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ithin the long-standing critical narrative of religious resistance to the novel in America, the following claim from an
1829 review of the Scottish novel Dunallan; or, Know What You Judge
(1825) seems all too fitting: “The influence of fiction is felt on the truth
itself, and it brings truth under suspicion, by throwing over it an air of
illusion” (“Review of Dunallan” 1829, 1). Several generations of what
Henry James (1889, 378) would later term “the old evangelical hostility
to the novel” decried the deleterious effect of fiction on truth, and
though this suspicion thrived past the Civil War, by the mid-1850s mainstream Protestants were reading novels such as Susan Warner’s The
Wide, Wide World (1850), Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin
(1852), and Maria S. Cummins’s The Lamplighter (1854) in record numbers. How and why did this transition occur? Critics have described
many of the cultural factors responsible for the shift in religious attitudes toward fiction, including the democratization of spirituality associated with the Second Great Awakening, improved literacy rates, and
the development of print genres designed to reach new readers. Yet the
genre responsible for proving fiction’s spiritual utility—the evangelical tract tale—has been neglected, despite its centrality to later works
such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Neglected, too, have been the implications
tract tales raise for literary study. If, as I will argue, these works used
fictional plot in a way that was both literary and programmatic, then
they challenge the critical distinction between literary merit and didactic ambition that has relegated both tracts and mid-century best sellers
to cultural rather than aesthetic significance.
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The tales’ literary work occurred in their plots, which constructed
lifelike worlds to illustrate the relevance of biblical principles to modern life. Ranging in length and format from pamphlets of twenty pages
to bound volumes of over two hundred, the tales shared a common technique of using plot to envision what spiritual principles looked like when
lived. Following protagonists—often young, always white, and frequently poor—in recognizable contemporary settings as they experienced and meditated on spiritual regeneration, the tales’ plots reflected
both a historical consciousness and a commitment to rational thought.
In this way they belonged to a moment of evangelical confidence that
celebrated the integration of Enlightenment rationality, theories of history and aesthetics, and traditional theology and devotional practices
(Noll 2002, 162; Ahlstrom 1972, 364).1 In a context shaped by disestablishment and the democratization of theology, claims for the modern
pertinence of Christianity mattered in new ways as sects, denominations, and popular spiritual leaders appealed both to reason and intuition (Hatch 1989, Noll 2002, Butler 1990). 2 Tales participated in this
project at the level of content by depicting recognizable characters and
settings, yet they also argued for Christianity’s modern relevance at the
level of form. Their plots built worlds through a chronological process
of self-reference that mirrored historical time and reflective thought,
only to reveal in the end that the world created in the narrative was
determined by spiritual principles. 3 Put another way, tract tales relied
on the mechanics of fictional world making to depict ideas that pointed
beyond fiction and the world, embodying a contemporary evangelical
insistence on the pertinence of Christian mystery to contemporary life.
The tales belonged to an early moment in the history of aesthetics
that was shaped by a desire to align language with transcendent or universal standards. Naming what art did as art became a pressing issue
in the eighteenth century once it was understood not as an expression
of a communal desire but as a reflection of individual autonomy.4 Early
theories of aesthetics from Hume to Kant to Schiller grappled with the
relation between ideas and order, positing art and taste as categories
that mediated between the subject and that which exceeded individual
apprehension.5 Within this frame, literature was understood to reflect
both subjective freedom and an ongoing connection to something
larger than individual judgment, preference, or reason. Literature’s
transcendent dimension would become the stuff of later modernist
derision, and it was replaced by the notion that literary writing offered
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a space (however compromised) for reflecting on systems with transcendent or totalizing claims (Bürger 1984). Literary merit became a
mark of the distance between representation and system—history,
political ideology, social norms. This assumption about merit continues to operate as a critical instinct that obscures the historical evolution of thinking about literary form, particularly the early history of
literary aesthetics in which language mattered as it mediated between
the immanent forms of the world and the laws of moral rectitude and
divine providence.
This early history of aesthetics reveals a moment that challenges the
implicit secularization thesis at work in distinctions between literary
and spiritual didactic works. In this moment, to which tract tales and
works such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin belonged, the literary and the transcendent were defined not in opposition but in relation to a shifting network of assumptions about whether meaning derived from God, language, or man. By claiming the tracts as literary, I open a space for
considering the changing valences of the term, building on scholarship
that has achieved the same ends with secularity. This scholarly work
disputes secularization theses that trace the peeling away of nonobjective modes of seeing time, subjectivity, and truth to reveal the objective
and timeless reality of the secular.6 In lieu of these narratives, in which
secularity is both monolithic and inevitable, Charles Taylor (2007),
Talal Asad (1993, 2003), and others have tracked the evolution of the
distinction between religion and secularity by considering how and
where understandings of time, affiliation, and power are solidified.7
Literature has historically been one place where these accounts take
shape, yet a sense of its elasticity as a space for trying out different
versions of the secular has been lost in the need to see its aesthetic
work—the creation of worlds in which different configurations of time
and meaning are possible—as evidence of secularized standards of
merit. If we assume, however, that our understandings of literature
operate much like our conceptions of the secular—that in fact their
development as modern analytic categories has been intertwined—
then we can better appreciate how secularity has come to be associated with literature as the privileged vehicle of its expression.8
Placed within an early moment of aesthetic history in which ideas
about literariness were evolving in relation to new understandings of
secularity, tracts and the novels they inspired (Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The
Wide, Wide World) hardly appear as outliers. Instead they are of a piece
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with other contemporary works that grappled with notions of the
absolute—among them Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851) and
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850). Reading the tracts’
literariness within this cultural frame, we can see the historicity of the
standard that has been used to justify their neglect—a theory of aesthetics whose unexamined secularity obscures the composite nature
of both the aesthetic and the secular in their earliest iterations.
Form and Idea

Tract tales were shaped by two distinct but related ways of thinking
about language: a Reformed tradition of representing scriptural truths
in writing and a Scottish theory of aesthetics concerned with moral and
religious utility. The Reformed understanding of language that prevailed in the colonial Puritan context viewed words as capable of diverse
expression but also constrained in what they could represent by their
fidelity to a finite truth, codified in scripture.9 Although scriptural truth
was fixed, its expression took many shapes beyond that of the Bible and
it was in these forms that Puritans gloried, seeing them as manifestations of divine inspiration.10 The idea that Puritans were limited by
authorized sources and plain style prompted Perry Miller’s (1939, 91)
famous claim that they lacked an aesthetic awareness, yet in revising
Miller’s argument Sacvan Bercovitch (2011, 29) notes: “To speak plainly
was not primarily to speak simply, and not at all to speak artlessly. It
meant speaking the Word—making language itself, as self-expression,
an imitatio Christi because it conformed to scripture.” Bercovitch’s
work belonged to a generation of critical resistance to Miller that
focused on poetry by Edward Taylor and Anne Bradstreet and histories
by William Bradford and Cotton Mather, and this impetus to consider
Puritan writing for its linguistic work has continued in scholarship by
Patricia Caldwell (1983), Ann Kibbey (1986), Michael Colacurcio (1997,
2006), and Lisa Gordis (2003), among others.11 Yet what remains undertheorized even in Bercovitch’s work is the role that Puritan ideas about
language played in the emergence of aesthetic theory in eighteenthcentury colonial and early national culture, particularly as these ideas
were modified by the introduction of Scottish thinking about aesthetics.
The impetus to use language in new ways to express preconceived
notions of truth—truth that for the Puritans was biblical but for the
Scots would be both scriptural and moral—persevered into the eigh-
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teenth century to become a set of ideas about useful writing that created
the circumstances for tract tales’ production and reception.
Scottish aesthetic theory caught on in post-Revolutionary America
thanks to its emphasis on notions of universal truth and incorporation
of contemporary theories of epistemology. John Locke’s delineation
of knowledge formation in his Essay concerning Human Understanding (1690) had posed various problems for religious thinkers both in his
and subsequent generations, most notably because his argument
against innate ideas rendered questions of right and wrong matters of
context rather than absolute principle (Camfield 1988, 324). Scottish
theorists of the eighteenth century took up the modifications to Locke’s
theory proposed by the Third Earl of Shaftesbury and Francis Hutche
son by claiming that individuals were endowed with an indwelling
moral sense capable of distinguishing between right and wrong. Work
by Hugh Blair (1993) and Archibald Alison extended these concerns to
aesthetics, proposing that art could facilitate sensory responses such as
sympathy that would call forth the right type of feeling in the reader
(Camfield 1988, 325; Cahill 2012, 26). In the early American context,
the Scottish combination of empiricism and morality proved popular
in a diversifying theological landscape, as new sects clamored for
converts and existing denominations broadened their appeal on the
grounds of what Mark Noll (2002, 9) has identified as a synthesis of
common-sense moral reasoning, evangelism, and republican political
ideology.12 As new publication technologies and written genres emerged
to reflect developments in empiricism and moral reasoning, Scottish
aesthetic theory proved useful for thinking about the moral and religious dimensions of writing, particularly fiction.13
For contemporary evangelicals, Scottish thinking about language
was most important for the connection it maintained between representation and biblical and moral truth. This was particularly true in a
Revolutionary and early national moment characterized by what
Edward Cahill (2012, 5) has described as the association of ideas about
aesthetics—“models of virtuous pleasure and regulated imagination”—
with developing notions of liberty and innovation. One of the most
significant works to influence early American thinking about aesthetics both within and outside the universities—Blair’s 1783 Lectures on
Rhetoric and Belles Lettres—maintains a distinction typical of Scottish
thought between ideas and the form of language. Thus Blair ([1819]
1993, 44) claims that beautiful language is not an end unto itself but
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the reflection of an original idea: “In general, in all good writing, the
sublime lies in the thought, not in the words; and when the thought is
truly noble, it will for the most part, clothe itself in a native dignity of
language.”14 According to Blair, rhetoric added a “polish” to ideas that
were already substantial, leaving only the inexperienced to be “caught
by the glare of mere language” (12). Blair’s popularity both in institutions of higher learning and among American evangelicals without
ties to elite education derived from his confirmation of a felt need for
writing to be both modern and moral: attuned to new developments in
genre (the preference for the anecdote in contemporary sermons; the
rise of “history-like” sketches in the religious press), faithful to biblical standards of spiritual truth, and open to figurative expression.15 An
1834 review in the Methodist Western Christian Advocate thus appreciated his work as a tool for regulating the “confounding metaphors” and
other figurative excesses that marred contemporary preaching (“Figurative Language in the Pulpit, and Skeletons” 1834, 1). A review from
the Christian Advocate and Journal of 1835 also confirmed the utility
of his principles in demonstrating how best to combine aesthetic pleasure and pedagogy: “For if we would edify, we must first please them
that hear” (T. S. B. 1835, 10). Blair’s theories thus accommodated new
forms of linguistic expression, crucial in a moment that was both politically and theologically invested in change, while remaining committed to an older Reformed idea that language reflected a larger order of
meaning.16
The primacy of content in Blair’s theory is apparent particularly
when he discusses the novel, a form that was both aesthetically new
and attuned to history in ways that distinguished it from narrative
modes such as fable or myth. Fiction’s utility for Blair inhered in its
representation of life—its illumination, drawn from the observable
world, of “what is laudable or defective in character and in conduct”
(1993, 375). In his discussion of different types of compositions, Blair
thus describes the novel as a “fictitious history” that communicates
lessons through historical relevance:
In fact, fictitious histories might be employed for very useful purposes. They furnish one of the best channels for conveying instruction, for painting human life and manners, for shewing the errors
into which we are betrayed by our passions, for rendering virtue
amiable and vice odious. The effect of well contrived stories, towards
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accomplishing these purposes, is stronger than any effect that can
be produced by simple and naked instruction; and hence we find,
that the wisest men in all ages, have more or less employed fables
and fictions, as the vehicles of knowledge. These have ever been the
basis of both epic and dramatic poetry. It is not, therefore, the nature
of this sort of writing considered in itself, but the faulty manner of its
execution, that can expose it to any contempt. (373)17
Representing “virtue” and “vice” within the context of “human life and
manners,” fictitious histories exceed “simple and naked instruction”
by making their lessons relevant in a contemporary setting. Although
he identifies the fictitious history’s lifelike representation as part of
its usefulness, Blair does little to explain the structure of the genre
itself, speaking only of the “contrivance” of a useful story—its plot and
characters—and the “faulty manner” of “execution” that might expose
it to error. In this way he creates a certain degree of latitude in formal
terms that parallels the Puritan attitudes about language that sustained
multiple expressions of biblical and devotional ideas. Although dealing
with a new genre, Blair’s theory thus aligned with older ideas about language as a pedagogical vehicle, an analogy that can be extended to
explain the absorption of Scottish aesthetics in the post-Revolutionary
and early national context more broadly.
With its structural connection to Puritan thought and attention to
new genres and history, Scottish aesthetic theory shaped fictional
experiments in the early nineteenth-century evangelical context by
providing a justification for the representation of established ideas in
new forms.18 The work of interdenominational organizations such as
the American Tract Society (ATS) and the American Sunday School
Union (ASSU) depended on the idea that tract tales and other narrative tools could be used to spread biblical truths, as autobiographies
and devotional historiographies had been employed to communicate
useful messages in previous eras. The emphasis on content in the tract
tales produced by these organizations has led critics to interpret these
works as transparent expositions of biblical messages. Yet this view
overlooks the representational range of the tales, which employed a
variety of characters and settings. Through the tales’ formal heterogeneity, contemporary evangelicals demonstrated an implicit understanding of the representational latitude that inhered both in Puritan
ideas about language and Scottish theory—the idea that anything
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might happen with language because its expressions were regulated
by a fixed truth anchored in scripture and universal moral law. Identifying what happened in language under the auspices of this attitude
offers a way to consider didactic fiction of this period from a different
angle, as a mechanical exercise that produced new forms even within a
context that insisted on the connection between writing and fixed biblical and moral principles.
The Form of Truth

Formally variegated and ideologically conventional, tract tales emerged
into a religious discursive landscape that was characterized both by the
growing presence of fiction and a suspicion of its merits. In identifying
the turn to fiction in early-nineteenth-century religious representation,
Lawrence Buell (1986) and David Reynolds (1980, 1981) have cited the
diminishment of traditional Calvinism as one motivating factor, along
with the development of rationalist and historicist trends within Congregationalism and Presbyterianism.19 This emphasis on CommonSense principles, historical relevance, and individual autonomy also
shaped the development of evangelism with a variety of denominations,
including Congregationalism, Presbyterianism, and Methodism (Marsden 1991, 2–3; Noll 2002, 227–345; Wigger 1998). Fictional narrative
spoke to these concerns in being both historically relevant and capable
of engaging readers or listeners in reflections on the events of plot. 20
Although fiction related to currents within contemporary religious
discourse, it remained an object of scrutiny for many, suggesting that a
disjunction existed between written practice and the theoretical conversation about fiction in the religious press. The latitude or freedom of
representation I have characterized as endemic to Reformed thinking
about language in the colonies and Scottish aesthetic theory allowed
fiction to emerge as a practical tool in a variety of contemporary evangelical contexts: the sermon, the journalistic anecdote, the tract tale.
Yet condemnations of novels and romances often coexisted in the
pages of religious journals with instances of short, useful literature,
suggesting that definitions of what counted as fiction varied widely
(Baym 1984, Brady 2011). Even as rigorous a figure of religious reform
as Alexander Campbell could employ anecdotes and descriptive segues in his work on the Christian Baptist while at the same time lamenting “descriptive preaching” and the personal anecdote, “of which we

Published by Duke University Press

American Literature
Tract Tales, Literary Aesthetics, and American Fiction

471

hear so much.”21 This was less an instance of hypocrisy than an example of the distinction that existed at a practical level between contemporary religious dialogue about fiction, which depended on a range of
definitions, and the use of narrative as a pedagogical tool, which had
the common sense rationality of Scottish aesthetics behind it along
with the long-standing Reformed practice of representing spiritual
truths in language. 22
This disconnection between theory and practice has caused critics
to focus on the contemporary condemnation of fiction in religious circles and the consequences of these attitudes on fiction’s development
in antebellum America, yet if we use plot to identify fiction in sermons
and journals, the abundance of tales and anecdotes suggests that fiction was alive and well as an experimental practice in this period. 23
Popular within a variety of genres, anecdotes and tales are identifiable
through their structures, which created fictional worlds from standard
plotlines—the career of the backslider, the reformation of the repentant
sinner—and accumulated detail. Within a genre such as the sermon, a
tale might emerge as an illustration, identifiable through its chronological development and elaboration of character and setting. We see
an example of this in an 1838 sermon by Edward Dorr Griffin—New
England theologian, president of Williams College, founder of the
American Bible Society, and renowned revivalist—titled “The Worth
of the Soul.”24 He depicts the cases of two backsliders, inserting himself
into the scene of their imagined lives: “I return to the street. I follow
another of the crowd through his round of dissipation—through many
serious thoughts, many broken resolutions—until I trace him to a dying
bed. His soul is forced from the body amidst the agonies of distracted
friends, and, staring with wild affright, is dragged to the mouth of the
pit and plunged into hell” (Griffin 1838, 7). The plot turns on Griffin’s
imagination of his subject’s progress from regret to death. In this dissolution, traced briefly in two sentences, details begin to accumulate to
set the scene of the man’s death: his soul stares “with wild affright” at
the “mouth” of hell that becomes a concrete detail analogous to the bed
or his sympathetic friends. In this description we see the tale’s method
as it unfolds details from a standard plot trajectory of backsliding followed by death. The narrative arc of the backslider’s demise would have
been familiar to Griffin’s audience, yet they would have seen his sinner
in the particulars of detail, making the created world of the tale—its
plot and the details associated with plot—the source of its pedagogy.25
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Another technique that we can use to distinguish tales is dialogue,
particularly since contemporary producers of tract tales saw it as a powerful educative tool. Leading tract publishers such as the ATS and the
ASSU understood that their productions needed to entertain as well as
instruct, and their editors grouped dialogue with narration under the
heading of useful techniques. 26 Indeed, many tales were composed of
little more than dialogue, making turns in speech the chief location of
plot and its world-generating details. For example, a short tale titled
“The Chimney-Sweep and the Watch” in the 1851 Christian Diadem
and Family Keepsake, a nondenominational annual, exemplifies how
dialogue both advanced plot and demonstrated spiritual principle. 27
The tale begins with a dramatic situation: “A poor chimney-sweep
being called on his work to a nobleman’s house, and left alone in a chamber, saw on the table a beautiful watch.” Gripped by a temptation to
steal, he weighs the crime’s moral consequences:
Cautiously taking it in his hand, he said to himself “Ah, if it was only
mine! But,” he continued, speaking to himself, “if I take it, I shall be
a thief; for the Bible tells me not to steal. And yet,” he added, “no one
sees me. Yes, God, who is every where, sees me; and if I took it, how
could I pray to him, and how could I die in peace?” (“The ChimneySweep and the Watch” 1851)
Several turns unfold in the boy’s speech: a desire for the watch, a selfchastisement drawn from biblical precept, an interrogation of this
logic, and a concluding reflection on God’s omnipotence. The biblical
prohibition against stealing evolves in the ramblings of his speech,
which both responds to the circumstances of the plot (his situation
alone in the house) and advances them (his decision not to steal).
Speech is inventive here, enabling the boy’s decision, and in this way it
confirms Wolfgang Iser’s (1974, 236) claim that dialogue produces a
“‘real-life’ situation such as no narrative could ever produce” since narrative is bound to “fictitious completeness.” Yet “The Chimney Sweep
and the Watch” uses the immediacy of invention to advance a biblically
derived lesson, making its innovative tendencies pedagogical rather
than aesthetically original.
Although plot and dialogue were inevitable consequences of using
narrative as a form of illustration, the inventiveness entailed by both
roused suspicion in contemporary readers who attacked tales for
obscuring the lessons they were meant to illustrate. Even without uni-
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versal agreement about what the term fiction designated, it was clear to
some religious readers that tales were doing something—something
they called fiction—that was distracting rather than edifying. Writing
about the growing importance of fiction “treating religious subjects” in
the Protestant Episcopal Quarterly Review and Church Register of January 1856, clergyman Charles Wesley Andrews decried the ambiguities
it introduced into the field of religious instruction. Taking issue with
the argument that Jesus’ parables, Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), and
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) were religious fiction, Andrews
(1856a, 112) maintained that these works were better understood as
allegories—works that clearly distinguished between message and
vehicle. 28 By contrast, works that used fictional plot to express spiritual
principles, including popular tract tales such as Grace Kennedy’s Anna
Ross (1823) and Helen Cross Knight’s Robert Dawson; or, The Brave
Spirit (1846), distracted readers by engaging them in the minutiae of
narrative development:
The parable is a method of teaching in which, as the word imports,
one thing is thrown alongside of another thing to illustrate it. Usually some Gospel truth is hereby illustrated from some visible facts
of the natural world. In these short illustrations, commonly extending to but a few lines, the reader does not take the facts, or incidents
employed as themselves the truth which is intended to be taught. In
this respect they are akin to the fable, where there is a perfect consciousness of the distinctness of the vehicle from the intended lesson. Whereas, in the modern religious novel, the doctrine, or moral,
or lesson to be taught, is so perfectly blended with its fictitious vehicle, that the distinction between them is not only lost sight of, but the
fictitious vehicle itself puts in a claim to credence, stronger than the
moral, which claim, if resisted, kills the book. (Andrews 1856b, 111)
Andrews’s criticism reveals that tract tales were viewed with suspicion
for doing the very thing that later critics have deemed impossible—
developing plot and character. In this way, contemporary critique of
the tales reveals that though the nature of fiction was contested, a
sense prevailed that tracts and other forms of religious fiction were
doing something with language that was inventive and thus distracting
rather than instructive. 29
Central to the debate over what tract tales were doing was the unfolding nature of narrative itself, which critics identified both explicitly
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and implicitly in the process of discussing tales’ representational liberties. Responding to Andrews in the Protestant Episcopal Quarterly, an
anonymous critic points out that the distinction he has drawn between
safe and dangerous forms of storytelling fails to hold true when tested
against the exigencies of narration. In his article in the Quarterly,
Andrews had described dialogue as a useful and safe means of communicating biblical principles in an entertaining fashion, going on to claim
that a conversation between a character named Lucy and her mother
might be played out for edification without threat of distraction. His
critic notes, however: “To gratify a natural and perfectly innocent curiosity, we must tell something about them; as, how old Lucy was,
whether she went to school, why her father was not walking with them,
or her brother or sister” (“Letters” 1856, 540). In explaining how difficult it is to avoid narrating detail, the critic effectively demonstrates his
case by constructing a possible world for Lucy. A sense of the inevitability of narrative development also featured in criticism of the tales.
For instance, an admonitory sermon published in 1827 in the Dutch
Reformed Christian Intelligencer and Eastern Chronicle argued against
tract tales by describing how they worked—a description that became
a tale in the retelling. According to the sermon, tracts used “poor Ellen”
or another stock character to illustrate the benefits of religion, following her conversion and travails on the path to righteousness: “She is
still made to experience great distress on account of the sad condition
of her parents, whom she often tries but unsuccessfully to convert,—at
length they discover her in private, praying for their conversion,—they
are struck with conviction, go through a regular experience and all are
made happy together. The similarity of these stories to common novels
is sufficient evidence that they are not true” (J. W. H. 1827).
Delineating a typical tale, the sermon creates a narrative in the process of being descriptive, using characters and an evolving plot to demonstrate the tale’s method. Ironically, it suggests that inventiveness
cannot be avoided where narrative is employed—a practical understanding that informs its closing condemnation of fiction. It is not surprising that the author makes no gesture to redeem fiction, as did
Andrews and his critic. Instead, he saw what religious fiction’s liberal
champions gradually came to accept—that the use of narrative in tract
tales brought them close in formal appearance to novels.
In an attempt to mitigate a sense of this connection, defenders of the
tales often cited their foundation in history and “fact,” yet when inter-
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preting this evidence it is important to keep in mind the contemporary
link between history and ideas about moral and spiritual truth. What
counted as historical fact was of recent vintage and bound up in arguments about the verifiability of the Bible (Sheehan 2005). Although
history was coming to be understood as a separate order of meaning
from providence, divine will, and soteriological notions of time, it was
still tied to these ideas during this period by way of differentiation
(Frei 1974; Taylor 2007). The debate over the tracts’ fictive and factual
content thus occurred in a context in which both history and fiction
were understood as connected to a transcendent and external order
of meaning—God’s will, moral law. It would therefore be a mistake to
take an oft-cited claim such as that opening Legh Richmond’s popular
tract The Dairyman’s Daughter ([1810] 1857) that its character was
given “from real life and circumstances” to mean that its truth was
derived from an order of historical meaning in which divine powers
played no role.30 Similarly, it would be a mistake to infer from tract tales’
frequent citation of “fact” that the term meant only material evidence.
Instead, the conversation about tracts’ verifiability suggests both that
their lifelike qualities were perceived by contemporaries to be a source
of usefulness and that conversation about the nature and purpose of fiction was bound to developing contemporary ideas about history.
Tales as American Fiction

The debate surrounding their reception notwithstanding, tract tales
represented the beginning of the widespread use of fiction to represent
religious ideas. As David Paul Nord (2004) has explained, the volume
of tract production in the early part of the nineteenth century changed
the face of mainstream publishing more broadly. Produced on an
unprecedented scale (both the ATS and the ASSU regularly claimed
production in the millions), tracts were distributed in a number of formats, from unbound sheets to bound volumes that resembled popular
novels and romances (Roberts 2006, 250–51). 31 Longer tracts such as
Knight’s Robert Dawson (1846) and Sarah Maria Fry’s Rest for the
Weary; or, the Story of Hannah Lee (1856) materially resembled other
fictions (figs. 1 and 2), evidencing the contemporaneous development of
tracts and contemporary fiction. Yet tracts also generated analogies to
other fiction at the level of content: libraries and reading societies often
included longer tracts under headings such as “romances, novels, and
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Figure 1. The American Sunday School edition of Sarah Maria Fry’s Rest for the Weary; or, The
Story of Hannah Lee (1856), which, at 215 pages and bound in cloth, was visually indistinguishable from other contemporary fiction.

tales,” “novels and tales,” and “works of fiction, wit, and humor.”32 Tract
tales thus represented the growing popularity of useful fiction while
also demonstrating the central role that useful or didactic narrative
works played in the emergence of contemporary mass-produced fiction.
If contemporaries saw tract tales as analogous to novels and
romances, this suggests that fictional plot was understood in this
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Figure 2. Bound in paper at 101 pages, Helen Cross Knight’s Robert Dawson (1846) effected a
similar visual ambiguity.

period as something that could illustrate religious principles. A developed plot and narrative length were the most important characteristics
longer tract tales shared with novels and romances; these characteristics were also the source of the tracts’ pedagogy, since the completeness of the world each tale imagined functioned as the argument for
the relevance of the spiritual principles it represented. 33 A popular
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work such as Robert Dawson, nearly two-hundred pages in length, thus
made claims to represent a complete world much like the one its readers lived in, and in this way its investment in plot development and narrative detail was similar to that of contemporary novels and romances. 34
Yet the lifelike aspects of Robert Dawson were also pedagogical tools
that enabled readers to imagine their own spiritual progress alongside
Robert’s, as something unfolding in chronological time.35
One way Robert Dawson involves readers in its protagonist’s spiritual
journey is by making biblical precepts dependent on narrative circumstance for their illustration. Each chapter creates a specific sense of
time and place in order to demonstrate the pertinence of spiritual truisms in a world that evokes the completeness and sufficiency of history. For example, the first chapter opens with a scenario and a setting:
“The most interesting event of our family history, during my tenth year,
was the purchase of a cow. My father had a patch of land two miles off,
large enough to pasture a cow, and he well thought her milk might
greatly add to the comforts of our frugal table” (Knight 1846, 9). Metaphysical speculation is nowhere to be found; instead, concrete details
anchor the reader in a specific time and place—Robert’s tenth year in
the rural countryside with a family living by well-known standards of
New England frugality. The purchase of the cow creates a scenario in
which Robert must be responsible for taking it to pasture, a task against
which he struggles once he discovers that his friend Charlie is exempt
from driving his cow in the rain. The chapter hinges on a moment posited with realist exactitude: “A cold rain came pattering upon the windows one morning in October” (12). Robert refuses to rise. His father
chastises him, offering the following precept as encouragement: “My
son, you must meet the shower just as you meet all obstacles. It will be
only a few drops at a time” (17; the statement is repeated in the tale’s
frontispiece, fig. 3). Even here his father’s advice hardly seems metaphysical. Instead, its true significance is revealed only at the end of the
chapter, when a mature Robert reflects on the meaning of his father’s
words, obscure to him in his boyhood: “I have since learned from the
volume of Divine truth, that this is also a great principle of religion:—
That we know not what shall be on the morrow, but sufficient unto
the day is the evil thereof” (19).36 The chapter’s realism creates a situation in which this adaptation of Matthew appears to emanate from the
events of the plot. Put another way, the world constructed in the plot
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creates the circumstances for the refigured biblical verse, making plot
and precept mutually dependent.
The unfolding structure of its plot allows Robert Dawson to reveal
lessons by moving the reader inductively from incident to biblical
verse, making revelation dependent on chronological narrative progression. As Robert grows, he is spurred on by his father’s early advice
to address new difficulties, using this philosophy to engage work that
will earn money for a new suit—taking a neighbor’s meal to grind and
stacking wood (“it is only stick by stick, and a new suit to pay for it!”
[Knight 1846, 92]). Once he has earned the money his father congratulates him with another piece of advice: “I am glad to see you accomplishing something, my son; working out wise and useful purposes; and
then executing them with your own hands. And when you begin, resolve
never to give up, if it is good and right to succeed. Put your hand to the
plough and look not back. If you make up your mind to do anything, do
it” (106–7). 37 The passage refers to Robert’s recent work, refiguring
Jesus’s admonition from Luke to apply to the fictional premises of the
plot. Although it is possible to see how this reconfiguration of the gospel would appear distorting (and it certainly did to critics such as
Andrews), the invention that results from combining the words of the
Bible with the specifics of fiction sustains Robert Dawson’s pedagogy.
Indeed, using fiction in this way actually makes a case for the Bible’s
universality, since it evidences how the holy writ applies even (and
especially) to a specific case—and by extension to the reader’s own
life, which unfolds in a similarly complete and historically grounded
world. Robert’s reflections on his father’s advice in this chapter also
make clear how the tale self-consciously builds its lessons around the
progress of fictional plot: “In short, emphatic sayings like these did my
father impart great truths upon us by the earnestness and force with
which he uttered them. Their value and wisdom we gradually experienced as we obeyed them” (Knight 1846, 107; emphasis mine). The
“great truths” of the Bible that Robert’s father has adapted to pertain to
the events of his son’s life depend on narrative development for their
full significance, making the process of reading Robert Dawson one of
discovery and realization that matches Robert’s own. The tale thus
employs the structure of historical time mirrored in the form of the
plot in order to argue transcendent truths, a combination of sensibilities that bespeaks a set of aesthetic ambitions that have been lost in
discussion of the tracts’ literary merits.
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The practice of revealing biblical truths through narrative development is repeated on a larger level at the conclusion of the tale, as Robert’s father’s early advice shapes his adoption of explicitly devotional
practices. Apprenticed to a printer in another town, Robert initially
departs from the pious ways he had been accustomed to at home. 38
Going out for a sleigh ride on a Sunday with his fellow apprentices, he
is ashamed and confused when they stop at a pub and drink. Upon
their return Robert resolves to pursue a Christian life; the next day he
seeks out the minister, Mr. Anson, for guidance: “The business of the
day was over, and I went in the direction of Mr. Anson’s house. Many
times was I well-nigh persuaded to go back. Coming to a place where
the street parted into two, I took two steps in the way opposite from
Mr. Anson’s. ‘This will not do,’ I said, within myself. ‘What you have
got to do, do it: and with a resolute heart’” (Knight 1846, 163–64).39 His
father’s advice—an adaptation of Ecclesiastes 9:10—has been so thoroughly absorbed that it suggests itself here and (miraculously) applies
to Robert’s current situation. Earlier struggles are placed in perspective: “Ah yes! I knew something about striving for the physical life, and
these same business-habits I found just as necessary in the spiritual
life” (170). The entire narrative, which had appeared to be about a
young New England boy’s attempts to learn useful habits—industry,
responsibility—is recast at the conclusion of this chapter to reveal a
higher purpose. Yet only here does the narration makes its pedagogical ambitions explicit: “What had not a little resolution, under the favor
of God, wrought out for me! My father’s training and example were
now developed in their true results. I had found a friend, and one that
could instruct and guide me” (170). This moment of reflection preserves the progression of plot as an autonomous structure that has
built a world in which Robert has matured from childhood to early
manhood, but it also transmutes the events of the plot into steps on the
path to salvation. In this way, Robert Dawson’s unfolding plot and historical detail have become proof of a higher order of meaning that contains them, as it contains history itself and the life of the reader. Only
by fully adopting the developing form of narrative, which at a structural level reflected the idea of history that seemed to disprove divine
providence, could Robert Dawson make a modern argument for spiritual truth.
I want to end by substantiating my claim that the tract tales inspired
the best-selling fiction of the period through their method of using the
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immanent development of plot to enact or give life to transcendent spiritual ideas. The conclusion of the best known of the mid-century best
sellers, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, includes an injunction that mirrors those
proffered by Robert’s father. By the end of the novel, the reader has
witnessed Tom’s development from a minor character drawn with the
broad strokes of stereotype (“He was a large, broad-chested, powerfully made man, of a full glossy black, and a face whose truly African
features were characterized by an expression of grave and steady good
sense” (Stowe [1852] 1994, 18) to a protagonist grappling with doubt as
he moves from the deceptive security of the St. Clare family to the travails of Legree’s plantation (“The gloomiest problem of this mysterious
life was constantly before his eyes,—souls crushed and ruined, evil
triumphant, and God silent” [338]) to a parabolic, Christ-like figure
spreading hope on the Legree compound:
Gradually and imperceptibly the strange, silent, patient man, who
was ready to bear every one’s burden, and sought help from none,—
who stood aside for all, and came last, and took least, yet was foremost to share his little all with any who needed,—the man who, in
cold nights, would give up his tattered blanket to add to the comfort
of some woman who shivered with sickness, and who filled the baskets of the weaker ones in the field, at the terrible risk of coming
short of his own measure,—and who, though pursued with unrelenting cruelty by their common tyrant, never joined in uttering a word
of reviling or cursing,—this man, at last, began to have a strange
power over them; and, when the more pressing season was past, and
they were allowed again their Sundays for their own use, many would
gather together to hear from him of Jesus. (342–43)
Tom accrues specificity as a novelistic character and loses it again as
he comes to resemble Christ. This process mirrors the progression of
Robert’s father’s advice, which appeared to pertain to the specifics of
plot until the tale’s denouement revealed that it applied both to these
events and to a larger order of meaning in which Robert’s life and the
reader’s were enfolded. The parallel is most evident in the novel’s closing admonition: “Think of your freedom, every time you see Uncle
Tom’s Cabin; and let it be a memorial to put you all in mind to follow in
his steps, and be as honest and faithful and Christian as he was” (Stowe
1994, 380). The cabin is the historical content of Tom’s life, which, like
Christ’s flesh, had to be real and open to spontaneous possibility for
redemption to occur. In this way, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and its predeces-
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sor Robert Dawson perform acts of incarnation, bringing spiritual principles to life in literary form, but they do so out of a felt necessity specific to the early nineteenth century to accord history, aesthetic matter,
and transcendent truth.
Tract tales made best-selling American fiction possible at a technical and formal level. They matter not only because they offered a model
that would lead to the international success of a work such as Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, but also because grouping them with other works that are
(really) only beginning to attract attention for their aesthetic dimensions presents an opportunity to reconsider how we define literariness.
Reading the tales for their formal dimensions means identifying narrative development as it occurred in a context that either disavowed or
disputed it at a theoretical level while engaging it at a practical level for
pedagogical purposes. To call the tales literary because they used the
unfolding aspects of narrative plot in order to prove a point about biblical truths is to reconstruct a historical moment in which such a definition would have made sense—a moment in which the literary did not
stand for the secular as much as it marked the site of a struggle to
think about meaning. The early nineteenth century witnessed efforts
to place history, aesthetics, and theology in new forms of relation, and
literary works and understandings of the secular formed part of this
undertaking. Tract tales give us a window onto this moment as well as
an opportunity to name the anachronistic aesthetic commitments we
continue to apply to discussions of their form.
Rutgers University
Notes
I would like to thank Gregory S. Jackson, Paul Gilmore, Debapriya Sarkar,
J. D. Thomas, and Phil Longo for their feedback on earlier drafts of this essay.
1 I follow George Marsden’s (1991, 4–5) definition of evangelical Protestantism here, which he identifies using the following criteria: “The essential
evangelical beliefs include (1) the Reformation doctrine of the final authority of the Bible, (2) the real historical character of God’s saving work
recorded in Scripture, (3) salvation to eternal life based on the redemptive
work of Christ, (4) the importance of evangelism and missions, and (5) the
importance of a spiritually transformed life.” Noll (2002, 5) offers another
definition, following David Bebbington, of evangelicalism’s key features:
biblicism, conversionism, activism, and crucicentrism—the focus on
Christ’s redeeming work as the heart of true religion.
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Not all tracts were published by denominational concerns, and indeed
some of the best-known tract producers (the American Tract Society
[ATS] and the American Sunday School Union [ASSU]) were interdenominational, yet all tract producers were invested in arguing for the relevance of Christian principles in the modern world since the recedence of
a governmental model of religious participation opened the door for an
increased emphasis on voluntarism.
My discussion of plot draws from Paul Ricœur’s (1984) theory of emplotment, or the resolution of symbolic codes drawn from the world of lived
experience into a meaningful narrative whole determined by chronological arrangement and the activity of the reader, who actualizes the plot
by following it. Through emplotment—specifically, the emplotment of
poetic or nondescriptive works—it is possible to imagine “those aspects
of our being-in-the-world that cannot be talked about directly” (80).
On the connection between autonomy and the aesthetic, see Eagleton
(1990 [3, 9]). On the emergence of the concept of literary work during the
eighteenth century, see McKeon (1987).
Following this history—particularly the theories of Kant, Schiller, and
Archibald Alison—Elizabeth Maddock Dillon (2004) posits a dialectical
relationship between autonomy and heteronomy at the heart of the aesthetic, drawing from Rancière. Both these early aesthetic theories and
antebellum sentimental literature were attempts to resolve the tensions
inherent within “the terrain of liberal subjectivity,” between the freedom
of the subject and the exigencies of the modern state. She writes, “Yet if
following Rancière we recognize the implausibility of the dream of the
outside—even the extent to which this dream is always already embedded within the ideological space of the inside—then the heteronomous
failures of the sentimental may look less like duplicity and more like the
plausible means of playing through and giving scope to the inevitably
interrelated spaces of inside and outside” (Dillon 2004, 517). Although
Dillon’s concern is with the liberal state, I would argue that the same set
of dynamics applied to contemporary thinking about individual will,
moral law, and biblical precepts.
See Taylor (2007); Casanova (1994); Asad (1993, 2003); Mahmood (2005);
Pecora (2006); Warner, VanAntwerpen, and Calhoun (2010); Warner
(2012); and Modern (2011). For more on religion and secularity in early
American studies, see Stein and Murison (2010).
Benedict Anderson’s (2006, 37) work has similarly unpacked the cultural
developments that produced the nation-state seemingly as a natural consequence of modernity. According to his argument, the nation functions
as an answer to the disintegration of late-medieval understandings of
dynastic power, religious community, and cosmic temporality.
Following Michael Warner (2012), I use secularity here to mean understandings of reality current in a given moment.
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The doctrine of sola scriptura epitomized a Reformed understanding of
language by defining scripture as the embodiment of divine law and
thereby justifying scripture’s narrative and descriptive elements as the
necessary expressions of a fixed truth. Regarding the unity at the heart of
Puritan representation, Sacvan Bercovitch (1974, 5) claims: “Their belief
in ‘spiritual signification’ opened out into a richly symbolic mode of discourse. They conceived of reality, in accordance with their concept of
the unity of knowledge, as a system of linked analogies, interlacing
every strand of recorded experience, ancient and modern, scientific and
humanistic no less than theological. And within that system, they understood their own enterprise, the momentous ‘errand’ they never wearied
of describing, as part of the cosmic drama of redemption.” Michel Foucault (1994, 26, 33–5, 41) has described the same sense of limitation in
seventeenth-century commentary, which sought to describe not what
language did in its own right, but the relation between signs and evidence
of their connection to truth.
10 Ann Kibbey (1986, 11) has detailed Puritans’ appreciation of the material
and figurative properties of language, yet she claims this sensibility
derived not from a conviction in a stable order of reference but from a
sense that meaning inhered in the rhetorical play of language itself.
11 Bercovitch was in conversation with Norman Grabo (1961, 1962), Charles
Feidelson Jr. (1953), and Larzer Ziff (1970). Following Bercovitch, Kibbey (1986), Patricia Caldwell (1983), Michael Colacurcio (1997, 2006)
and Lisa Gordis (2003) have continued thinking about how Puritans
used language.
12 For more on how Scottish theory was adopted in the early American context, particularly at the university level, see Noll (2002, 103–10); Holifield
(2003, 175–80); and Cahill (2012, 25–26).
13 My account of Scottish receptiveness to creative writing differs from the
classic study of the Scottish impact on American fiction, Terence Martin’s The Instructive Vision (1961). According to Martin, Scottish resistance to the novel prompted American authors toward romance. Instead,
I follow Michael Davitt Bell (1980, xii) in maintaining that the distinction
between the novel and romance mattered less to contemporaries than
that between fact and fiction. Extrabiblical materials represented spiritual facts; thus, fiction was sublimated within this larger moral purpose.
14 Lawrence Buell (1986, 169) calls the Lectures “the most influential late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century textbook in its field.” For more
concerning Blair’s influence on contemporary understandings of belles
lettres, see Guthrie (1948) and Lundberg and May (1976). The ubiquity of
the text is reflected in library lists and personal memoirs from the period,
indicating that scholars from a range of backgrounds read Blair’s work.
Intended to be accessible, Lectures was written, as Blair ([1819] 1993, 3)
notes, for “the initiation of youth into the study of belles lettres, and of
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composition.” The impact the Lectures had on generations of readers and
writers makes sense in the early national reading climate described by
Cathy Davidson in Revolution and the Word (1986). Increased opportunities for learning during this period produced an array of readers operating
at different levels of what she terms “literateness” (59).
McKeon (1987, 120) uses the term history-like to describe how realist fiction was understood once it was possible to conceive of its value as something other than historical facticity: “Realism validates literary creation
for being not history but history-like, ‘true’ to the only external reality that
still makes a difference, but also sufficiently apart from it (hence, ‘probable’ and ‘universal’) to be true to itself as well. The idea of realism exists to
concede the accountability of art to a prior reality, without seeming to
compromise the uniquely modern belief that such reality as it is answerable to already is internalized in the art itself as a demystified species of
spirituality.” On the new importance of figurative meaning in the wake of
German higher criticism and the historicization of scripture, see Frei
(1974) and Buell (1986, 168). Holifield (2003, 6, 191–94) notes the limited
circulation of German historical criticism of the Bible in antebellum America, but describes how these ideas impacted thinking at a more general
level by confirming distinctions American theologians had been in the
habit of drawing between external evidence (miracles and prophecies)
and internal evidence (the internal consistency of the Bible).
On the turn to independent rational thought during this period and
the rebellion against received (i.e., colonial) wisdom, see Fliegelman
(1982). On the role of Lockean theory in these cultural developments,
see G. Brown (2001). For more about how these trends played out in the
context of contemporary religion, see Bonomi (1986).
Blair (1993, 375) cites Robinson Crusoe and Gil Blas as representative
examples of the genre.
In making the claim for the movement of Scottish philosophy in evangelical circles, I do not wish to collapse the distinction between contemporary theological and philosophical developments. Instead, I follow Holifield in suggesting that contemporaries frequently traversed the distance
between philosophy and theology, particularly as Scottish thought made
its way into curricula for theological training. “Theologians were the
keepers of a language that flowed over into other fields of discourse. Confident that philosophy, rightly construed, supported theological truth,
they crafted most of the early American philosophical texts. They were
the primary expositors of the new discipline of ‘mental science,’ the chief
proponents of ‘moral science,’ and avid participants in the formation of
‘natural philosophy,’ which would eventually transform itself into natural
science” (Holifield 2003, 1–2).
For more on the move to fiction in the evangelical landscape see Nord
(2004), C. G. Brown (2004), Jackson (2008), and Coleman (2008).
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20 On the role of the reader in relation to plot, see Ricœur (1984), Jauss
(1982), and Iser (1978).
21 For example, the essay “The Christian Religion” (Campbell [1823] 1835,
7–8) includes the following narrative aside:
Inquisitive reader, turn your eyes to yonder monastery, built in the
solitary desert, filled with a religious order of monks, and an abbot at
their head. Why have they shut themselves out from the world in that
solitary recluse? . . . Next, consider for a moment, yon sobbing anchorite, with his amulet round his neck, his beads solemnly moving
through his fingers, bent upon his naked knees in yon miserable cell,
muttering his ‘Ave Maria,’ and invoking St. Andrew to intercede on
his behalf; and say, has he a bible? O yes! It lies mouldering and moth
eaten on his shelves.
On “descriptive preaching,” see vol. 1, no. 8 in the same edition.
22 I draw attention to the tales’ practical function to stress their part in those
aspects of the Second Great Awakening that extended religious authority
from educated clergy to the people. For more, see Hatch (1989), Butler
(1990), Noll (2002), Ahlstrom (1972), and Brekus (1998).
23 See Brady (2011, 720) for an overview of this attitude in criticism of antebellum literature.
24 Griffin was not an enemy to fiction; instead, he represented the cautious
acceptance that characterized many of his peers. For instance, his 1829
sermon titled “The Dangers of Youth” recommends a “safe” course of
reading: “Not many novels, not a perpetual round of angry politics, not a
constant poring upon theological errors” (Griffin 1844, 323).
25 Griffin studied with Jonathan Edwards Jr. at Yale, and his debt to the
Edwardsian sermonic tradition is clear here. For more on the striking
imagery of Edwards Sr.’s sermons, see Jackson (2008).
26 “Where narrative can be made the medium of conveying truth, it is eagerly
to be embraced, as it not only engages the attention but also assists the
memory, and makes a deeper impression on the heart. Dialogue is another
way of rendering a Tract entertaining. The conversation draws the reader
insensibly along” (ATS 1824, 19–20).
27 I borrow the print format designation from C. G. Brown (2004, 49).
28 “The veil of fiction which allegory employs is so transparent that the
mind constantly penetrates it, and is engaged with the truth and not with
its vehicle” (Andrews 1856a, 112).
29 In his 1856 antifiction pamphlet Religious Novels: An Argument against
Their Use, Andrews (1856b, 8) offers the following definition of the “religious novel”: “We here take the term religious novel as embracing all
books or writings for teaching christianity, which have a feigned plot,
incidents , or conversations written in the style of truth, and liable to be
received as truth.”
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30 The narrator claims at the outset of The Dairyman’s Daughter: “The character which the present narrative is designed to introduce to the notice of
my readers is given from real life and circumstances” (Richmond 1857, 2).
For a conversation about the ambiguities that inhered in the tale’s assertions and developed narrative form, see “Are Tracts Fiction?” (1827, 15).
31 For more on the production of Hannah More’s Cheap Repository Tracts
earlier in the century in Britain—works that the ATS and the ASSU frequently reprinted—see Gilmartin (2003, 20, 24).
32 In making these claims, I am drawing on library and reading society lists
from Philadelphia between the years of 1807 and 1856: the Carpenters’
Company of Philadelphia catalog of 1857; the 1830 catalog belonging to the
Apprentices’ Library Company of Philadelphia; the 1823 catalog of the Mercantile Library of Philadelphia; the 1824 catalog of the Philadelphia Circulating Library; the 1824 catalog of the Union Circulating Library; the 1820
catalog of the Athenæum of Philadelphia; the Byberry Library Company
catalog of 1821; the 1853 library catalog of the Institute for Colored Youth;
catalogs of the Library Company’s holdings from 1807, 1813, and 1856; catalogs of the Mercantile Library of Philadelphia’s holdings from 1850 and
1856; and the records of the Young Men’s Christian Association from 1855.
33 In attending to levels of completeness in the tales and their respective distributions of emphasis on the historical or supernatural, I draw from Eric
Hayot’s (2011) work on worldedness, which he defines as “the unconscious of the work” or “the establishing frame for the unmentioned rules
that constitute the work as a total whole (that is, a work at all)” (142).
34 Indeed, readers such as Edward Eggleston (1888, 50), known for localcolor works such as the 1871 The Hoosier Schoolmaster, remembered Robert Dawson primarily for its New England setting.
35 See Jackson (2008 and 2013) for more on the “homiletic novel,” which
worked along the axes of diegetic time and the chronology of spiritual
development (2013, 457). For more on the homiletic conventions of contemporary evangelical fiction, see Paradis (2011).
36 “Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take
thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof”
(Matthew 6:34).
37 “And Jesus said unto him, No man, having put his hand to the plough, and
looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62).
38 Robert Dawson owed much of its popularity to its subject matter: stories
about the development of young men who left home seeking employment
were popular during this period because of the shifting nature and location of antebellum employment. For more on the moral self-cultivation of
young men in the nineteenth century, see Augst (2003).
39 “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no
work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom in the grave, whither thou
goest” (Ecclesiastes 9:10).
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