at the hand and then 
at her, she looked at the hand and then at him. Then their eyes meet-
ing, they laughed the sweet laugh of the free-masonry of childhood.
 “I’ll excuse you this time boy,” said the fairy, graciously, “but 
you must remember that I wish you to wash your face and hands 
when you talk with me; and, . . . it would be well for you to keep 
them clean at other times, too.” (74)

Fairy invites the General to her home on Christmas morning for religious 
instruction about God and salvation. In preparation for this house call, 
Hopkins notes that “Trade was good, and the General, mindful of the visit 
next day, had bought a pair of second-hand shoes and a new calico shirt” 
(77). In traditional success literature, new clothes signal pending improved 
circumstances for the hero. “The good suit, which is usually presented to 
the hero by his patron,” Cawelti explains, marks the initial step in his ad-
vancement, his escape from the dirty and ragged classes and his entry upon 
respectability.”17 The fact that the General must acquire secondhand clothes 
on his own bespeaks of his want of a patron. Furthermore, unlike Alger’s 
white heroes like Ragged Dick and Luke Larkin, who are trusted by bene-
factors and others because of honest faces, the General is received by Fairy’s 
grandfather with suspicion when he goes to his house to warn him of a plot 
to rob his home. The Senator sees the General’s skin color and responds to 
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the General’s presence by calling him a “black rascal,” while accusing him of  
being a thief (80).
 In Hopkins’s texts, luck and coincidence are not used in the traditional 
sense, but often prove to be detrimental to the main characters instead. In 
“General Washington,” the General happens to fall asleep under a table in 
Dutch Dan’s bar. Hopkins writes, “He was lucky, he told himself sleepily, 
to have so warm a berth that cold night; and then his heart glowed as he 
thought of the morrow and Fairy, and wondered if what she had said were 
true” (78). This statement could be interpreted as a sign of good things to 
come. One would think that the General is lucky to be under the table and 
overhear Jim’s plot to rob a house, which is, coincidently, Fairy’s residence. 
Luck plays against him, however, when he goes to the Senator’s home to 
warn him about the robbery and instead of receiving a monetary reward, 
he is confronted with suspicion. According to Kilmer, rags-to-riches plots 
usually include a point during which the hero wins his benefactor’s respect 
through “an act of bravery made possible only by improbable coincidence.”18 
Ragged Dick saves a drowning boy who falls off a ferry boat. The boy’s fa-
ther, Mr. Rockwell, rewards Dick for his heroic actions by supplying him 
with new clothes and giving him a job as a counting-room clerk in his firm. 
In another Alger novel, Luke Larkin bravely stands trial for a crime he did 
not commit, and in return for his honesty and good character, his benefac-
tor, Roland Reed, rewards him with two new suits, a new watch, and a job 
doing collections. Reed tells Luke, “Do your duty, Luke, and your good for- 
tune will continue.”19 In both cases, the reward is clear for the young white 
boys. Unlike the traditional success archetype, Hopkins’s hero is not re-
warded for his brave act. The General risks his life to warn the Senator of 
an impending robbery, but meets suspicion merely because of his race:

“Please, boss, it hain’t me, it’s Jim the crook and de gang from Dutch 
Dan’s.” . . .
 It was ten minutes of the hour by the Senator’s watch. He went 
to the telephone, rang up the captain of the nearest station, and told 
him the situation. He took a revolver from a drawer of his desk and 
advanced toward the waiting figure before the fire.
 “Come with me, keep right straight ahead through that door; if 
you attempt to run I’ll shoot you.” (80-81)

Instead of receiving new clothes and a new job, as one familiar with these 
types of stories would expect, the General faces the barrel of a gun pointed 
at him by a racist white man. Instead of being a benevolent patron, the Sen- 
ator accosts the General, threatens him with violence, and does not pro- 
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tect him. In Hopkins’s revised success fiction, black boys face suspicion from 
potential white benefactors. Even though the General displays honesty and 
good character like a typical Alger hero, he is murdered and the police take 
the credit for capturing Jim and his gang. Unlike Luke Larkin, who is re-
warded for his work in helping to identify the true bank robber, the General 
is rewarded with violence. He is not even acknowledged for his role in the 
defeated robbery plot.
 Although this is clearly not the happy ending that audiences come to 
expect, in some respects the General’s brave act benefits the entire race. Race  
uplift and community self-help are significant facets of Hopkins’s brand of 
African American success. By risking his own life to help someone else, the 
General displays the virtues that the Senator does not believe African Amer- 
icans possess. His life is offered up as an example of the high moral character 
that exists in the black community. Still, it is not clear whether Hopkins in-
tends the General’s death to be positive or negative. She writes, “The General 
had obeyed the call of One whom the winds and waves of stormy human life 
obey. Buster’s Christmas Day was spent in heaven. For some reason, Senator 
Tallman never made his great speech against the Negro” (82). On the one 
hand, the General fails to be justly rewarded during his lifetime for his ef-
forts. Yet, on the other hand, his spirit ascends to heaven and his death in-
fluences the Senator enough to change his mind about African Americans. 
In these respects the General is a martyr and Hopkins sacrifices the General 
for the greater good of the African American community.
 In “The Test of Manhood, A Christmas Story,” Hopkins revisits the 
theme of traveling in search of a better life. Mark Myers, a young man from 
an unspecified southern town, makes a conscious decision to leave home 
and pass as a white man in a northern city. The reader is introduced to the 
hero just as he is “leaving his home to try his fortune at the North.”20 During 
his journey, he travels as if he is a fugitive: “He avoided the main roads and 
kept to the fields, thus keeping clear of all chance acquaintances who might 
interfere with his determination to identify himself with the white race” 
(206). It appears that Hopkins deliberately portrays the American South as 
a place that blacks need to escape from, instead of a rural haven of morality 
and virtue. Mark makes his way to Boston, where he finds work for a lawyer, 
attends night school, passes the bar exam, and eventually becomes engaged 
to his employer’s daughter Katherine.
 Traditionally, good deeds are rewarded by a benevolent patron who rec- 
ognizes the adolescent’s potential and steers him on the right path to success. 
Mark Myers arrives in Boston and almost immediately has the opportunity 
to earn a benefactor’s respect. John Brown drops his wallet when he rushes 
past Mark on the street. Mark picks it up and finds Brown’s card along with 
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a large sum of money. At this point, Hopkins calls attention to Mark’s strong 
ethical character: “Mark stood a second hesitating as to the right course to 
pursue; here was wealth—money for food, shelter, clothes—he sighed as he 
thought of what it would give him. But only for a moment, the next he was 
rushing along the wide mall at his utmost speed trying to overtake the gentle-
man whom he could just discern making his hurried way through the throng 
of pedestrians” (207). When Mark returns the wallet, Brown mistakes him 
for a white boy and offers him a monetary reward and a job: “now that was 
clever of you and very honest, my boy,” says Brown (207). Readers have come 
to expect this type of reward, but Mark is not white and one wonders if he 
would have been rewarded as favorably if this fact had been known, or if 
Brown would have called the police and accused Mark of stealing the wal-
let, just as Senator Tallman accuses the General of breaking into his home.
 Mark’s comely appearance serves him well at Brown’s firm. When Mark 
reports to work he presents himself neatly, and although his reading and 
writing skills are not as strong as his husbandry skills, Brown gives Mark 
a job anyway, noting that “I like your face, and your manner, too, my lad, 
and although it is contrary to my way of doing—taking a boy without a ref-
erence—because of your honesty you may set in as a porter and messenger 
here” (208). Possessing an honest face seems to work to Mark’s advantage 
just as it does in standard success plots. For example, in Alger’s Struggling 
Upward, Mr. Armstrong comments on Luke’s wholesome appearance while 
discussing his acquittal for robbing a bank. Stating that he never would have 
suspected Luke of robbery, he adds, “I claim to be something of a judge of 
character and physiognomy, and your appearance is in your favor” (206).
 Despite his honest face, luck and coincidence put Mark Myers at a dis-
advantage. Mark’s mother, Aunt Cloty, comes to Boston in search of her 
son. When she falls ill and is unable to support herself as a laundress, she 
coincidentally becomes Katherine’s charity case. Mark does not know that 
Aunt Cloty is in Boston, or that she and Katherine have become close until 
he encounters her at Katherine’s home on Christmas Eve:

As [Katherine] spoke she threw wide the doors and in the midst of 
the glitter and dazzle he heard a voice scream out:
 “Oh, my Gord! It’s him! It’s my boy! It’s Sonny!” . . .
 After that scream came a deathly silence, Mark stood as if 
carved into stone, in an instant he saw his life in ruins, Katherine 
lost to him, chaos about the social fabric of his life. (217)

If this were a traditional success story, a happy family reunion would accom-
pany the revelation of Aunt Cloty’s and Mark’s true identities. Nevertheless, 
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Hopkins puts a high price on such reunions. Because Mark has been passing 
for white, if he acknowledges his mother, he loses his wife-to-be, the support 
of Judge Brown, and his tentative partnership with Brown’s law firm. Yet, 
for Hopkins, Mark’s noble character is an important virtue for a successful 
man, and at the conclusion of the story, instead of rejecting his mother, he 
acknowledges her:

He turned slowly and faced Judge Brown and there was defiance in 
his look. All that was noble in his nature spoke at last.
 Another instant his arms were about his fond old mother, while 
she sobbed her heart out on his breast. (217)

According to Cawelti, the hero’s success does not owe to luck alone; he must 
be worthy of the success as evident in his virtues, especially character and 
intellect.21 Hopkins initially depicts Mark’s patron as the typical surrogate 
father figure of the success literary genre. He gives Mark his first job, and at 
the end of several years, he is prepared to make Mark a partner in his law 
firm, as well as give Mark his daughter’s hand in marriage. Yet, when Mark 
reveals his true racial identity to Judge Brown and Katherine, the reader is 
left to question whether Mark will still be welcomed in the Judge’s home 
and family. Instead of revealing a hero to be an heir, the protagonist’s true 
identity works against him. In light of the social conditions for blacks in the 
early 1900s, one can assume that Mark will lose the success he has garnered 
in spite of his comely appearance and good deeds.
 In the wake of absent benefactors, Hopkins uses her longer fiction to 
advocate for black people helping themselves and each other to succeed. 
In Contending Forces, Hopkins combines conventions of the romantic novel, 
historical novel, and success story to chronicle the lives of the Montfort 
family and their descendants, the Smiths, and their attempt to find happi-
ness and prosperity. Even though most of the action in this novel occurs in 
the United States, particularly Boston, shifting environments play a role in  
the plot development. In the first part of the novel, Charles Montfort, a 
white Bermudan slaveholder, resolves to relocate his family and estate to the 
United States to avoid losing his fortune to impending British emancipa-
tion laws. Tragedy strikes in Newbern, North Carolina, when Montfort is 
murdered and his wife and children are beaten and remanded to slavery by 
Anson Pollock, a jealous rival. Montfort’s wife Grace commits suicide rather 
than submit to being Pollock’s slave and mistress. Montfort’s son, Charles Jr., 
is sold to a British mineralogist, while his other son, Jesse, runs away when 
on an errand in New York. Once again Hopkins Signifies on the notion of 
moving up in the world by orchestrating Montfort’s tragic loss after moving 
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to the United States. Typically, immigrants come to the United States to se- 
cure better living conditions and wealth. But Hopkins does not allow the 
Montfort family to experience the American Dream as one would expect. 
Even though Montfort intends to free all of his slaves and retire to England, 
he chooses to reestablish his plantation in the American South, “where 
the institution flourished, and the people had not yet actually awakened 
to the folly and wickedness exemplified in the enslavement of their fellow-
beings” (24). Montfort’s friends try to dissuade him from leaving Bermuda, 
and characterize the United States as a wild, foreign nation. A clergyman 
warns Montfort, “They tell me that for all their boasted freedom, the lib-
erty of England is not found, and human life is held cheaply in the eyes 
of men who are mere outlaws” (25-26). Clearly the cleric is foreshadow-
ing Montfort’s suffering in the South. Indeed, in the preface to the novel, 
Hopkins comments on the barbarity of the South: “‘Rule or ruin’ is the 
motto which is committing the most beautiful portion of our glorious coun-
try to a cruel revival of piratical methods; and, finally, to the introduction 
of Anarchy” (15). In Contending Forces, as in Peculiar Sam and “The Test of 
Manhood,” Hopkins casts the American South as the wild “street” envi-
ronment that heroes need to be rescued from. Furthermore, when Jesse 
runs away from Anson Pollock, his life improves. Jesse makes his way to 
the North, marries a black woman, and settles in Exeter, New Hampshire.
 Henry Smith, Jesse’s son-in-law, is an example of a self-made man. He 
migrates from Virginia at a young age and moves to New Bedford, Massachu- 
setts, where “he had imbibed . . . an unwavering desire for all the blessings 
of liberty, and strong notions that a man must depend upon himself in great 
measure and carve out his own fortune to the best of his ability with such 
tools as God had furnished him” (82). Like many self-made men, he does 
not have a formal education, but he has “a naturally intelligent manner” 
(82). Henry spends some time working as a sailor before settling in Boston. 
Unfortunately, Boston is not the generous land of opportunity that readers 
are wont to assume. Even though one would expect a city like Boston to be 
more conducive to success, Hopkins chooses to depict the racism and job 
discrimination that many blacks face, and thus subverts the traditional trope 
of the northern city as the safe haven and promised land for blacks:

The masses of the Negro race find for employment only the most la-
borious work at the scantiest remuneration. A man, though a skilled 
mechanic, has the door of the shop closed in his face here among 
the descendants of the liberty-loving Puritans. The foreign element 
who come to the shores of America soon learn that there is a class 
which is called its inferior, and will not work in this or that business 
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if “niggers” are hired; and the master or owner, being neither able nor 
willing to secure enough of the despised class to fill the places of the 
white laborers, acquiesces in the general demand, and the poor Ne- 
gro finds himself banned in almost every kind of employment. (83)

Henry decides not to battle against the greater forces of prejudice, and es-
tablishes his own tailoring business instead. He dies before he can reach his 
full potential as a self-made entrepreneur. But, Henry passes the legacy of the 
success archetype on to his son, Will. In many respects, Will is characterized 
as a typical Horatio Alger hero who is fatherless and vulnerable. Henry’s 
death leaves his wife, daughter, and son forced to support themselves and 
their heavily mortgaged house in Boston’s South End. Will is preparing to 
go to college when his father dies, but he “cheerfully” gives up his plans to 
attend school and works as a bellboy in a local hotel to help support his fam-
ily. Will’s noble devotion to his family is very similar to Luke Larkin’s, an 
Alger hero who works as his school’s janitor to assist his widowed mother 
with their living expenses.
 Throughout the novel, Will’s attempts to raise himself up are portrayed 
in a secondary, but still significant, subplot. Will hopes to finish college and 
attend graduate school in Germany. He has already earned some notice for 
a few scholarly articles he has written, “and one wealthy gentleman had of-
fered him a course at Heidelberg after graduation” (168). Still, Will does not 
perform heroic deeds that earn him a benefactor’s esteem. Instead, Hopkins 
uses coincidence to ensure that Will and his eventual benefactor cross paths. 
Will is invited to a dinner at the Canterbury Club, where Charles Montfort-
Withington, a member of the British Parliament, is a guest. Withington 
turns out to be Ma Smith’s first cousin, and with his help, the Smith fam-
ily’s true identity is established. The family’s estate, one hundred and fifty 
thousand dollars, is restored to them by the United States government. The 
Smith family’s success is not quite the fulfillment of the American Dream, 
however. Although the United States Supreme Court provides Will and 
his family with wealth, the American legal system is merely reinstating the 
fortune that was first established in Bermuda. Furthermore, this windfall is 
made possible primarily with a British citizen’s help. Ultimately, the United 
States has little to do with Will’s success. He earns several honors overseas, 
and cultivates the bearing “of a man accustomed to the respectful attention 
of his equals, sure of himself, his position, his attainments—a wealthy cos-
mopolitan” (385). Hopkins makes a point of noting that Will matures into 
an accomplished race leader beyond the borders of the United States.
 Like the many subjects of Hopkins’s “Famous Men” series, Will is dedi-
cated to serving others: “The ambition of his life was the establishment of 
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a school which should embrace every known department of science, where 
the Negro youth of ability and genius could enter without money and with-
out price. This was his pet scheme for the future . . . he would be a father to 
the youth of his race” (386). When Will visits Dora and Dr. Lewis in New 
Orleans, he suggests that they move their school out of the South:

“I hold that a man to gain true self-respect and independence must 
not be hampered in any way by prejudice. I would remove my school 
far from such influences.”
 “Where would your choice fall for the establishment of para-
dise?” asked Doctor Lewis with a smile.
 “There are places enough in the world. One could easily find such 
an environment abroad. There across the water, associated on equal 
terms with men of the highest culture, the Negro shall give physical 
utterance to the splendid possibilities which are within him.” (389, 
emphasis added)

Curiously, although Hopkins uses the locality to argue that blacks face sig-
nificant hurdles trying to achieve success in any region of the country, North 
or South, she does not appear to advocate that African Americans aban-
don this country altogether. The question of emigration arises during the 
Canterbury Club dinner, and Mr. Withington asks Will if the government 
should be held responsible for helping blacks emigrate to another country. 
Will responds, “Never! . . . Here where we have been so outrageously ma-
ligned, let us refute the charges like men!” (300). Will’s political stance is to 
“agitate” for manhood and respectability.
 In November 1902, the first installment of Of One Blood appeared in the 
Colored American Magazine. Like Will Smith, Reuel Briggs, the main character 
of this novel, is a young student in search of success. Reuel is also similar to 
Mark Myers (“The Test of Manhood”) in that he leaves the South to test his 
fortune by passing as a white man in a northern city. Reuel is a promising 
medical student who knows that he could impress his colleagues with his 
powers of “mysticism,” but his humble background limits his access to the 
resources he needs: “I have the power, I know the truth of every word—of all 
M. Binet asserts, and could I but complete the necessary experiments, I would 
astonish the world. O Poverty, Ostracism! Have I not drained the bitter cup 
to the dregs!”22 Reuel remains determined to succeed despite the disadvan-
tages he faces. “Fate had done her worst, but she mockingly beckons me on 
and I accept her challenge,” he states, “I shall not yet attempt the bourne. If 
I conquer, it will be by strength of brain and will-power. I shall conquer; I 
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must and will” (445). Here Reuel possesses the same ambition and drive of 
the traditional hero of success novels.
 Reuel performs a heroic act when, amid doubt from established doc-
tors, he successfully brings Dianthe Lusk back to life: “Reuel’s lucky star 
was in the ascendant; fame and fortune awaited him; he had but to grasp 
them. Classmates who had once ignored him now sought familiar associa-
tion, or else gazed upon him with awe and reverence” (472). Normally, this 
would be a signal that Reuel is on the road to success, and now that he has 
achieved some fame, Reuel aims to share his gift with others: “Under pre-
tended indifference to public criticism, throbbed a heart of gold, sensitive 
to a fault; desiring above all else the well-being of all humanity; his faithful-
ness to those who suffered amounted to complete self-sacrifice” (473). Still, 
his racial identity keeps him from finding work when he completes medical 
school. Despite his professional achievements and noble character, Reuel 
does not have a support network of friends in high places, as white heroes 
typically do. After Reuel becomes engaged to Dianthe, he seeks advice from 
his friend, Aburey Livingston, about how to find gainful employment. Here 
one would expect Aubrey to help Reuel, but Aubrey proves to be a rival 
and a false friend who secretly envies Reuel’s talents. It is likely that Aubrey 
spreads rumors about Reuel’s racial identity and causes several employment 
opportunities to be closed to him. Aubrey sends Reuel on an expedition 
to Africa so that he can have complete access to Dianthe. He conceals his 
motives from Reuel when he describes the African expedition as one that 
would bring Reuel fame and success: “It bids fair to be a wonderful venture 
and there will be plenty of glory for those who return, beside the good it will 
do to the Negro race if it proves the success in discovery that scholars pre-
dict” (494-95). Aubrey is from the South and represents all that is negative 
about the region: racism, violence, and lust for black women. While Aubrey 
serves as Reuel’s rival, Reuel finds a benefactor in Ai, the prime minister of 
Telassar, who speaks “in a rich voice, commanding, but with all the benevo-
lence of a father” (545). He is Reuel’s true, Afrocentric patron. The narrator 
writes, “But the most striking thing about the man was his kingly counte-
nance, combining force, sweetness and dignity in every feature” (546). Ai 
provides him with food, new clothes, a new name, and the ultimate form of 
gainful employment as ruler of Telassar.
 Even though Reuel ends up in Africa because of Aubrey’s ulterior mo-
tives, this change in environment is significant in that it places Reuel in the 
right locale to succeed. As Debra Bernardi notes, locations are represented 
metaphorically and physically in Hopkins’s literature. “Her novels can be read 
as narratives of invasion, narratives that are driven by spatial relocations, as 
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one character invades a new social space, consequently propelling the plot. 
Social space in Hopkins’s work comes to mean physical space used for social 
purposes . . . as well as the metonymically associated space of the body and, 
by extension, the psychic space of the mind.”23 Hopkins stresses the impact 
of racism on a black man’s inability to succeed by making the United States 
a socially hostile space for Reuel, whereas the Ethiopian city of Telassar is a 
nurturing one. John Gruesser has studied how Hopkins Signifies on white 
writing about Africa in this novel. “Although she ultimately falls short of pro-
viding a radical new way of looking at Africa and the West, Hopkins at times 
does ‘signify on’ the conventions of white writing about Africa to produce 
an Afrocentric fantasy for her black middle-class audience that addresses 
contemporary race issues.”24 I would add that her use of Africa can also be 
read as a Signification on the use of space, location, and environment in the 
traditional success narrative. Instead of finding virtuous heroes in America’s 
heartland, Hopkins places virtue in Africa. Her treatment of Africa and the 
Afrocentric privileging of Ethiopia is significant. Ethiopia is depicted as the 
source of high culture and morals, and it becomes a haven for Reuel. For 
Gruesser, the fact that Hopkins creates this African fantasy for her readers 
without realistically advocating emigration is a weakness of the novel and 
her project. He argues that Hopkins is aware that the likelihood that African 
Americans would reach Africa and recover a glorious ancient heritage is re-
mote.25 But too much emphasis cannot be placed on the fact that Hopkins is 
not just contemplating an alternate lifestyle for aspiring blacks, as Gruesser 
even acknowledges that “Of One Blood offers her audience not only a fantasy 
that restores to Africa its former greatness but also a more local and much 
needed fantasy, one in which a white American character must answer for 
racial prejudice and legal segregation.”26 The shift in the setting poignantly re-
moves Reuel from American racial hostility and moves him to a place where 
he is able to dream and plan for success. Reuel joins the African expedition 
searching for treasure, and on one visit to the ruins, he dreams “of fame and 
fortune he would carry home to lay at [Dianthe’s] feet” (516). Reuel eventually 
ends up in the hidden, ancient city of Telassar, and as in traditional success 
stories, he has moved from the gloomy environment of his dank, third-rate 
boardinghouse to new, lush surroundings: “He gazed about him in amaze-
ment. Gone were all evidences of ruin and decay, and in their place was be-
wildering beauty that filled him with dazzling awe. He reclined on a couch 
composed of silken cushions, in a room of vast dimensions, formed of fluted 
columns of pure white marble upholding a domed ceiling where the light 
poured in through rose-colored glass in soft prismatic shades which gave a 
touch of fairyland to the scene” (545).
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 In another step toward success, Reuel bathes in running water in marble 
basins with attendants and eats a lavish meal:

Used as he was to the improvements and luxuries of life in the 
modern Athens, he could but acknowledge them as poor beside the 
combination of Oriental and ancient luxury that he now enjoyed. 
. . . In the air was the perfume and luster of precious incense, the 
flash of azure and gold, the mingling of deep and delicate hues, 
the gorgeousness of waving plants in blossom and tall trees—palms, 
dates, orange, mingled with the gleaming statues that shone forth 
in brilliant contrast to the dark green foliage. . . .
 After the bath came a repast of fruit, game and wine, served 
him on curious golden dishes that resembled the specimens taken 
from ruined Pompeii. By the time he had eaten night had fallen, 
and he laid himself down on the silken cushions of his couch, with 
a feeling of delicious languor and a desire for repose. (548-49)

In short, at this point, Reuel enjoys a level of material success in Africa that 
he could not in the United States: “All the dreams of wealth and ambition 
that had haunted the feverish existence by the winding Charles, that had 
haunted his days of obscure poverty in the halls of Harvard, were about to 
be realized” (570). According to Hanna Wallinger, “This movement into 
the heart of Africa entails for Reuel a movement into his own self, a move-
ment intricately linked to his own racial awakening.”27 I would add that this 
movement and awakening is a manifestation of his accomplishment of the 
gospel of success.
 At the end of the novel, Reuel leaves the United States to return to 
Telassar with old Aunt Hannah. Reuel has the support of other people of 
color, and he in turn serves his people. The whole city of Telassar “lifts 
him up,” and “There he spends his days in teaching his people all that he 
has learned in years of contact with modern culture. United to Candace, 
his days glide peacefully by in good works” (621). Reuel cannot successfully 
apply his education and talents in the United States but he can and does in 
Africa—for the moment. Hopkins ends the novel with an ambivalent charac-
terization of Africa. If Telassar’s civilization is superior to the United States,’ 
why does Reuel need to teach them about Western culture? Even though 
Hopkins is adamantly against emigration in Contending Forces, by 1902 she 
takes a different position on the subject. In “Famous Women of the Negro 
Race: Artists” she argues that because it is futile to get whites to respect 
blacks, blacks should leave the United States:
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We have been proving our ability since the days of Phyllis Wheatley 
and Benjamin Banneker; but it is a hopeless task to undertake to 
convince a willfully blind and perverse generation. There is but one 
thing to do for those who have this God-given genius—seek other 
lands and there accomplish their manhood and womanhood far 
removed from the blighting influences from which we suffer in this 
caste-ridden and prejudice-cursed land of our birth. (366)

Still, Hopkins does not explicitly tell her readers to go to Africa. Perhaps 
Reuel’s lessons about “modern” life are a reflection of Hopkins’s own disap-
pointment about the need for blacks to follow a path to success that may 
take them out of the United States to less cultured environs.
 Regardless of how one interprets Hopkins’s position on African emigra-
tion, her stance on the limited opportunities for success in the United States 
is clear. Hopkins also held particular notions about avenues for success that 
should be available for African American women, as we shall see in the next 
chapter.



Chapter 4

“In the Lives of These Women are Seen Signs of  
Progress”: Hopkins’s Race Woman and the Gospel  
of Success

In August 1899, a controversy erupted during the second biennial National 
Association of Colored Women (NACW) convention in Chicago when 
Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin challenged Mary Church Terrell’s election to 
a second term as NACW president. Ruffin and fellow delegates from the 
Boston-based Woman’s Era Club made allegations of disorganization and 
ballot tampering. After the convention, once Ruffin’s attempt to be elected 
as the NACW’s second president failed, the Woman’s Era Club appointed 
an ad hoc committee to draft resolutions of censure against the association. 
The Woman’s Era Club, which considered itself the authoritative “mother 
club of the NACW,” disapproved of “the conduct of all the business ses-
sions of that convention, [and] the high-handed, unparliamentary rulings of 
the presiding officer [Terrell], and the unconstitutional elections.”1 Pauline 
Elizabeth Hopkins, who at this time was an up and coming novelist and 
journalist, was a member of the Woman’s Era Club and served as the ad 
hoc committee’s secretary. Considering the nature of this position, it is safe 
to assume Hopkins was responsible for drafting the resolutions, which were 
unanimously adopted by the club, including the recommendation that the 
Woman’s Era Club “withdraw all affiliation with the National Association 
until such a time as that organization is presided over by constitutionally 
elected officers.”2 Although the resolutions were approved by the club mem-
bers, at Ruffin’s request they were “laid upon the table for a more careful 
consideration, and consultation with other clubs in the Federation.”3 The ad 
hoc committee assented on the condition that their censures be printed in 
The National Notes (the NACW’s newsletter) and the New York Age, a news-
paper edited by T. Thomas Fortune.4
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 Hopkins’s participation in what has been called “Mrs. Ruffin’s Attacks” 
illuminates the political interactions that took place between Hopkins 
and prominent club women.5 While Hopkins’s own activity with the black 
woman’s club movement has already been noted by Hazel Carby, Hanna 
Wallinger, Lois Brown, and others, little attention has been given to the 
direct influence club women, namely Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, have had 
on Hopkins’s literary endeavors. Humanitarian, women’s rights advocate, 
founder of the Woman’s Era, a national newspaper for African American 
women, and founder of the Woman’s Era Club, Ruffin was a member of Bos- 
ton’s African American upper class and the widow of George Lewis Ruffin, 
the first African American to graduate from Harvard Law School and one of 
the first appointed black judges in the nation. Rodger Streitmatter character-
izes Ruffin as a resourceful woman who was “financially secure and had a 
national reputation for her organizational ability and philanthropic endeav-
ors.”6 Mrs. Willis’s character in Hopkins’s first novel, Contending Forces, is a 
powerful club woman, “the brilliant widow of a bright Negro politician,” and 
just one literary manifestation of Hopkins’s interactions with Ruffin (143). 
Published in 1900, Contending Forces was actually completed in 1899, the 
same year as the contested NACW elections. Mrs. Willis multitasks, oversee-
ing young women in Ma Smith’s sewing circle and using a blackboard to re-
view recent events pertinent to the black community. Afterward, Mrs. Willis 
leads a formal discussion on “The place which the virtuous woman occupies 
in upbuilding a race” (148). Unfortunately, Mrs. Willis’s characterization has 
been routinely underrated, notwithstanding Siobhan Somerville’s assertion 
that her conversation with Sappho “has an important function in the nar-
rative, as it piques the reader’s appetite for the divulgence of Sappho’s secret 
while deferring its exposure.”7 Mrs. Willis is present in only one chapter, and 
the Contending Forces narrator makes ambiguous statements about her mo-
tives, but a close reading reveals Hopkins does not share her narrator’s senti-
ments. Albeit a secondary character, Mrs. Willis plays a positive and pivotal 
role in Contending Forces, serving as a black woman’s success archetype that, 
prior to 1900, had been absent from American literature.
 A number of literary critics mistakenly assume Hopkins’s portrayal of 
Mrs. Willis is intended to diminish the influence of ambitious black women. 
Richard Yarborough provides a primary example of this assumption in his 
introduction to the Oxford edition of Contending Forces. Here he argues that 
Hopkins’s feelings toward Mrs. Willis are ambivalent: “Obviously attracted 
to this woman’s strength of mind and forthright feminism, Hopkins seems 
somewhat unsettled, however, by the extraordinary extent of Willis’s driv-
ing ambition.”8 By adding an endnote to suggest that Mrs. Willis “may” be 
modeled after Ruffin, Yarborough implies that Hopkins’s conflicted attitude 
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toward this fictive character is indicative of her feelings about the character’s 
historical counterpart.9 Yarborough’s statement, and those of critics who 
have followed his lead, presume Hopkins’s authorial voice and the narrator 
are one and the same. I, on the other hand, agree with Thomas Cassidy’s ad-
monishment that “it is a mistake to identify the narrator of Contending Forces 
with Pauline Hopkins.”10 There is no reason not to connect Mrs. Willis to 
the real-life Ruffin, and, as Hanna Wallinger notes, “It may be assumed that 
Hopkins’s Boston readers recognized Mrs. Willis as a thinly disguised Mrs. 
Ruffin and were amused at this.”11 Yet one must keep in mind that Mrs. 
Willis’s actual presence in the novel can be more indicative of Hopkins’s 
attitudes than comments offered by a narrator who Cassidy convincingly ar- 
gues is “omniscient but unreliable.”12 More important, if one follows the 
common practice of reading Contending Forces squarely within the tradition 
of domestic and sentimental fiction, then yes, Mrs. Willis’s intense ambition 
and other character traits position her on the margins of the nineteenth-
century domestic sphere, leading readers to assume Hopkins intentionally 
casts her as an unsavory figure. Domestic fiction, however, is just one of the 
multiple literary genres that Hopkins employs in her work. Situating Con- 
tending Forces, especially the Sewing-Circle chapter, within the genre of suc-
cess literature shows Hopkins’s tone is less “unsettled” than previously pre-
sumed. Indeed, Hopkins adopts and adapts success literature to promote 
a particular definition of success not only for African American men, but 
also for African American women, which Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin and 
Mrs. Willis embody.
 Literary scholars routinely situate Hopkins’s writings within the senti-
mental tradition. Yet, sentimental novels did not typically compel readers 
to seek “explicit expression of their outrage at racial oppression,” explains 
Claudia Tate, but instead “fulfilled the expectations of their first public audi-
ence for pleasurable reading in plots affirming the social meaning to which 
it generally subscribed.”13 In this sense, sentimental novels alone would have 
been ill-suited for the purposes of a race woman like Hopkins. Domestic fic- 
tion, even when it was reconstituted by black women writers, still circum-
scribed upward-climbing women within a domestic sphere. Politically active 
black women like Ruffin explicitly opposed being limited to domestic spaces 
as a means of achieving progress. For example, in the first issue of Woman’s 
Era, Ruffin argues, “the stumbling block in the way of even the most cul-
tured colored woman is the narrowness of her environment.”14 Here, as 
Francesca Sawaya explains, “Ruffin relies on assumptions about progres-
sive civilization much like [white women activists] to criticize the narrow-
ness of both domesticity and ‘culture’ in a racist society. Black women, she 
writes, are forced by segregation to exist in a ‘circumscribed sphere’ the 
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use of the word sphere suggesting a kind of enforced domesticity.”15 Other 
black women, including Hopkins, offer more implicit statements against the 
suitability of prescribed domestic spheres for all women. I agree with Kate 
McCullough that “Hopkins used sentimental forms in part because they 
were among the culturally available and familiar forms of her time; that is, 
her audience would have known how to read the sentimental signifiers in 
her work—an important goal given the didactic aim of Contending Forces.” 
However, Hopkins also drew upon success literature, which was equally 
popular during this time period, with its own set of signifiers that readers 
would have recognized.16

 Identifying a standard female model of success is challenging because 
there has not been as much scholarship in this area as there has been on male 
or gender-neutral success. As Karol Kelley notes in Models for the Multitudes, 
“Female paradigms present certain problems that male paradigms do not. 
There is no body of literature on feminine success, so female models are 
harder to find than male models.”17 Nonetheless, she posits that success for 
women is based on the premise that “In nineteenth-century America there 
were few occupations open to women which could offer them wealth or sta-
tus,” and as such, motherhood, domesticity, sorority, and true womanhood 
are factors that have been used to measure a woman’s achievements.18 In 
essence, the virtues of true womanhood that dominated American society 
from the 1820s to the 1860s, “piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesti- 
city,” continued to create the conditions of success for the late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century woman.19 According to Barbara Welter, with-
out these virtues, “no matter whether there was fame, achievement or 
wealth, all was ashes. With them she was promised happiness and power.”20 
Interestingly, the expectations of true womanhood did evolve to the point 
where those who promoted success for women encouraged them to retain 
their traditional “feminine virtues,” along with “a substitution of new ele-
ments in the cluster of qualities which comprised the ideal woman. Activity, 
assertiveness, intelligence, and independence replaced passivity, submission, 
ignorance, and dependence. . . . She would be seriously devoted to her work, 
as well as committed to her family. She would work to satisfy her own needs; 
yet her work would benefit society.”21 In short, the archetypal successful fe-
male can be described as a woman who either inherits or marries into money 
and keeps her feminine virtues intact. Some women did pursue a business 
enterprise, but because women were still expected to function in separate 
spheres from men and remain in the domestic space of the home, school, or 
church, the self-made woman did not exist per se. Most successful women 
(with a few exceptions) at the turn of the twentieth century achieved influ-
ence and wealth through marriage to a successful man.
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 Although turn of the century African American women are not typically 
known for their success literature, a number of black women did, in fact, pro-
duce conduct literature, success guides, and biographical sketches of accom-
plished individuals. However, the majority of these works were published 
after Hopkins’s own writings. For example, Hallie Q. Brown’s Homespun Her- 
oines (1926) contains sixty biographical sketches of black women, including  
Phillis Wheatley, Sara Allen (wife of A.M.E. church bishop Richard Allen), 
Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, and Madam C. J. Walker. These and similar 
works produced by black women (and men) during this period were typically 
classified as “race literature,” which may have hindered scholars’ ability to 
recognize their contribution to the success genre, particularly in Hopkins’s 
case. One curious specimen written in Hopkins’s heyday is Josie Briggs 
Hall’s Moral and Mental Capsule for the Economic and Domestic Life of the Negro 
(1905). In this book, Hall, a native of Texas who taught in multiple schools 
in the region, offers a range of materials, from biographical sketches of men 
and women to reprinted essays and poetry, that are designed to instruct 
black readers “what to do to better their condition” and “to aid the progress 
of my people.”22 Unlike Hopkins, who was motivated by an intense desire 
to celebrate the various accomplishments of the race, Hall took the position 
that blacks were “morally and intellectually weak.”23 Thus the advice that is 
proffered to those seeking the path to success centers on moral and religion 
instruction. Hall may have obtained some local recognition for her work—
nearly all of the individuals pictured in the book are Texans—but Hopkins 
developed a national agenda for promoting success within the black com-
munity, and she utilized the Colored American Magazine’s wide circulation to 
reach a nationwide audience.
 The thematic content of Hopkins’s journalism in the Colored American 
Magazine exemplifies how she persisted in applying and modifying the tradi-
tional American success myth to the unique social circumstances of the black 
middle-class community. In “Famous Women of the Negro Race,” Hopkins 
endeavored to construct a separate black woman’s paradigm for success by 
providing her reading audience with historical and contemporary figures 
worthy of emulation. The Colored American Magazine’s “Announcement for 
1902” advertises Hopkins’s project as “One of the most unique features 
ever printed by any magazine.” Her notions about success echo Ruffin’s con- 
cerns that “progressive colored women” are not living up to their full poten-
tial, “many of them warped and cramped for lack of opportunity.”24 “Can 
the Negro woman learn anything?” Hopkins asks, and “Is she capable of 
the highest mental culture? are questions which have been conclusively an-
swered in this series of articles.”25 Defining success archetypes for black 
women becomes racialized; Hopkins adapts the standard model to defend 
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their intellect and virtue in the first installment: “It is profitable, too, for 
us to appreciate the fact that the women of the race have always kept pace 
with every advance made, often leading the upward flight. [ . . . ] In writ-
ing of the attainments of a people it is important that the position of its 
women be carefully defined—whether endowed with traits of character fit 
for cultivation, bright intellects and broad humanitarianism, virtuous in 
all things, tender, loving and of deep religious convictions” (“Phenomenal 
Vocalists” 46). The cultivation of character and womanhood figure promi-
nently among Hopkins’s list of black female attainments. Arguing that black 
women have been “maligned and misunderstood” but are just as virtuous 
and gifted as white women, Hopkins offered her series as proof of their 
equality (46).
 Based on the content of her “Famous Women” series, it is apparent 
that Hopkins measured a black woman’s success by the extent to which she 
utilized her artistic and intellectual talent to uplift the African American 
community. Hopkins’s successful black woman was, ideally, a race woman 
who married a successful man; simultaneously, the women she spotlighted 
were particularly adept at their professions. Her subjects were vocalists, writ-
ers, educators, artists, and club women who overcame hardship and humble 
beginnings to use their talents to help benefit and advance the causes of 
the black community. Hopkins informs readers, for example, that Elizabeth 
Greenfield had a broad vocal range and could play multiple instruments. She 
also sang for Queen Victoria while on tour abroad. Annie Pauline Pindell 
had a broad vocal range and sang in three languages. Phillis Wheatley’s 
“style of writings is pure; her verses full of beauty and sublimity; her lan-
guage chaste and elegant. Could she have lived a few years longer she would 
have been renowned as a poet” (“Some Literary Workers” 279). Frances  
E. W. Harper’s intellectual gifts were respected by both whites and blacks: 
“her ability and labors were everywhere appreciated, and her meetings 
largely attended. She breakfasted with the Governor of Maine” (“Literary 
Workers Concluded” 367). Hopkins informs her readers that Mary Church 
Terrell was so highly respected as a public speaker that she was chosen to rep-
resent the white Equal Suffrage Association of Washington at the National 
Woman’s Suffrage Association (370). Fanny Jackson, head of The Institute at 
Philadelphia, achieved success because “Her ability in governing this institu-
tion of learning has given her world-wide fame; she is respected by parents 
and guardians, and loved by her pupils” (“Educators” 46). Elizabeth Smith, 
another educator, was noteworthy for using “her wide influence among 
the young of both races for their elevation and advancement” (“Educators 
Continued” 126). Thus, achieving renown for one’s talents also brought 
renown to the African American community.
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 It is not enough that these women were gifted; they used these gifts 
pragmatically. “If we possess any particular talent,” Hopkins writes, “the 
first question which presents itself to the practical mind is, how this talent 
can best serve us as a pivot for wage-earning? This is a momentous question 
for the Negro race at this stage of our progress, when avenues for gathering 
cold American dollars are gradually lessening for us” (“Artists” 366). Wealth 
does not receive a lengthy discussion in this series, but Hopkins shows that 
she is aware of artists’ need to earn a living so they can assist others. As an 
active participant in the black women’s club movement, Hopkins devotes 
the most attention in these articles to black women’s racial uplift activities. 
She contends that through service, both individual women and the African 
American community can benefit and improve their social, economic, and 
political status. “In the wonderful scheme of God’s earthly government,” 
she argues, “the doing of good to others is the direct means of achieving 
success in life for ourselves. All science, commerce, industry, spread bless-
ings abroad, leading to fame and fortune if pursued for the benefits spread 
abroad” (“Higher Education” 446).
 It is interesting that Hopkins, who never married, makes a point of 
showing how successful black women are both intelligent and married. In 
“Higher Education” she writes, “In reviewing the careers of these young 
women we must not fail to note one important fact: three of them have be-
come the wives of progressive college men. Education has not caused these 
women to shirk the cares and responsibilities of private life; rather, we believe 
each feels the blessing which her example must be to the entire race. Edu- 
cation, with us, does not encourage celibacy but is developing pleasant 
homes and beautiful families” (450). Most of the women Hopkins included 
in her series were married. Annie Pindell was married to Joseph Pindell, of a 
well-known Baltimore family. Gertrude Fortune Grimke, Fanny M. Jackson, 
Ida B. Wells, and Frances E. W. Harper were married. Hopkins even gave 
an account of Mary Church and Judge Robert H. Terrell’s wedding. One 
subject, Elizabeth Baker, “is particularly interesting to us by reason of the 
fame that has come to her husband” (449). Thus Hopkins’s agenda in her 
nonfiction differs slightly from her agenda in her fiction, where she critiques 
marriageability’s central role in the traditional woman’s success paradigm. 
Her journalism provides explicit models for black female readers to aspire 
to while also illustrating to white readers how intelligent and capable black 
women are. In her fiction, Hopkins’s treatment of female success offers im-
plicit critiques of the traditional archetype that merely judges all women ac-
cording to the extent to which she has married a successful man. As Mary 
Helen Washington notes when comparing Hopkins with Frances E. W.  
Harper, both women “reject the sentimental novel’s ideal of marriage as an 
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emotional and economic refuge fore the helpless female; their women heroes 
marry men for support in their work of racial uplift or they choose uplift 
over marriage.”26 In Contending Forces, for example, black women achieve 
success both through matrimony with accomplished men (that is, Sappho 
Clark and Dora Smith’s unions with Will Smith and Arthur Lewis, respec-
tively) and also through active participation in the club movement, which 
Mrs. Willis demonstrates.
 A close examination of Mrs. Willis’s function in Contending Forces re-
veals how highly Hopkins valued women’s ambition beyond the boundaries 
of childrearing and wedlock, values that are antithetical to the narrator’s. 
We see an early indication of this in a statement the narrator makes about 
women like Mrs. Willis inhabiting cities throughout the eastern seaboard: 
“Mrs. Willis was a good example of a class of women of color that came into 
existence at the close of the Civil War. She was not a rara avis, but one of 
many possibilities which the future will develop from among the colored 
women of New England” (144). If we take this comment at face value, and 
trust the narrator’s claim that Mrs. Willis is a common type of woman, then 
we should question why there are no other characters like her in the novel. 
Hopkins understands Mrs. Willis may well be a rarity to the majority of her 
readers. She assumes they know little about Mrs. Willis’s class and enlight-
ens them accordingly: “Even today it is erroneously believed that all racial 
development among colored people has taken place since emancipation. It is 
impossible of belief for some, that little circles of educated men and women 
of color have existed since the Revolutionary War. [ . . . ] Mrs. Willis was 
one from among these classes” (145). Moreover, there are instances when 
Mrs. Willis’s character is cast quite favorably, for example, “At sixty odd she 
was vigorous, well-preserved, broad and comfortable in appearance, with an 
aureole of white hair crowning a pleasant face” (145). She is in fine physical 
shape, the halo-like ring of white hair identifying her as a virtuous matron.
 Hopkins uses the two phases of Mrs. Willis’s adult life to represent two 
paths to black women’s success. During the first phase, Mrs. Willis is de-
voted to her husband and his career while remaining at home raising their 
children: “She had loved her husband with a love ambitious for his advance-
ment. His foot on the stairs mounting to the two-room tenement which 
constituted their home in the early years of married life, had sent a thrill to 
her very heart as she sat sewing baby clothes for the always expected addition 
to the family” (146). She encourages her husband to run for the state legis-
lature, and although a career in politics is not his initial goal, her support 
helps him become more successful and wealthy. Mrs. Willis’s marital life fits 
the pattern of late nineteenth-century middle-class women assigned to do- 
mestic spaces. Even though she is excluded from the business world, she 
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still lives an accomplished life. As Jeffrey Louis Decker explains, “Because 
women took on the roles of virtuous mothers and supporting wives, entre-
preneurial success was mediated through the achievements of men.”27 As a 
dutiful wife and mother, Mrs. Willis initially experiences financial and so-
cial success vicariously through her husband, but when he dies he does not 
pass on his wealth to her. The narrator does not indicate what has happened 
to her husband’s fortune, only that: “Money, the sinews of living and social 
standing, she did not possess upon her husband’s death” (146). As a result, 
she enters the second phase of her life and leaves her domestic sphere to earn 
a living, demonstrating that neither her personal ambitions nor her pros-
pects for success died with her husband. Widowhood, in fact, expands Mrs. 
Willis’s opportunities for advancement. She looks for a means of supporting 
herself and decides to dedicate herself to “the great cause of the evolution of 
true womanhood in the work of the ‘Woman Question’ as embodied in mar-
riage and suffrage” (146). In this way, she matches the profile of women who 
“became entrepreneurs only after a matrimonial crisis, such as the death or 
divorce of a husband.”28 There are some similarities between club work and 
entrepreneurship in terms of the drive and motivation one must have to be 
successful. Mrs. Willis, in fact, is characterized as a cunning entrepreneur: 
“Shrewd in business matters, many a subtle business man had been worsted 
by her apparent womanly weakness and charming simplicity” (144).
 Mrs. Willis’s character models Hopkins’s real-life expectation that “Be- 
yond the common duties peculiar to woman’s sphere, the colored woman 
must have an intimate knowledge of every question that agitates the councils 
of the world” (“Some Literary Workers” 277). Mrs. Willis represents an arche-
type of black female success through active participation in the club move-
ment to benefit the race outside the home. “The guiding principle behind all 
the clubs was racial uplift through self-help,” Deborah White notes.29 In Ma 
Smith’s sewing circle, young African American women use their domestic 
skills to raise money to improve the church’s finances. Discussing political 
events develops their intellectual abilities and Mrs. Willis’s lecture further 
stresses their moral responsibility to themselves and others. According to 
Hopkins, a black woman has a particular duty to help the black community 
because of her “unique position” in society: “Upon the Negro woman lies a 
great responsibility,—the broadening and deepening of her race, the teach-
ing of youth to grasp present opportunities, and, greater than all, to help 
clear the moral atmosphere by inculcating a clearer appreciation of the Holy 
Word and its application to everyday living” (“Some Literary Workers” 277). 
Active participation in the women’s club movement enabled black women 
to successfully live up to these expectations: “So, through the example of 
a few public-spirited women, the Negro woman has become ubiquitous in 
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club life, over-flowing into all the avenues of self-help that are adopted by 
her white sisters as a means to the end of rising herself and ‘lifting others as 
she climbs’” (“Club Life” 274).
 Mrs. Willis is a successful advocate for black women. She helps form 
several colored women’s clubs and becomes a powerful leader in her Boston 
community. Yet, there are some compromises she must make in her line of 
work, because entrepreneurial women’s “marketplace ambitions typically led 
to the diminishment of their domestic authority as wives and mothers.”30 
Mrs. Willis pursues club work only after she has raised her children and sup-
ported her husband’s political career. She is proud of having had a family: “It 
was her boast that she had made the fortunes of her family, and settled her 
children well in life”; yet, once she becomes a public figure, certain aspects 
of her domestic authority are weakened (147). For example, she inadvertently 
repels at least one woman she hopes to inspire. Mrs. Willis’s comments 
about the black woman’s virtue attract Sappho’s attention and compel her 
to talk with Mrs. Willis about her past: “For a moment the flood-gates of 
suppressed feeling flew open in the girl’s heart, and she longed to lean her 
head on that motherly breast and unburden her sorrows there” (155). But 
then, all of a sudden, Sappho changes her mind and becomes reticent as “a 
wave of repulsion toward this woman and her effusiveness, so forced and 
insincere” keeps her from divulging her secret (155).
 Yarborough calls attention to this scene to support his theory that 
Sappho’s repulsion mirrors Hopkins’s true position on Mrs. Willis’s conduct. 
Other literary critics have followed Yarborough’s lead. Siobhan Somerville 
argues that Mrs. Willis’s portrayal “symbolized ambivalence about the pos-
sibility of women’s solidarity.”31 Thomas Cassidy suggests, “Sappho’s am-
bivalence toward her seems to reflect the narrator’s. The problem with Mrs. 
Willis is that she is too slick.”32 Hanna Wallinger observes that Hopkins’s 
portrayal of Mrs. Willis is “not totally positive. The heroine Sappho espe-
cially resents Mrs. Willis’s attempt to meddle in her affairs, her effusive and 
inquisitive manner and her officiousness.”33 Apparently seizing on the nar- 
rator’s comment that Mrs. Willis’s designs for concentrating her efforts on 
the Woman Question are “conceived in selfishness” (147), Claudia Tate goes 
as far as to argue that Mrs. Willis is a “successful but problematic profes-
sional woman”: “She revises the traditional role of the retiring, reticent, 
widowed matron to become an outspoken race woman who attracts ambiva-
lence precisely because she seeks self-authority rather than selflessness.”34 
Selfless acts may be requisite of the sentimental matron, but not of the suc-
cessful woman. What is more important to Hopkins is not how one’s plans 
are conceived but their outcome, which in Mrs. Willis’s case “bore glorious 
fruit in the formation of clubs of colored women banded together for char-
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ity, for study, for every reason under God’s glorious heavens that can better 
the condition of mankind” (147). Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin utilized this 
success rhetoric during an 1895 convention address when she identified 
issues “of especial interest to us as colored women,” including not only chil-
dren’s education, vocational training for black youth, and moral education 
for the black community, but also black women’s own “mental elevation 
and physical development” and the means “to make the most of our own, 
to some extent limited opportunities.”35 Ruffin established a precedent for 
Mrs. Willis, who employs the same success rhetoric to encourage Sappho to 
“stand up for uplifting of the race and womanhood” (156).
 Mrs. Willis’s “sheer force of will-power and indomitable pluck” (148) 
does challenge Hopkins to depict her as a believable and sympathetic char-
acter. Tate recognizes Mrs. Willis’s unconventionality and argues Hopkins 
“could not resolve the discomfort of her contemporaries about female will to 
power,” but “she could mitigate its effect by deploying what Fredric Jameson 
has called ‘strategies of containment,’ which is to say that she allows Sappho 
to voice and control the likely expression of her contemporaries’ objec-
tions.”36 I think Hopkins ultimately mitigates this discomfort by drawing 
on the literary tradition of success instead of sentimentalism. When Sappho 
obsesses over how her past transgressions, committed under duress, will 
affect her marriageability, Mrs. Willis proclaims, “See here, my dear, I am 
a practical woman of the world” (156). Mrs. Willis draws from her saga-
cious understanding of human nature to assure Sappho that she need only 
“have faith and trust” in order to fulfill her duty to herself “and the good 
of those about [her]” (157). Our last image of Mrs. Willis is of her vanishing 
“in a crowd of other matrons” (157). Sappho is “impressed in spite of her-
self, by the woman’s words,” which leads the narrator to conclude: “There 
was evidently more in this woman than appeared upon the surface. [ . . . ] 
There are men and women whose seeming uselessness fit perfectly into the 
warp and woof of Destiny’s web. All things work together for good” (157). 
Even though the narrator initially suggests that Mrs. Willis’s mien renders 
her an ineffective mentor, in this final comment, the narrator unwittingly 
gives credence to Mrs. Willis’s driving ambition, beneficent work, and sage 
advice. Hopkins’s faith in the positive role Mrs. Willis’s pragmatism plays in 
black women’s as well as broader racial uplift movements is certainly more 
constant than the narrator’s.
 Hopkins broke new ground with Mrs. Willis’s character. With the ex-
ception of Frances E. W. Harper’s racially ambiguous Janette Alston in “The 
Two Offers” (1859), black women did not depict such forcefully indepen-
dent and successful female characters in their fiction. Mrs. Willis’s character 
serves as one of Hopkins’s first attempts to move beyond the parameters of 
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sentimental literature to offer alternative models of success for black women. 
Hopkins is like other advocates who “dangled a dramatic vision of a suc-
cessful woman before their audience and invited members of their audience 
to become that ideal.”37 By the conclusion of Contending Forces, Sappho has 
married “the noblest of men” and has succeeded in creating a family with 
Will and Alphonse (401). The “life of promise” she happily contemplates is 
not complete with matrimony and motherhood, however. Sappho, like Mrs. 
Willis before her, is destined to achieve eminence and respectability through 
matrimony and racial uplift: “United by love, chastened by sorrow and self-
sacrifice, [Will and Sappho] planned to work together to bring joy to hearts 
crushed by despair” (401).
 The other women in Contending Forces experience varying degrees of suc-
cess, which is often dependent on their marital status or husbands’ accom-
plishments. For example, Grace Montfort is married to a white Bermudan 
slave owner and fits the traditional model of the successful woman who 
marries into wealth. Charles Montfort’s success enables Grace to live hap-
pily, and when he decides to relocate his estate to the United States, we 
witness how closely her fate is tied to his business decisions. Grace is ini-
tially well-received in Newbern, North Carolina, society and noted for her 
high culture, virtue, and beauty: “Everyone voted her the dearest and most 
beautiful woman they had ever known, and all would have gone merry as a 
marriage-bell,” but for Anson Pollock (45). When Pollock declares his love to 
Grace, she responds as a faithful wife, rejecting Pollock’s advances: “Am I so 
careless of my husband’s honor that his friends feel at liberty to insult me?” 
(50). Grace begins to lose her social standing after rumors are spread about 
her having black blood. Montfort’s plan to free his slaves also ostracizes her 
from her community. It is not clear if Pollock actually believes Grace is a 
descendant of African Americans, but he does use the rumors to destroy her 
marriage and her home. Pollock takes advantage of the white Newbern com- 
munity’s racist attitude toward people of mixed racial heritage to make the 
Montforts vulnerable to racially motivated violence. Hopkins neither con-
firms nor denies Grace’s black ancestry in order to argue that the mere 
implication of such ancestry is damaging enough to Grace’s ability to live 
a successful life. Hazel Carby’s assessment of Grace’s racial ambiguity is co-
gent: “Hopkins made it clear that it was irrelevant whether Grace Montfort 
was a black or a white woman. . . . The readers were left to guess her actual 
heritage; what was important was that the suspicion of black blood was 
enough cause for the ostracism of the whole family and Grace Montfort’s 
transition from the pedestal of virtue to the illicit object of the sexual desire 
of a local landowner, Anson Pollock.”38 Once Grace becomes black in the 
white community’s eyes, her husband can no longer protect her. Without 
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this protection, Grace cannot be a successful wife or mother. Tragedy strikes 
when Pollock’s gang murders her husband, rapes her, and remands her and 
her children to slavery. She commits suicide instead of resigning to live the 
life of a slave. Hopkins clearly depicts Grace as a victim, but Grace ends her 
life as a failure. Hopkins reverses the trajectory of the self-made woman, al-
lowing Grace to fall from prominence to despair, in order to critique the 
sensibility of a culture that encourages, if not demands, women to rely en-
tirely on their husbands for success.
 Dora Smith, another black woman depicted in the novel whose fate is 
tied to her husband’s pursuit of success, is initially in charge of the day-to-
day operations of her mother’s boardinghouse. By the end of the novel she 
has married Arthur Lewis, a prestigious college president. Once Dora gets 
married, she does not need to earn an income for her family. Interestingly, 
Hopkins depicts Dora as happily married, a “contented young matron, her 
own individuality swallowed up in love for her husband and child” (389–
90). It would not be difficult to read Dora’s marital life as a sacrifice of a 
woman’s individuality for the black family. On the one hand, Dora dispels 
stereotypes of the oversexed, immoral black woman. Still, her married life 
appears limited, especially when compared with Sappho Clark’s.
 Like Grace Montfort, Sappho comes close to failing in life because of 
the stigma of her racial heritage. She is a self-employed stenographer with a 
mysterious past who works in her room at Ma Smith’s boardinghouse. Al- 
though she cannot work in her employer’s office because he does not want 
to offend his white workers, his brand of racism does not prevent her from 
earning a living. Interestingly, even though Sappho is self-employed and 
independent, she still dreams of having a legitimate marriage. This would 
lead one to believe that Hopkins privileges married women over single work-
ing women, but this is not necessarily the case. Readers learn that she is 
really Mabelle Beaubean, a young woman who had been kidnapped by her 
white uncle and forced into prostitution. Sappho had a child at the age of 
fourteen and is haunted by her past life. Because she has had a child out of 
wedlock, Sappho fears she is unworthy of an honorable man’s love and hand 
in marriage. She tells Mrs. Willis, “So many of us desire purity and think 
to have found it, but in a moment of passion, or under the pressure of cir-
cumstances which we cannot control, we commit some horrid sin, and the 
taint of it sticks and will not leave us, and we grow to loathe ourselves” (154). 
Furthermore, when Will proposes to Sappho, she questions her right to hap-
piness and thus to success: “Ah, Will, I wonder if it is right for me to love you, 
or to allow you to love me?” (311). Sappho does not have family, friends, or 
money, but this does not deter Will, who does not care to know about her 
past even though she tries to tell him about it. Despite her shameful secret, 
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Sappho falls in love and plans to marry Will. Because Will is a promising 
student who, unbeknownst to anyone, stands to inherit a small fortune, 
Hopkins places Sappho in a position to become a successful woman.
 John Langley, Will’s false friend, stands as an obstacle in Sappho’s path 
to success. When he suspects that he knows Sappho’s secret, he confronts 
her and offers to “do well” by her if she is willing to give up Will. Sappho 
mistakes his offer for a marriage proposal, but Langley has other plans: 
“Marriage! . . . who spoke of marriage? Ambitious men do not marry women 
with stories like yours!” (320). All hope seems lost for Sappho as she consid-
ers “the abyss of social ostracism and disgrace which confronted her” (320), 
and she decides to flee Boston. Like Grace Montfort, Sappho is forced to 
run from a man who is determined to use her racial identity to victimize her 
and strip her of her womanhood. John Langley attempts to blackmail her 
into becoming his mistress. Dora’s comment on Sappho’s condition, and that 
of women in a similar situation, is apt: “Oh, that poor, miserable girl! think 
[sic] of her sufferings—of the weight of the secret she carried with her. What a 
crucifixion for a proud spirit like hers! This terrible curse of slavery! Shall we 
never lose the sting of degradation?” (330). Because of the African American 
woman’s sexual victimization during slavery, she developed a reputation for 
loose morals, and both white and black men assumed she was easy prey. 
Indeed, Sappho’s life had been “made dark and desolate by the curse of slav-
ery” (343). Yet, Sappho steps back on the path to success by claiming her son, 
Alphonse. She resolves to “do her duty as his mother in love and training” 
(342). As she gazes at her sleeping son, Sappho realizes that she “had been so 
wicked to put him from her. It was her duty to guide and care for him. She 
would do her duty without shrinking” (345). Hopkins devotes some time to 
detailing Sappho’s feelings about motherhood, and thus reiterates the point 
that black women should be dedicated to their own success as well as others.
 Hopkins’s treatment of black women’s success in Contending Forces con-
centrates on critiquing the assumptions whites (and some blacks) held about 
a black woman’s ability to sustain a successful marital relationship in the age 
of Jim Crow. Hopkins’s second novel, Hagar’s Daughter, also depicts multiple 
models of marriage that can be used to measure black women’s success. 
Hopkins establishes the tone of critique early in the novel, depicting various 
black marriages being broken up at a slave auction. She calls the reader’s at-
tention to a group of female slaves, including one who “had been separated 
from her husband, and another woman whose looks expressed the anguish 
of her heart.”39 A slave trader approaches another weeping woman and of-
fers to give her a new spouse. “I don’t want anudder mon,” she responds, 
“an’ I tell you, massa, I nebber will hab anudder mon” (10). These women 
are heartbroken and distraught over losing their mates, and here Hopkins 
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attempts to dispel the myth that the institution of marriage has no lasting 
value in the black community. She also raises readers’ awareness of how vul-
nerable black women are when they can be separated from their husbands 
so easily.
 Like Grace Montfort, Hagar Sargeant marries a wealthy slave holder; 
Ellis Enson is “a well-made man. . . . ‘Born with a silver spoon in his mouth’” 
(31). Hagar’s marriage to Ellis facilitates her blossoming into womanhood: 
“She had matured wonderfully in the few months of married life; her girlish 
manner had dropped from her like a garment. Eve’s perfect daughter, she 
accomplished her destiny in sweet content” (46). This description of Hagar’s 
idyllic marriage establishes a contrast for its eventual destruction. Suspicion 
of Hagar’s racial heritage, coupled with St. Clair Enson’s jealousy, leads to 
the demise of her marriage. After St. Clair and a slave trader named Walker 
present Ellis with documentation that Hagar has black blood, Hagar feels 
the impact of her invalid marriage almost immediately: “Her name gone, 
her pride of birth shattered in one blow! . . . Her education, beauty, refine-
ment, what did they profit her now if—horrible thought—Ellis, her husband, 
repudiated her?” (57). Hagar realizes she can be nothing more than Ellis’s 
concubine, and he initially rejects her to protect his honor and family name. 
Shortly thereafter he realizes he cannot leave his wife and daughter, and he 
makes plans for them to leave their plantation and live abroad in Europe. 
Meanwhile, as news of Hagar’s ethnicity spreads, she is deemed a failure: 
“Here was a woman raised as one of a superior race, refined, cultured, pos-
sessed of all the Christian virtues, who would have remained in this social 
sphere all her life, beloved and respected by her descendants, her blood 
mingling with the best blood of the country if untoward circumstances 
had not exposed her ancestry. But the one drop of black blood neutralized 
all her virtues, and she became, from the moment of exposure, an unclean 
thing” (62). Unfortunately, Hagar’s and Ellis’s plans are interrupted for a 
time when St. Clair attacks his brother and sells Hagar into slavery. She, like 
Grace Montfort, tries to drown herself rather than remain a slave. Readers 
presume she commits suicide until the conclusion of the story reveals that 
she and her daughter survived.
 Hagar finds some degree of success married to the wealthy Senator 
Bowen. As the senator’s second wife, “Mrs. Bowen simply fulfilled woman’s 
mission in making her husband’s career successful by the exercise of her own 
intuitive powers” (82). Being his wife has its rewards, and as Hagar tends to 
her dying husband, the narrator comments: “Wealth she might have, but it 
would not supply the tender deference and loving solicitude of wedded life 
that had been hers” (196). Indeed, Bowen bestows Hagar with her reward and 
“confirmation” of her success when he awakens from his coma and tells her, 
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“You have been a perfect wife. I have left you well provided for” (197). Yet,  
race prejudice continues to threaten her happiness after her own daughter’s 
efforts to maintain a successful marriage fail.
 Like a number of heroines in female success stories, Jewel Bowen, 
Hagar’s daughter, comes from a privileged family. Twice Jewel is in the po-
sition to inherit a wealthy estate, first as Ellis Enson’s biological daughter 
and then as Senator Bowen’s adopted daughter. During the course of the 
novel, Jewel is engaged and later married to Cuthbert Sumner, who also 
comes from a prominent family. Their relationship is put to the test when 
Aurelia Madison and General Benson (a.k.a. St. Clair Enson) plot to break 
up their union. Although they remain faithful to each other, their marriage 
and Jewel’s success are jeopardized when Jewel’s racial heritage is discovered. 
Although initially prejudiced against African Americans, Cuthbert decides 
to remain married to his beloved Jewel. Unfortunately, it takes Cuthbert 
some time to overcome his prejudices, and by the time he finds the Ensons, 
Jewel has died of Roman fever while in Europe.
 Hopkins’s treatment of Aurelia Madison’s character is among the most 
dynamic because she depicts her as an anti-Alger heroine while subverting 
the conventions of the young woman’s success novel. Almost all of Horatio 
Alger’s success novels have male heroes, with a few rare exceptions like Helen 
Ford. Although Alger published this novel in 1866, two years before his  
most well-known novel, Ragged Dick, the plot is very similar to his later rags-
to-riches tales. The gender-specific conventions of women’s success fiction, 
which Hopkins adapts in Hagar’s Daughter, include the heroine’s employ-
ment outside the traditional women’s domestic sphere, and marriage, which 
removes her from the streets, places her back in the home and allows her 
to thrive there as a wife and mother. Like Helen Ford, Aurelia Madison’s 
mother is dead and her father raises her. Helen and her father have a close 
relationship wherein Helen assumes the maternal functions of their tran-
sient household. Her father is too distracted with his flying machine inven-
tion to serve as a competent father figure for Helen. Major Madison is simi-
larly preoccupied with his own enterprises, but unlike Helen Ford, Aurelia 
suffers from his lack of guidance. Aurelia spends her early childhood in a 
convent, and once she leaves, she spends a substantial amount of time in 
her father’s gambling parlor. Hopkins implies that the Major uses Aurelia to 
lure unsuspecting men into the house so that he can cheat them out of their 
money. “Washington society,” she writes, “with its proneness to overlook 
small trespasses, was beginning to talk about the Madisons. Some declared 
the beautiful daughter but a bait to snare the unwary, and openly voted the 
Major ‘shady’” (130). Even though Aurelia is an independent woman, she 
ventures in spheres that are inappropriate for true women. She is always the 
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only woman present in her father’s drawing room, for example. Aurelia’s 
presence in the gambling parlor illustrates how she is working outside the 
traditional domestic sphere. Helen Ford accepts a job as an actress to sup-
port herself and her father. Even though she willingly puts herself on public 
display each night, she does so while remaining virtuous and modest. For ex-
ample, she maintains an appropriate level of embarrassment about having to 
walk home from the theater at night without an escort. Aurelia, on the other 
hand, is always flamboyant when she appears in public. She is beautiful, but 
also sensuous to a fault. Hopkins’s description of the dress Aurelia wears to 
the Bowens’ ball is a typical example of the manner in which she frequently 
characterizes Aurelia’s warm, scarlet sensuality: “This woman was quite the 
loveliest thing they had ever seen, startling and somewhat bizarre, perhaps, 
but still marvelously, undeniably lovely. Her gown was a splendid creation 
of scarlet and gold. It was a magnificent and daring combination . . . but it 
bewildered one so that the eye rested on Jewel’s slender, white-robed figure 
with pleasure, and intense relief” (115–16). Aurelia is accustomed to using 
her body and physical beauty to get what she wants. We should remember, 
however, that Aurelia’s white father and his white associate encourage her 
to behave in this manner.
 At one point Aurelia is engaged to Cuthbert Sumner, but he breaks off 
the engagement after discovering that she flirts with other men. Because 
Aurelia is not an ideal wife, her prospects for success are grim. Cuthbert 
thinks, “she was not the woman to command the respect of his friends nor 
to bring him complete happiness” (92). What seals Aurelia’s fate is the revela-
tion that she is the daughter of Major Madison’s slave-mistress and that she 
has black blood. Traditionally, the discovery of the heroine’s true identity fa-
cilitates her eventual success. In Helen Ford, Helen and her father turn out to 
be lost heirs to a fortune. In Hagar’s Daughter, Aurelia’s black blood ensures 
that she inherits a lifetime of misery. When Cuthbert confronts her about 
her race, she is defiant: “If the world is to condemn me as the descendant 
of a race that I abhor,” she says, “it shall never condemn me as a coward!” 
(238). At the conclusion of the novel, it is clear that Aurelia fails to achieve 
success: “ . . . the close of the trail would see her homeless, friendless, money-
less, under the ban of a terrible caste prejudice . . .” (242). But, in the end, no 
criminal charges are brought against Aurelia for her misdeeds, “in fact, no 
one desired to inflict more punishment on the unfortunate woman” (272). 
By the novel’s end she has vanished into seclusion. Ultimately, the dynamics 
of race prejudice prevent Aurelia from marrying and becoming a successful 
woman. Aurelia is a woman of African American descent who bitterly hates 
her ethnic identity because she knows it places her in a vulnerable posi-
tion in society. The men in her life assume her virtue needs no protection. 
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Cuthbert abandons her, and her father sacrifices her true womanhood for 
the benefit of his own bank account. Yet, despite Aurelia’s treacherous be-
havior, Hopkins chooses not to condemn her. Instead, Hopkins condemns 
the residual effects slavery has had on black womanhood and black women’s 
ability to succeed in the United States. Elise Bradford, a minor character, 
explains why we should not hate women like Aurelia but pity them instead: 
“Socially, they are not recognized by the whites; they are often without 
money enough to bu[y] the barest necessities of life; honorably, they cannot 
procure sufficient means to gratify their luxurious tastes. . . . [D]ebauched 
whitemen [sic] are ever ready to take advantage of their destitution, and 
after living a short life of shame, they sink into early graves. . . . You know 
yourself Mr. Sumner, that caste as found at the North is a terrible thing. It 
is killing the black man’s hope there in every avenue; it is centered against 
his advancement” (159). Hopkins’s tone toward Aurelia is sympathetic, for 
she is “but another type of the products of the accursed system of slavery. 
. . . There was something, too, that compelled admiration in this resolute 
standing to her guns with the determination to face the worst that fate might 
have in store for her” (238).
 Another biracial character who develops “resolute standing” is Winona, 
the heroine of Hopkins’s third novel. Elizabeth Ammons observes that 
Hopkins employs multiple literary traditions in Winona: “Generically the 
novel combines the western, fugitive slave narrative, romance, pot boiler/
soap opera, political novel, and traditional allegory to tell the story of the 
paradisiacal possibility but real life destruction of a truly mixed-race North 
American family.”40 On the surface this novel may not appear to map to 
the typical success novel; however, if we consider the manner in which this 
novel of development follows conventions of the bildungsroman, a close rela-
tive of the success novel, then we can observe how Hopkins continues her 
project of Signifying on traditional literary forms to create success literature 
germane to the African American experience. The term bildungsroman was 
originally used to designate a particular novel form that focused on the psy-
chological development of its protagonist, and it flourished in Germany in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Lehrjahre 
(1794–96) is considered the prototype. According to Jerome Buckley, the bil-
dungsroman has also been known as “the novel of youth, the novel of educa-
tion, of apprenticeship, of adolescence, of initiation, even the life-novel.”41 
Though the term escapes “precise definition or neat translation,” today it is 
generally used to designate a novel that traces a protagonist’s development 
from childhood through adolescence and into early adulthood, as he or she 
negotiates questions about his or her place in society.42 Scholars who have 
identified the bildungsroman in African American literature observe how 
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this genre “in the hands of ethnic authors, often [thematizes] ethnicity.”43 
In Winona, the heroine, a fair-skinned and beautiful quadroon, is orphaned 
when her self-exiled British father, White Eagle, is mysteriously murdered. 
She is remanded to slavery but eventually freed by Warren Maxwell, a British 
attorney, and Ebenezer Maybee, a white hotel proprietor who is sympathetic 
to the abolitionist movement. During the course of the novel, the implica-
tions of Winona’s ethnic identity disrupt her peaceful and tranquil adoles-
cence, as she learns what it means to be a biracial woman in the United 
States. As Winona matures and develops romantic feelings for Maxwell, 
Hopkins returns to her argument that the conditions for black American 
women’s success are unstable in the United States. Not only does Hopkins 
adopt and adapt the bildungsroman, but she also invokes the rhetoric of the 
Manifest Destiny ideology to present a sophisticated critique of the gospel 
of success, especially the belief that unfettered dreams can become realities 
in the United States of America. At first glance Winona seems to focus more 
on Maxwell’s development than the heroine’s, despite the title’s connota-
tion. Like William Wells Brown’s heroine Clotel, Winona does not develop 
a memorable presence nor a strong voice until the plot is well underway. 
As “an incredibly virtuous but almost invisible heroine,” to use Ammon’s 
phrasing, readers are inclined to dismiss Winona and focus their attention 
on characters that appear to be more dynamic, like Judah and Maxwell.44 
Yet we underestimate the extent of Hopkins’s social critique if we interpret 
Winona’s character as simply another tragic mulatta typically found in senti-
mental fiction of the period. If we read this novel as a modified bildungsro-
man, as a young black woman’s narrative of psychological development, then 
we witness once again Hopkins advocating a success paradigm that is not 
individualistic but communal and that hinges upon one’s ability to escape 
race-based social and political policies.
 According to Buckley, in the bildungsroman, “A child of some sensibility 
grows up in the country, or in a provincial town, where he finds constraints, 
social and intellectual, placed upon the free imagination. His family, espe-
cially his father, proves doggedly hostile to his creative instincts or flights 
of fancy, [and] antagonistic to his ambitions.”45 As the novel opens, Winona 
is depicted as a free-spirited and fanciful young teenager who relishes her 
natural surroundings on Lake Erie. White Eagle’s remote island homestead 
contains “deer-paths winding through the woods, the green world still in 
its primal existence in this forgotten spot brought back the golden period 
unknown to the world living now in anxiety and toil.”46 Winona spends her 
days picking flowers, observing squirrels and black birds, and reflecting on 
Old Nokomis’s tales of Native American folklore. An exchange between 
Winona and her adopted brother, Judah, reveals the potential White Eagle 
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has to disrupt Winona’s “flights of fancy.” When Judah reminds Winona 
that she will be entering a convent and receiving a formal education from 
nuns, Winona declares that she will not comply with her father’s wishes: 
“Papa cannot make me. I will not” (293). Winona resists the limitations that 
she instinctively knows will be placed upon her “free imagination.” White 
Eagle is murdered before he has the opportunity to assert his paternal au-
thority on Winona, but because White Eagle’s murderer and Winona’s kid-
napper, White Eagle’s cousin Colonel Titus, hails from her paternal family 
line, Winona’s freedom is still usurped in accordance with the bildungsro-
man tradition.
 Buckley explains that in the typical bildungsroman, the protagonist’s 
“first schooling, even if not totally inadequate, may be frustrating insofar as 
it may suggest options not available to him in his present settings. He there-
fore, sometimes at a quite early age, leaves the repressive atmosphere of home 
(and also the relative innocence), to make his way independently in the 
city.”47 The “first schooling” Winona receives is in indigenous folklore. Old 
Nokomis instructs Winona in botanicals and “spirits” (292). Hopkins breaks 
from the bildungsroman tradition when Winona is kidnapped from home 
instead of being forced to enter the “repressive atmosphere” of a convent in-
habited by “a lot of nuns and strange girls who do not care for [her]” (293). A 
Missouri plantation functions as the ultimate repressive atmosphere. While 
Winona receives a conventional education on Colonel Titus’s plantation 
along with her young mistress, the Colonel believes Winona’s music and 
reading lessons will increase her market value and “pay ten dollars for every 
one invested” because he considers her merely chattel (320). Winona also 
learns of the realities of racial prejudice as the assault upon her innocence 
commences. Here, “In the life she had led as a slave, this poor child had 
learned things from which the doting mother guards the tender maiden-
hood of her treasure with rigid care; so the girl thought of marriage or its 
form, with the utmost freedom” (356). On this plantation Titus functions 
as a surrogate paternal figure who impedes Winona’s emerging ambitions 
by enslaving her and subordinating her well-being for his own greed.
 According to Martin Japtok, the traditional bildungsroman form “pre-
dominantly stress[es] the individual but may also acknowledge a commun- 
ity; ethnic texts feature community involvement more predominantly, but 
they also stress individual development, so that communalism and individu-
alism exist side by side.”48 Hopkins creates a nurturing foster community in 
John Brown’s camp. Once Winona is rescued from Titus’s plantation, this 
veritable village embraces the orphan. Here, Winona and other fugitive 
slaves receive their “first lessons in the true principles of home-building 
and the responsibility of freedom” (374). Prior to Winona’s abduction, she 
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had been reared among a “mixed community of Anglo-Saxons, Indians and 
Negroes” (287). In the camp, which is similarly diverse, “the great family 
of fugitives dwelt together in guileless and trusting brotherhood under the 
patriarchal care of Captain Brown” (373). Just as Contending Forces and the 
“Famous Women” series privilege communal relationships and uplift activi-
ties, Winona stresses that a successful outcome of Winona’s psychological de-
velopmental journey is dependent upon the good intentions and actions of 
others. Winona is not an entirely passive figure, however. Maxwell’s capture 
presents the opportunity for her to enter and complete the apprentice stage 
of her development. When she learns that Maxwell is being held captive, she 
seeks solitude and creeps “into the woods not to weep, but to think” (380). 
Winona prays for the wherewithal to save Maxwell. As Buckley notes, once 
the typical bildungsroman hero “has decided, after painful soul-searching, 
the sort of accommodation to the modern world he can honestly make, he 
has left his adolescence behind and entered upon his maturity.”49 Similarly, 
Winona searches within herself and “In the morning she sought an in-
terview with Captain Brown” (380). With Brown’s approval, Winona dis- 
guises herself as a young boy, Allen Pinks, and returns to Missouri to nurse 
Maxwell and facilitate his escape from jail. Winona demonstrates her matu-
rity and competence when Maxwell is successfully rescued. Later she is left 
“in command of the home guard” (409), having proven her competence to 
lead and having completed the apprentice stage of her development.
 Like Buckley’s bildungsroman hero, Winona’s story includes an “ordeal 
by love.”50 She becomes self-conscious after rescuing Maxwell, and “little by 
little, a gulf had opened between them which to her unsophisticated mind 
could not be bridged” (404). One source of this gulf is her assumption that 
she “was nothing” to Maxwell because of her race (405). In typical bildung-
sroman fashion, Winona experiences painful soul searching as she tries to 
determine what her place in American society is as long as slavery and ra-
cial prejudice persist. “Which is my country, I wonder?” she asks, “ . . . This 
country mine? No, no! The fearful things that I have seen. . . . My father’s 
country shall be mine” (406). While Maxwell encourages her to consider the 
possibilities of marriage, Winona resolves to enter a convent. It is not until 
her true identity as Henry Carlingford’s daughter is confirmed that Winona 
is free to marry Maxwell. Once in England, Winona is “a noble woman”; “all 
worshipped the last beautiful representative of ancient family” (435).
 Interestingly, to show how the myth of success crosses racial and even 
national boundaries, Hopkins includes another narrative of development 
in this novel that parallels Winona’s. Warren Maxell’s character is also 
employed to critique the gospel of success in the United States. Through 
Maxwell, readers learn how inalienable human rights are jeopardized by  
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institutionalized slavery. The phrase Manifest Destiny was coined by  
John L. O’Sullivan and first used in the 1840s to justify United States ex-
pansion into Texas, Oregon, and Mexico. Broadly speaking, the ideology 
subscribes to the belief that the United States was destined by Providence 
to expand its borders and territories to the far West of the North American 
continent. The doctrine of Manifest Destiny also included fear of British ex-
pansion into North America. As the United States acquired additional ter-
ritories, and as these territories applied for statehood, the nation was forced 
to consider the extent to which slavery would also be expanded across the 
United States. Hopkins uses the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny to illustrate 
how American racism was unique and made conditions for success nearly 
impossible within its borders. Hopkins revisits the argument she makes in 
Peculiar Sam and Contending Forces (and would make again in Of One Blood) 
about the United States being unfit to foster African American success. 
Winona presents a more sophisticated rendering of United States national 
policy and its impact on African American success and progress.
 Hopkins introduces the doctrine of Manifest Destiny and establishes 
the foundation for her critique when she describes the history of the novel’s 
setting. The opening setting is on the border, no-man’s land on an island 
within Lake Erie, between Canada and New York state: “From 1842, the ab- 
origines began to scatter. They gave up the last of this great reservations 
then before the on-sweeping Anglo-Saxon, moving toward the setting sun 
in the pasture lands surrounding the Black Hills” (287). We also learn that 
“Yet, through Erie County urged the Indians farther West, and took up 
their reservations for white settlers, their thirst for power stopped short of 
the curtailment of human liberty. The free air of the land of the prairies was 
not polluted by the foul breath of slavery” (288).
 Warren Maxwell accepts an assignment from his British law firm to 
find the lost heir to the Carlingford estate, for doing so will give him the op-
portunity to establish a respectable reputation and acquire affluence: “But 
he had come with a purpose; he was determined to succeed. There were 
three others at home older than himself; his own share in the family estate 
would amount to an annuity scarcely enough to defray his tailor’s bill. . . .  
In family council, therefore, it was decided that law, with money and old 
family influence might lead to Parliament in the future; and so Warren 
took up the work determined to do his best” (298). If Maxwell completes 
his mission to America successfully, his employers “would be generous—in 
fact, he would become a full partner, sharing all the emoluments of the po- 
sition at once” (299).
 When Maxwell first meets Judah and Winona he is naïve and does not 
quite understand how their status as “only niggers and Injuns” could affect 
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their lives: “Still they’re human beings, and entitled to some consideration,” 
he says (303). As Maxwell comes to understand the American caste system, 
he pities Winona and pledges to help her, knowing that “In England, neither 
their color nor race will be against them. They will be happier there than here” 
(311). As Maxwell becomes more involved in Winona’s and Judah’s lives, he 
receives an education of his own. He expects his rights to be respected and 
honored because he is a British subject, but they are not. Maxwell vows to 
“appeal to the British consul for protection from your vile insults” (380–81): 
“He meditated upon his position in the heart of a hostile country although 
supposed to advocate and champion the most advanced ideas of liberty and 
human rights. What a travesty the American government was on the noblest 
principles!” (381). He draws up a protest, which he declares in open court, 
but it is thrown aside by the magistrate. Maxwell’s education is not complete 
until he is freed and joins John Brown and Maybee. “I understand the slavery 
question through and through,” he says. “Experience is a stern teacher” (395).
 By recasting the marriage plot, Hopkins argues that racism in the 
United States prevents black women from realizing their dream of having a 
stable family, and thus racism prevents black women from experiencing suc-
cess. At the conclusion of Hagar’s Daughter, Hopkins offers a final comment 
about the impact slavery and racism have on a black woman’s inability to 
achieve success through marriage: “The holy institution of marriage ignored 
the life of the slave, breed [sic] indifference in the masters to the enormity of 
illicit connections, with the result that the sacred family relation is weakened 
and finally ignored in many cases” (284). For Hopkins, all black women are 
victims of slavery and its residual racism. Hopkins’s use of fiction Signifies 
on popular tropes of success literature to demonstrate how racism inhib-
its true African American women’s success. One question remains: Would 
Hopkins, who did not marry but rather followed Mrs. Willis’s alternative 
path to success by concentrating her energies on her writing career and club 
activities, have considered herself a success? Her work on behalf of racial 
uplift, black women’s clubs, and the Colored American Magazine qualify as 
successful achievements by her own standards.





ConClusIon

“Let the Good Work Go On”

A number of other questions remain about Hopkins’s project, like how ef-
fective were her articles at motivating young blacks to seek moderate wealth 
and respectability through self-help and uplift? If given the opportunity, did 
they choose to model their lives after her success archetypes in the “Famous 
Men of the Negro Race” and “Famous Women of the Negro Race” series, 
or did they prefer to follow the examples set by Booker T. Washington? Fur- 
thermore, did Hopkins’s criticism of the racism and sexism inherent in the 
traditional gospel of success enlighten any of her white readers? To answer 
these questions, we would need to know more about the reception history of 
Hopkins’s work. Unfortunately, the amount of documentary evidence avail-
able that would provide enough insight into the effectiveness of her project 
is scant. Judging from the magazine’s circulation totals during Hopkins’s 
tenure and afterward, it appears that readers did prefer the journal’s literary 
content instead of the business content, and they may have found some value 
in her short stories and novels that depicted the black success archetype. In 
Hopkins’s letter to Trotter, written less than one year after she left the Colored 
American Magazine, she claimed, “The agents in every city have complained 
bitterly of the change of policy; it has hurt their sales; many of them have 
given the book up. In New York City we sold from 800 to 1500 per month; 
under the new policy the sales have shrunk to 200 per month and the maga-
zine would be out of business were it not for the fact that it is supported from 
Mr. Washington’s private purse. Nor did the whites rally to the support of 
the pitiful rag issued each month which was but a shadow of its former self.”1 
The magazine finally ceased publication in 1909, shortly after Washington 
withdrew his interest and financial support. A number of letters sent to the 
editor of the Colored American Magazine during Hopkins’s tenure there offer 
general support for the magazine, but it does not appear that any readers 
responded directly to Hopkins’s prescription for black success. For example,  
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T. Thomas Fortune, the black editor of the New York Age, and Daniel Murray, 
a black employee of the Library of Congress, both responded favorably to 
the magazine’s appearance and credibility.2 Alberta Moore Smith, an active 
black club woman, gave Contending Forces a favorable review, but she did not 
take note of Hopkins’s treatment of African American success in the novel: 
“It is undoubtedly the book of the century. . . . This book should be classed 
as one of the standard works of the day.”3 Thus, it seems that most of the 
black response to Hopkins’s work was favorable, albeit in a general sense as 
race literature, not necessarily as success literature.
 The pages of the Colored American Magazine do reveal the interesting 
advertising history for Contending Forces, the novel that probably contains 
Hopkins’s most comprehensive treatment of African American success. The 
book was advertised frequently in the Colored American Magazine from 1900 
to 1902. A September 1900 advertisement, one of the first, offered the novel  
for sale by subscription for $1.50. In October 1900, the editorial board 
proudly announced that advance sales of the book “have been enormous.”4 
But in July 1901, the management decided to change its marketing tactics 
and offered the novel to readers free for the asking, with no strings attached: 
“It is our desire to distribute a free copy of it in every section of the country 
as we feel sure that where it is once introduced, we will sell hundreds of cop-
ies.”5 Contending Forces continued to be offered for free or at a discount until 
the spring of 1902. Specific sales figures are needed to determine if the free 
book offer was successful. Still, considering the content of her second peri-
odical publishing venture, New Era Magazine (1916), Hopkins either received 
enough encouragement to resurrect the project she began at the Colored 
American Magazine, or she was simply convinced that the community still 
needed to be educated about success and uplift through literature. New Era 
Magazine is more outspoken about the necessity of blacks helping themselves 
and each other succeed, and of the magazine’s own responsibility in contri- 
buting to the black community’s success. In the “Editorial and Publisher’s 
Announcements” for the February 1916 issue, Hopkins vows, “Under God 
we will use our every resource for the uplift of our people.” 6 The most signi- 
ficant change in Hopkins’s editorial vision is the global view of race relations 
and racial solidarity that she promoted in the magazine and that Freund 
had discouraged her from advocating while she was at the Colored American 
Magazine. The subtitle of New Era Magazine states that it is “An Illustrated 
Monthly Devoted to the World-Wide Interest of the Negro Race.” In addi-
tion to printing articles about Liberia and Puerto Rico, Hopkins ran the sec-
tion “Around the World of Color,” which consisted of “General News Items 
of Interest to the Race from all Parts of the World.”7 She also began another 
biographical series, “Men of Vision,” similar to “Famous Men of the Negro 
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Race.” Nonetheless, despite Hopkins’s lofty ambitions, the magazine lasted 
only two issues. It is not clear why, but it is easy to speculate that the masses 
of readers Hopkins was most intent on reaching out to, and speaking up for, 
simply could not afford to sustain the publication through subscriptions or 
charitable contributions.
 Details about reactions from white readers are scarce. The closest evi-
dence of a white reader’s response to Hopkins’s writing is a letter Cornelia 
Condict wrote to the editors of the Colored American Magazine. Condict criti-
cized the magazine’s serial novelists for writing stories that depict interracial 
love affairs: “The stories of these tragic mixed loves will not commend them-
selves to your white readers and will not elevate the colored readers” (399). 
Judging from this letter, and Hopkins’s response, it is likely that many whites 
did not understand the nuances of Hopkins’s critique of United States race 
relations and the American Dream. Although Condict does not mention 
Hopkins by name, Hopkins felt the need to defend her own work by explain-
ing, “My stories are definitely planned to show the obstacles persistently 
placed in our paths by a dominant race to subjugate us spiritually. Marriage 
is made illegal between the races and yet the mulattoes increase. Thus the 
shadow of corruption [that] falls on the blacks and on the whites without 
whose aid the mulattoes would not exist. . . . I sing of the wrongs of a race 
that ignorance of their pitiful condition may be changed to intelligence and 
must awaken compassion in the hearts of the just.”8 This white reader did 
not understand Hopkins’s strategy behind using interracial relationships to 
unveil the hypocrisy of whites that claim mulattoes are the byproduct of im-
moral blacks. Indeed, if whites that purported to support Hopkins’s efforts 
(like John Freund) failed to recognize the value of using success literature to 
fight racist stereotypes while motivating blacks to succeed, then it is likely 
that the larger white community was even less sympathetic.
 All African American leaders did not view the traditional gospel of 
success with the same degree of antagonism as Hopkins, however. In fact, 
Booker T. Washington worked assiduously to apply the traditional model to  
his own life, or rather to give others the perception that he had done so. 
Hopkins criticized the way Washington ignored American race prejudice as 
he appropriated the traditional paradigm to create his own prescription for 
African American success. Her outspoken position in favor of political agi-
tation eventually forced her off the magazine staff. The world was not ready 
for Pauline Hopkins. She was one of the few black women to earn a living 
(modest though it was) as a magazine editor at a time when even few black 
men chose publishing as their sole profession.9 Her contemporary black 
women writers were either not as prolific or committed to promoting Afri- 
can American success in all of their writings. For example, like Hopkins, 
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Alice Dunbar-Nelson produced literature in multiple genres, but unlike 
Hopkins, she did not tackle race head-on in her published fiction. Dunbar-
Nelson reserved her political commentary for her nonfiction, whereas 
Hopkins presented declarative political statements in her nonfiction as well 
as her fiction. Indeed, Hopkins challenged black male leaders, liberal white 
male philanthropists, and white racists when doing so amounted to politi-
cal and social suicide. Even though current scholarship applauds Hopkins’s 
remarkable career achievements, there is a growing trend to characterize her 
actual tenure at the Colored American Magazine and a significant portion of 
her career as a failure.10 Although Hopkins paid a price for being outspoken, 
labeling her a victim would diminish her fighting spirit, determination, and 
pure gumption. Hopkins was a renaissance woman whose stage and lectur-
ing experience taught her how to draw in an audience, and whose periodical 
editorial experience taught her to give readers what they wanted to read with-
out compromising her own principles. Her skill at interweaving multiple 
literary genres in one publication exemplifies her versatility, intellect, and 
creativity. In the prospectus for Contending Forces, Hopkins asked, “Of what 
use is fiction to the colored race at the present crisis in its history?” 11 Her 
work answers this question by illustrating how early twentieth-century black 
periodicals could not only entertain and educate an audience, but also serve 
as an effective vehicle for social and political protest. In this sense, Hopkins’s 
writings and editorial decisions remind us not to minimize the power of 
popular success literature. The fact that Hopkins selected and published 
articles, short stories, and serialized fiction for a general black audience does 
not make her work any less valuable to African American literary history. 
Interestingly, once Hopkins became the editor of record in May 1903, she 
consistently used the title literary editor, not simply editor or any other vari-
ants, to designate her position with the magazine.
 “Let the good work go on,” Hopkins wrote in response to Condict’s 
swipe at the Colored American Magazine’s fiction; “Opposition is the life of an 
enterprise; criticism tells you that you are doing something.” 12 Hopkins util- 
ized her editorial role to tailor a message to a black middle-class audience in a 
way that was accessible but not simplistic. She is an example of a writer who 
serviced the masses and held high expectations of her readers. Hopkins’s so- 
lution to the race problem was to educate her entire community, whites and 
blacks, through success literature. In the spirit of Pauline Hopkins, scholars 
of African American literature and culture must endeavor to “Let the good 
work go on.”
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