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“In America, home questions have become the living issues of the time, and ‘Home Protection’ is the battle cry of preachers, publicists and politicians.” So declared Frances Willard (1839-1898), long-time president of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), in one of her most popular late nineteenth-century addresses, later published in 1890 as “A White Life for Two.” Holding together Willard’s “white” home was “the reciprocal attraction of two natures”—husband and wife—and this conjugal relationship in turn buttressed not only all “brotherly and sisterly affection,” but also “the passion of the patriot [and] the calm and steadfast love of the philanthropist.” “For,” she continued, “the faithfulness of two, each to the other, alone makes possible the true home, the pure church, the righteous Nation, the great, kind brotherhood of man.”
 In an earlier and equally popular speech entitled “Home Protection” Willard had urged the primacy of love, specifically “mother’s love,” in stabilizing the Christian state. In both relationships—husband and wife, mother and child—the domestic acquired wide-ranging public roles. With the Christian family as a template, Willard sought to articulate a framework for the renovation of the social fabric of the nation and, indeed, of the world.
 

This essay explores some neglected ties between Willard’s domestic vision, the political discourse of the WCTU, and religious conceptions of the American nation and of civilization more broadly.
 I argue that a particular style of theological reflection that emphasized (female) Christian subjectivity helped Willard make the connection between the Christian home and the wider Christian society and, further, between that idealized Christian society and the nation or world. While mid-century advocates of domesticity like Catharine Beecher had argued that domesticity had public and political implications (such as, female economic independence), Willard, as scholars have shown, subverted the domestic ideology by insisting that “home protection” was the channel through which women would enter the political system and stabilize a rapidly degenerating public culture.
 Extolling the notion of women’s unique inheritance of virtue, Willard, according to her most recent biographer, “added her own corollary” to domesticity. She held “that women must use their special virtues to uplift the public sphere and imbue politics and citizenship with the righteousness and purity so peculiarly their own.”
 Thus Willard’s vision demanded that American women, particularly America’s pure Christian women, had political, civilization work to do in the post-bellum nation. Domesticity was not simply a call to purify the home; it was also and more importantly a demand for national purification, a work in which religious women would play a principal role by transfusing public spaces with Christian graces. The WCTU slogan “For God and Home and Native Land” captured this ideal as the nation itself was imagined as the Protestant home writ large.

Consequently, as the new American state took shape in the postwar years, Willard emerged as one of its chief architects.
 While politically disfranchised, she nonetheless mobilized women and men through her organizing and lobbying activities with the WCTU, her myriad personal connections with leading statesmen, and especially her tremendously popular lectures.
 Ideologically, Willard’s project had two fronts. First, she stood against a long dominant but gradually eroding political tradition that separated civic obligation from womanhood. This aspect of Willard’s thought has been well studied.
 Scholars have shown how Willard combined her longstanding commitment to women’s issues and to Christianity in an appeal for the protection of pure Christian homes and how she deployed the gendered discourse of domesticity in an attempt to undermine its political exclusions. Having depicted the nation’s salvation as the “white” or “pure” home and the tavern as its chief threat, it was but a short step for Willard to urge women’s suffrage as a practical remedy to combat the degenerate manhood that kept pure womanhood in partial exile. 

The second front, however, has received considerably less scholarly attention. One of the implications of Willard’s bid for the political inclusion of women was that only women could purify or Christianize the American state. Thus Willard also stood against so-called secularizing impulses that would have kept the state separate from religious culture. Like other women reformers in the late nineteenth century, Willard did not directly work within the state—for nineteenth-century political culture by and large excluded them. Her powerful influence was felt rather in the sphere of civil society, a domain between the economy and the state that witnessed an expansion in the late nineteenth century as the middle classes grew in power and influence. In her study of Florence Kelley, Kathryn Kish Sklar has shown that women had a unique advantage in late-nineteenth-century civil society, for they were not as “deeply implicated in the war between capital and labor . . . . [N]or were they as compromised by urban political machines.” By exploiting their power in civil society, women were able to exert a powerful indirect force on the state itself.
 By swaying the “public sentiment” of civil society, Willard sought changes in the character of the American state. But she did so, I argue, along decidedly Christian lines, calling for a state that would both embody and put into law the highest and purest impulses of its (female Protestant) citizens. In this regard, Willard stood arm in arm with other liberal evangelicals that sought to promote political and social reform along Christian ethical lines, including the men and women that populated the main evangelical denominations, the Chautauqua circuit, the Christian Endeavor, the Evangelical Alliance, among other organizations.

Yet Willard was no religious establishmentarian. When she spoke of Christianity or Protestantism, she did not have in mind the traditionalist, organized, hierarchical, and male-dominated faiths of Old World denominations like the Lutherans or the Episcopalians, and she had no intention of returning to the era of state religious establishments. She rather advocated the loose democratic connectionalism of disestablished evangelicalism with its spiritual and subjective piety. This new Christianity, for her, held the promise of broad societal regeneration. Liberal evangelicalism offered Willard a religious culture that could be as personally inspiring as it was instrumental in generating support for social causes and charting the conceptual boundaries of the nation. In her thought, we can discern some of the contours of the United States’ informal empire, as bourgeois Protestant moral culture became, at least for those persuaded by Willard’s arguments, an emblem of national identity and a focus for those wishing to export American values through missions or commerce. Willard’s influential writings thus offer an important formulation of late nineteenth-century American Protestant nationalism.
 

“Inward Grace”

To understand Willard’s conception of the nation and her understanding of Christianity’s social impact on human cultures, we should begin where she began, with her evangelical and Methodist upbringing. Methodism, as Willard’s contemporary Daniel Curry proudly noted, gave “character and expression to the evangelical Christianity of the age.” While sharing many theological and cultural commitments with revivalistic evangelicalism more broadly, Methodism, Curry argued, was unique in its emphasis on “doctrines which are essential to personal religion.” Theologically speaking, Methodists, including founder John Wesley, had placed great emphasis on personal holiness as a goal to be achieved after justification, or after being converted, but before physical death; hence Methodism developed a spirituality that embodied this goal. (Methodists sometimes, following Wesley, called this “perfection.” While Methodists rarely claimed to reach this ideal state of Christian perfection, their religious culture was nonetheless premised on its possibility.) The ecclesiastical distinctions of Methodism were perhaps even more important for Methodist culture, as leading Methodists came to believe early on that all societies or organizations formed for the end of personal holiness were true churches. Thus Methodism ultimately moved beyond established churches, even though during its first years it was generally a movement within the Church of England (Wesley never left the Anglican communion). Consequently the Methodist tradition harbored a critique of over-organized religion (an ironic critique, of course, because Methodists rather quickly in the nineteenth century developed an elaborate system of church organization, though one notable for its democratic flexibility).
 Willard’s early reform instincts emerged primarily from this distinct religious milieu. Her parents, Congregationalists who had attended the radical evangelical Oberlin College in the 1850s and attended the church led by Charles G. Finney, became Methodist when they moved to Wisconsin when Willard was a teenager. They were both, and especially her mother, sympathetic with the traditions of evangelical reform. Willard recalled that her mother had quietly held liberal positions on women’s rights long before it was considered in good taste to do so. And Willard attributed her convictions about the evils of intemperance to Methodism and to Oberlin.
 Clearly, evangelicalism mixed well with liberal politics in the Willard family.  
When Willard was in her mid twenties, in January 1866, her spiritual life was rejuvenated when the renowned evangelists Phoebe and Walter Palmer came to Evanston and held house meetings that the Willards attended. The Palmers advocated a more intensive holiness experience than was characteristic of bourgeois Methodism. While young Frances seems to have struggled to understand and apply the complex holiness doctrines they were teaching, she nevertheless became captivated with the notion of being fully consecrated to God. In March and April of that year in her diary she reported having several powerful religious experiences: “I lost all thought but of God my Father & Saviour from sin & its effects,” she recorded in her diary. “It was wonderful—blissful & strange. To dwell in God! To ‘perfectly love Him—worthily to magnify His holy name’—to have a conscience void of offence—to exhibit the fruits of the blessed spirit—these are my ardent desires & hopes--& expectations.”
 The perfectionism of such sentiments would map well onto the ultraism of her later temperance convictions.

I call Willard’s faith “liberal evangelicalism” not to differentiate her faith from other religious “conservatives” in her time. Rather, I use the term precisely because in one of its meanings it shuns such differentiation. Hers was a liberal faith in that it was as inclusive as possible given the relatively broad parameters of acceptable Christian belief in bourgeois evangelical America. For instance, though she was fully convinced that Jesus Christ was God in traditional Trinitarian terms,
 that the Bible was important as a guide for life,
 and that faith necessarily worked itself out in acts of charity, Willard championed the “non-sectarian”
 character of true, spiritual Christianity. In her view of history, she understood that the evangelical Protestantism of the late nineteenth century represented a vast progression over both medieval Catholicism and traditional churchly Protestantisms. Such religions promoted discord, but Willard liked to note that “there has been very little controversy about religious living.”
 Speaking in this evangelical vernacular Willard could appeal to a wide range of American religious sentiment—from the Unitarian and radical religious left to the more traditional evangelical mainstream, such as those in the support base for D. L. Moody rallies. Indeed, we might even see Willard’s brief stint with Moody in 1877 reflecting her reformist and ecclesiastical sensibilities. Initially enthusiastic about the massive crowds she could reach at Moody’s revivals, she broke official ties with the revivalist relatively quickly; while she appreciated his evangelical ecumenism she also recognized its limitations in mobilizing women from a wide range of religious backgrounds. In particular, Moody had urged her not to share the temperance platform with Unitarians, a group most evangelicals deemed heretical but that Willard understood was crucially important for rallying New England to the temperance cause. Moody’s enormous evangelical constituency was ultimately too limited for Willard.
 (In her later years there is some evidence that she was moving beyond Trinitarian Christianity, though she was always careful not to alienate traditional evangelicals.
)

Willard inherited from Methodism an innate distrust of ecclesiastical institutions and traditions because of their exclusionary practices and divisiveness. Inspired by her friendship with leading evangelicals like Hannah Whitall Smith (1832-1911), Willard believed that ordinary Christians were the true sacraments and priests of Christianity. Her subjective faith did have its objective counterparts, only these were not the church, or the sacraments, or even the evangelical ministry. Rather, Willard looked to see clear signs of grace in physically transformed human persons and human bodies. This was the spiritual vocation of the temperance reform. “The W. C. T. U. stands as the exponent,” she argued in 1877, “of the reign of a religion of the body, which shall correlate with Christ’s wholesome, practical, and yet blessedly spiritual religion of the soul.” The body in Christian theology, as so many late nineteenth-century reformers were newly insisting, was the temple of God, the spiritual reality toward which the material Jewish temple (destroyed in the first century C.E.) pointed. In the late 1870s, when she began her professional temperance work, Willard was hoping even for a “new church” which would take a temperance pledge—a bodily vow—as its core membership commitment.
 Purged of alcohol and nicotine, the new Christian possessed a renewed understanding of the phrase, popular among temperance advocates, “The kingdom of heaven is within you.”
 

Such an inward, material focus on the human body as temple made it theoretically possible for Willard to elevate the mundane work of the temperance reformer or the reform organization onto a spiritual, even sacramental plane. The work of bringing sobriety and dignity to individual humans—that is, the reform or civilizationalist impulse itself—was quite basically, in her own words, “the outward sign of an inward grace.” Willard followed in a long line of reformers who snubbed ecclesiastical authority and precedent when she encouraged WCTU women to “pass the cup untasted at the sacramental table” (when it contained alcohol). Willard had in mind a higher, more healthful sacrament.
 

The sacramentalism of Willard’s liberal evangelical ecumenism opened the possibility for her to imagine a “public” thoroughly transfused with the spiritual, all of which was implicit in Willard’s favorite phrase “public sentiment.” Contesting Emerson’s view that humans are most spiritual when “alone with God and nature,” Willard believed that “when a philanthropic purpose determines our companionships, and leads to our convenings, then we climb together into purer and more vital air.” Humans alone among the created order had the potential to share “comradeship,” an “interchange of highest thought and tenderest aspiration, in which the sense of selfhood is diminished and the sense of otherhood increased.” For Willard, the Spirit of Christ was the operative force, inhabiting “all departments of human life,” starting with the “individual heart” and then moving outward to the “home of man,” to the “ecclesiastical invention called the church,” and finally to law and the government. Willard shared with other liberals of her age a remarkable optimism about the capacity of human governments—particularly America’s—to conform to the moral laws of Christianity as they became more authentically democratic. The abolition of slavery had demonstrated to postwar liberals how much was possible along these lines. And Willard made her appeal for temperance using the logic of abolitionism, a movement considered “fanaticism,” she claimed, “till the seceders fired on Sumter’s flag, and then such utterances became true patriotism.”
 Just as slavery’s coffin was nailed tight with the enfranchisement of blacks, so the “rum power” would be doomed with responsible Christian legislation, particularly as virtuous women took their domestic strengths to higher levels of civic power.
 

While Willard anticipated and even urged the “coming of Christ in government,” she was not thinking in the terms of the Old World alliance of church and state. (Nor was she interested merely in “a worldly, almost materialistic vision of heaven on earth achieved through women’s initiative,” as some historians claim.
) For Willard, Christ would reveal his reign in strikingly novel ways. His methods would resemble those of the female temperance reform. As she put it to the House Judiciary Committee early in 1878, “all pure and Christian sentiment concerning any course of conduct that vitally affects humanity must, sooner or later, crystallize into law.”
 With women counted in the body politic—whether by signature or by ballot—Christ would “put away the form, outward and visible, and shed abroad the grace, inward and spiritual.” Such sacramental language applied to the nation’s democratic political apparatus, rather than to more exclusive ecclesiastical institutions, was radical enough even for late nineteenth-century evangelicalism. But Willard argued for this innovation on familiar evangelical grounds, appealing to a popular reading of the Scriptures and a rejection of coercive clericalism. Indeed, Christ would accomplish his work of remaking society by “clos[ing] the book of the learned theologian and open[ing] the bible of the humble saint.”
 The humble saints of the nation—two-thirds of them women, Willard was fond of pointing out—could make the nation Christian in character by entering and strengthening its expanding democratic foundations.

Civilization: Religion, Race, and Nation

The conceptual boundaries between Willard’s nonsectarian Christian faith and her understanding of the nation and civilization increasingly blurred in the 1880s and 1890s. Already in the early 1870s, she was taking special notice of the ways that Christian influences and ideas penetrated and uplifted certain cultures. During her travels to Europe and the Middle East, for instance, Willard came to the conclusion that Christian women were on the whole freer than non-Christian women and that American women, in particular, were the freest in the world. Some of the women she encountered abroad she depicted as victims of social structures that denied them basic rights, like the choice of a marriage partner. But in the United States, circumstances were dramatically different: women were beginning to struggle for and to achieve political, social, and economic parity with men.
 While scholars point out that shifting gender dynamics and women’s activism in the late nineteenth owed much to the sudden dearth of marriageable men in the wake of the Civil War, Willard had a simpler explanation. Christianity, more than any other discrete force, had “individualized” woman, “uplifting her to higher levels of education and hence of power.”
 And Christianity for Willard was not the oppressive misogynist faith that some feminists, like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, felt needed overhaul. It was rather a faith with unlimited possibilities for promoting liberty of soul, body, and society. 

Despite a certain scholarly consensus on the tendencies of late nineteenth-century liberal Protestantism, Willard’s was not a secular or a secularizing faith. For her, Christianity’s role in reforming American civilization was as thorough as it was profound. First Christianity worked to democratize culture, particularly by giving voice to the previously disfranchised, first blacks and now women. “Civilization,” Willard argued, “in proportion as it becomes Christianized, will make increasing demands upon creation’s gentler half.”
 Then, as a result of this democratization, the ideal Christian civilization would boast a new gender balance, in which women would share social, political, and moral responsibilities and duties with men. That Americans were beginning to realize this gendered ideal of civilization in advance of the rest of the world, according to Willard, owed to the fact that America was more authentically Christian than other lands. And indeed, despite her ongoing critique of male intemperance, Willard perceived American manhood in comparatively positive light as well: “the manhood of America is the noblest and most masterful on earth, because it has most mastery of itself.”
 Self-discipline enabled men, appropriately in Willard’s estimation, to lead the charge in “the higher civilization” of the United States, but what men started women must finish. “First that which is natural, then that which is spiritual is great Creation’s law. The strong arm first, and afterward the gentle hand.” Indeed, Christianization could provide an explanation for America’s civilized advancement as well as a rationale for its conspicuous shortcomings. Thus the chief challenge to “civilization” in America, as Willard so often intoned, was that industrialization had deprived women of what was their traditional spiritual and domestic roles in the preindustrial world. Rhetorically, this view allowed Willard to argue that women’s marginalization was partly a recent development: “men have intruded upon our sphere until our occupation is well nigh gone.” Her argument for suffrage was essentially that American (male) political culture needed a “vigorous housecleaning.”

The nonsectarian liberal evangelicalism that Willard embraced from her youth thus became a key component of her understanding of the American nation and of civilization more broadly. Liberal evangelicalism not only helped her construct an effective critique of American gender roles, as women’s historians have shown, but it also provided her a template for imagining the shape of the state and society. Unfortunately, scholars have tended to treat Willard’s faith (and others’ like hers) as largely irrelevant to these more comprehensive civilizational projects. Willard and her compatriots supposedly stood on a feminist trajectory that, while beginning in the evangelical reformism of the mid nineteenth century, ended with secular feminism in twentieth. Part of the effectiveness of the latter movement, many allege, was its gradual shedding of ties with conservative religious culture. As a result of this interpretive framework, Willard either becomes problematic in the narrative (an exception to the rule), or her particular reform vision gets misconstrued as being insufficiently religious. Willard was clearly not a secular reformer, but she must have somehow played into the process of secularization. 
Such interpretations make sense of certain historical trajectories but obscure others. This narrative, for example, illumines the historical paths toward political progressivism (the state assuming roles previously performed by religious communities) and the later rise of theological modernism and second-wave feminism. However, at a much more basic level, placing Willard in a secularization narrative fails to do justice to the ways that she and her contemporaries understood their own work.
 It is ironic and historiographically problematic that what scholars call secularization in Willard’s day was interpreted by contemporaries like Willard as Christianization. What some scholars have described as the decline of religion’s influence or at least as religion’s privatization, Willard saw as an enhanced public role for the gospel. 

Disentangling this knotty problem is possible if we take seriously the religious content of Willard’s conception of civilization, a conception that she both inherited and then helped shape and disseminate. The concept of civilization in the Western tradition, as Bruce Mazlish has argued, emerged as a religious category and as colonial ideology, used “to justify domination and superiority over others.” The ideological content of the term, of course, requires some notion of incivility, and thus use of the concept inescapably rested upon structures of power and patterns of exclusion. Mazlish traces the noun’s first use (the words “civilized” and “civilize” had long been in use) in France in 1756 to Victor Riqueti Mirabeau, the father of the more famous Mirabeau. The elder Mirabeau employed the neologism “civilization” to highlight religion’s importance to the social order, arguing that “Religion is without doubt humanity’s first and most useful constraint; it is the mainspring of civilization.”
 Use of the word quickly spread throughout Europe, discursively helping to differentiate European societies (and religions) from the societies of places being colonized by Europeans. Mazlish also highlights the “self-reflexivity” that inheres in the concept of civilization. Not only did the largely-European study of civilizations necessitate comparison; it also invited introspection. And in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries this introspection led to a lively debate in Europe about whether Christianity was a necessary progenitor of civilization. On one side were those, like Willard, arguing affirmatively that Christianity brought civilization to its contemporary alpine heights. On the other—a decided minority in America—were those arguing that Christianity could be as fundamentally barbarian as those civilizations that lacked its influence. The discourse of civilization was of course flexible enough to handle such internecine rivalries. 

In part this flexibility came through civilization’s aspirations to universality. For the concept to be useful for self-reflection it had to be able to transcend any particular social community, the nation-state, an ethnic group, or other such entity. During its first century of use, then, civilization was conceived as something toward which all societies could strive, and societies could move up on the scale of civilization, in particular, by embracing Christianity. As Mazlish explains, Europeans considered themselves superior, “not because of innate qualities, but because they [were] at the forefront of history.”
 In the mid nineteenth century, however, this original understanding of civilization was displaced by one that was more stridently racist, one which placed the various races on a scale of advancement. These notions received scholarly credibility through such writers as Buffon, Linnaeus, and de Gobineau, but finally made their way into the Social Darwinism of the late nineteenth century. Willard, who identified civilization more consistently with Christianity than with race, was principally a spokesperson of the earlier generations, although her commitment to the innate purity of “white” (again, a multivalent word for Willard) womanhood appears to have grown stronger in the 1890s.
While Mazlish’s account focuses exclusively on the discourse of European intellectuals—his chapter on the racialization of civilization treats Guizot, Godineau, and Darwin—Louise Michele Newman’s White Women’s Rights is an account of rank-and-file American reformers. Yet Newman explores the racialization of the women’s rights movement and the discourse of civilization in America in the late nineteenth century in a way that roughly parallels Mazlish’s narrative. She notes that in the aftermath of the Civil War and emancipation, many women’s rights reformers, including Willard, retracted their earlier support for racial justice and instead stressed their superiority to newly enfranchised black men. They began to argue (implicitly for the most part) that white women were central to the civilizing process. As they did so they engaged in what Newman calls “civilization-work.” They exploited the discourse of civilization to advance their own racial interests. 

While the majority of the women Newman treats were Christians (she calls them “Anglo-Protestants” or “Anglo-American Protestants”) of one persuasion or another, her analysis is remarkable in that it does not attend to the specifically religious dimensions or content of their thought. For Newman, “Christian” (a word used often in the book) all too often means, simply, “white.”
 This usage not only cannot account for the significant presence of African-American and other non-mainstream forms of Christianity in the late nineteenth century, but also fails to do justice to the ways that some white women’s outlooks might have been broadened, not merely limited, by religion. Newman’s inattention to religious identities and subjectivities ultimately ends up perpetuating some version of the secularization argument. Christianity plays a largely negative role in the reconstruction of white supremacy, and it’s divested of much of its prophetic potential. 
Individuals like Willard complicate the narrative. For Willard, Christianity had a force that, while occasionally capitulating to culture, could just as often challenge prevailing hierarchies and norms. Such was her vision of Christian civilization. In her speech “Social Purity: The Latest and Greatest Crusade,” Willard unfolded one of her most far-reaching and radical social agendas, calling on women in Chicago to challenge the sexual double standard with respect to controversial subjects such as rape and prostitution. This call for social purity rested on her conviction that “Christianity . . . has prescribed one code of morals to the male and female of the race.” Moreover, her reading of the gospels inclined her to challenge middle-class complacency by prodding women to reach out to Chicago’s alleged 30,000 “prostituted women.”
 When she began to advocate for political third parties in the mid 1880s, she did so in the hope that a third party committed to Christian reforms would heal America’s growing political, religious, racial, and social divisions. “Protection for our homes” would be “the rallying call of North and South, Protestant and Catholic, of white and black, of men and women equally.”

Her approach to former slaves was, to be sure, condescending, framed by pervasive middle-class notions of racial uplift. But she was nonetheless optimistic about the potential of blacks to make significant contributions to the future of American life. In an August 28, 1881 speech called “The Southern People,” she celebrated the demise of the “color line” in North Carolina as blacks and whites increasingly joined hands around the new “abolition” cause of temperance, in which people of “all ages, colors and conditions and [of] both sexes” would be delivered “from a bondage worse than old slavery.” She praised the fact that “the great middle-class of whites and the most intelligent class of blacks have emphatically gone to work” in the cause of temperance. Her depiction of intemperance as a worse evil than chattel slavery, of course, runs against the grain of contemporary liberal thought and sentiment. But there was nonetheless a liberal strain in her thought. Temperance, after all, was not the goal for Willard; it was the spiritual and political freedom of all men and women. In her mind, racial strife in America was given life by the moral and mental curse of strong drink.
 She even understood her attempts to build bridges with women from the Jim Crow South serving these liberal ends—despite the fact that they undermined any consistent advocacy for racial justice. While she commended southerners for having “largely abandoned politics as a sectional trade,” a conflict that would obviously follow any radical proposal for racial reconstruction, she hoped that the new national union forged in Christian sobriety would elevate the downtrodden (who she saw as enslaved to alcohol) and sensitize the consciences of those with power. Reflecting on her visit to the South in 1881, Willard celebrated the fact that southern white attitudes toward blacks were growing more civil, “the foremost people now regarding him an essential factor in the development of the South.” And despite her continuing convictions about white racial superiority, she looked to a day when blacks would join whites on the same rung of the ladder of civilization: “And I think the rising American of the South and the young Africo-American, metamorphosed in the kneading trough of one liberty and one education, will efface all phases of the politico-commercial color line. For Mr. Frederick Douglass is correct that this line is not based on color. The prejudice comes of past wide difference in conditions, and will disappear as this difference narrows into nothing.”
 In a typical ideological move, Willard blamed the harsh realities of continuing racial conflict in the country on whiskey—not white supremacy or black inferiority. She pushed for a reform that she believed would ultimately level the playing field between in a number of divisive American social groups, including whites and blacks.
 When she called for “no sectarianism in religion, no sectionalism in politics, [and] no sex in citizenship,” she was not completely ignoring race. For Willard, the Christianization of America achieved through temperance would mean that all Americans—black and white, male and female, immigrant and native—would be freer, more educated, and more civilized.

My point is not to suggest that Willard was somehow free from her era’s classism or racism. Clearly, she shared with her contemporaries a racialized framework which literally colored her understanding of civilization.
 Her regular invocation of the category of whiteness to mobilize her supporters is an oft-cited instance of this tendency. Her famous “Home Protection” speech explicitly connected whiteness, nationalism, religion, and gender; here she called upon her “countrymen to release those other hands, familiar with the pages of the Book of God, busied with sacred duties of the home and gracious deeds of charity, that they may drop in those whiter ballots, which, as God lives, alone can save the state!”
 More problematically, in her 1890 interview with the editor of the New York temperance magazine The Voice, titled “The Race Problem,” Willard promoted temporary white control of southern politics for the sake of civilization’s advance and employed racial stereotypes to strengthen her case. This interview sparked a long and well-known confrontation between Willard and Ida B. Wells, in which Willard proved herself unwilling to give up her deeply-held convictions about the purity of white women, even though she eventually gave some support to the anti-lynching cause.
 Willard’s racial outlook was thus ambiguous, and it reflected the tension between her civic ideals and her pragmatic willingness to sacrifice what she clearly considered a lesser good (racial justice) for a greater one (freedom from drink).
Thus Willard, evidently without qualm, led the WCTU to embrace the category of whiteness as a symbol of social and moral purity. She could do so because her ultimate goal was to invite all men and women, northern and southern, black and white, to embrace the same civilized standards that her white middle-class constituency purportedly embodied and symbolized. While her use of the language of whiteness often implicitly constructed racially exclusive boundaries, such as when she spoke of a “white heat” that would “burn [the] cancerous excrescence” of intemperance, other times she sought to use whiteness more inclusively.
 For example, she explained that “white light includes all the prismatic colors, so the white ribbon [worn by WCTU women] stands for all phases of reform, and there is no phase which the drink curse has not rendered necessary. Our emblem holds within itself the colors of all nations and stands for universal purity and patriotism, universal prohibition and philanthropy, and universal peace.”
 In another speech before an Illinois audience, having recently visited dozens of southern black educational facilities, Willard spoke of “white and black” hands casting white temperance ballots.
    

Whiteness for Willard was thus more a culture than a color, albeit a culture dominated by female whites. The more significant point for my purposes, however, is that Willard’s use of the categories of cultural whiteness allowed her speeches to function at multiple levels of discourse, including the national and civilizational, and therefore white women reformers became central to the project of defining and representing American nationhood. Mobilizing women under the aegis of the WCTU, Willard pressed her own national reconstruction. Unlike the Reconstruction of male Republican politicians, Willard’s vision was profoundly bottom-up rather than top-down. For her, individual Christian subjectivity--the pure and female Christian soul--stabilized and civilized the Protestant home, for the home was where the Christian soul reigned without rival. Indeed, the American home was, as she put to a committee of the Republican National Convention in 1884, the “citadel of purity, the palladium of liberty.”
 The home in turn acted as the soul of the wider society and the nation—both constitutively and analogically. Constitutively because the nation was a itself made up of homes and was only as strong as they were. Analogically because, as Anthony Smith has argued, “the metaphor of the family is indispensable to nationalism. The nation is depicted as one great family, the members as brothers and sisters of the motherland or fatherland, speaking their mother tongue . . . the family of the nation overrides and replaces the individual’s family but evokes similarly strong loyalties and vivid attachments.”
 Willard understood these dynamics better than most. In her address to President Garfield urging him to support Prohibition, she reminded of his longstanding commitments to temperance reform: “Remember it is in the home where the sovereign citizen has his wife and children gathered around him that God prepares the verdict of the American people.”
 As women gained a foothold in late nineteenth-century civil society, they would have the salutary effect of reforming the nation and state by addressing a detrimental and destructive gender imbalance in the public life of the nation. Christianity, then, properly understood and applied, could remake society from the ground up, by reconstituting manhood and womanhood, stabilizing the home, transforming the state, and ultimately bringing political benevolence to the world. These spheres—ranging from the most intimate to the most public—were vitally linked in Willard’s vision, and Christianity was the thread that ran through them all. As she explained to a Boston audience in 1877, “Within the circle of the Gospel is government, and back of that we have home, and further back we have the human heart, which is the unit of them all.” The implication of course was that, in a republic circled about by the Christian message, while there would be formal separation between church and state, there could be no easy separation between faith and politics. To a temperance crowd gathered at the Boston Tabernacle she proposed that “government is religion.”
 While from the perspective of the twenty-first century, we might understand this sentiment as profoundly secular, Willard intended precisely the opposite. Her point was that spiritual Christianity’s ultimate goal was the transformation of the state itself. 
Just as the category of whiteness offered an ambiguous message about race for Willard and her audiences, so too her use of the word “home” carried multivalent meaning. She employed the concept of “Home Protection,” her famous slogan in the campaign for women’s enfranchisement, with intentional slippage, regularly playing on the root domes, which could refer both to the intimate space in which the family conducted its private affairs as well as to the space inside national or other collective boundaries. Politicians speak of foreign and domestic policies, while families speak of domestic chores and so forth. The domestic, as Amy Kaplan has reminded us, is always set in opposition to the foreign, the corruptible, that in need of taming.
 Thus the phrase “Home Protection” for Willard entailed “much more than the conserving ideology suggested in the phrase,” as Amy Slagell notes.
 Willard wanted, quite literally, to “make the whole world homelike.”
 Her domestic sphere was at one level intimate and private, fully consistent with the nineteenth-century domestic ideology of true womanhood. But it was also and equally public and global, and it opened up channels for women to take the moral work they did in the household and apply to spheres previously coded “male.” Willard’s was particularly clear about the direction of influence: the local/domestic should properly influence the global/foreign. And this domesticating (“protecting”
) process both climaxed and commenced with the transformation of the American state. As she put, the “government should be a larger home, not as now, a monastery or a camp,” with an all-male membership.
 In her 1887 address titled “Women and Philanthropy,” she observed that the “bewildered and broken hearted world would like to get into the home; but this can never be, hence the spirit of the home, incarnated in Christian womanhood, must go forth into the world to comfort and to save it.” Again, the home set the agenda for the world: “For in Christ the whole world should be only a larger home.”
 Thus, to put this point another way, Willard recast women’s sphere as women’s special and spiritual nature, a nature that the world needs everywhere as the spiritual must always perfect the material. In a characteristic phrase, she insisted that “What the world needs is mothering.”
 
Imagining the nation or the world as a larger home, however, had some ideological consequences that were in tension with Willard’s liberal evangelicalism and her theoretical openness to racially inclusive nationalisms. If the discourse of domesticity, which she freely employed, implicitly (and often explicitly) relied on a sense of the dangerous foreign “other,” then race for Willard always had the potential to displace gender as a key determinant of otherness. This is Kaplan’s argument in her landmark essay “Manifest Domesticity.”
 Despite Willard’s outward sympathy for civic, inclusive definitions of the nation, and of Christianity’s potential to liberate soul and civilization, she employed and exploited a powerful domestic discourse that presumed a cultural or racial understanding of America and of civilization itself. 
This cultural understanding of the nation was nowhere more evident than in her move, in the 1880s, away from the country’s dominant “sectional” political parties (the Republican and Democratic Parties) and toward a “nationalist” political party advocating a particular cultural agenda: the Prohibition and Home Protection Party. When Willard spoke at its national convention in 1885, she employed her ambiguous language about race and domesticity to argue that the “blue and gray uniforms of the past are to be superseded by the pure white uniform of the new party ‘for God, and Home, and Native Land.’”
 Again, while Willard and the WCTU indeed had internationalist and feminist agendas that could potentially mitigate strong nationalist ones, the discourse itself and its purported directionality usually suggested otherwise.

White Protestant women in the late nineteenth century offered alternative visions of the self, the family, the economy, the nation, and, indeed, civilization itself. Pushing the notion that women (and thus religion) should play distinct, but equally public roles in American society, they challenged an ideology that might have hardened the line between public and private in America. The sphere of the pure and Christian soul was inherently expansive. With arguments like these, organizations like the WCTU and reformers like Willard ultimately blurred some of the lines between religion and nation in Gilded Age America.
Evangelical Sacramentalism
This paper has explored the religious and theological contexts of Willard’s influential conception of civilization in the hope that we might understand why her particular formulation of “Christian civilization” was so persuasive in its day. Historians have long analyzed the ways that supporters of women’s suffrage (or any kind of expansion of women’s sphere) used domesticity to make their bid for political inclusion. Willard’s particular formulation was easily the most compelling among middle-class whites. I have tried to expand the analysis of her life and work in two ways. First, by attending to Willard’s embrace of a creedless and spiritual Christianity, liberal evangelicalism, I believe we can appreciate both the “Christian” nature of her many reforms as well as how she made her appeals so persuasive to so many women in so many regions of the country. Second, evangelical religion, I argued, provided the scaffolding for connecting the subjective-personal and objective-political in late nineteenth-century feminist thought. For feminists like Willard, religion was a conduit for “inward grace” to move from the soul to the body, to the family, to the nation, and beyond. Whereas Christianity traditionally teaches that sacramental grace functions in and through the ordained ministrations of the church, Willard imagined them coursing throughout the American public through the agency of Christian women. 
If Willard’s conception of civilization was deeply religious, even sacramental, then her work on behalf of Christianizing the American state needs to challenge the way that we historicize the development of the American nation and state. Too often, as Peter van der Veer and Hartmut Lehmann argue, western “nationalism is assumed to be ‘secular,’ since it is thought to develop in a process of secularization and modernization.”
 This paper, however, demonstrates that this was hardly the case for temperance advocates and suffragists in the orbit of the WCTU. Willard provided women with a way to imagine their nation in decidedly Christian terms and to take private experiences of devotion to the highest public levels.
 Willard’s vision entailed a domestication of the nation; sober and self-mastered men and women would join forces on all levels of society, and the spiritual graces which were seen to be the unique domain of women would begin to remake the world.

Unfortunately, perhaps because she remained unmarried herself, Willard did not attempt to challenge the ways that marriage at the time implied female dependence.
 But by calling for suffrage early on in her temperance career, she did contribute to that overhaul of the dominant notion of virtue which made political and social independence for women akin to prostitution.
 In fact, Willard’s emphasis on purity and whiteness needs to be understood partly as a defensive strategy to deflect the accusations that suffrage abetted licentiousness. But Willard’s agenda was not merely defensive, for domestic ideals also powerfully shaped conceptions of American national identity by its implicit binary of home/world, us/them, or domestic/foreign. Willard explained to one of her audiences that her experience working with missionary women in Syria, Turkey, and Asia Minor made her sensitive to the ways that domesticity itself was a public and political component of the gospel.
 Such discoveries occurred on an imperial canvas. Years later, she recalled asking a missionary in the Danube River valley during her visit why women were free on one side of the river but unfree on the other. The missionary explained to her “how the Church of Christ had wrought such changes. Instead of the women being in the background here, they were side by side hand in hand with the men, and the men were the brothers of the girls.” Outside the purview of “Christian civilization,” no such equality existed.
 
As various political, economic, and cultural forces combined to give greater importance to the American nation in the aftermath of the Civil War, Willard was one among many to step forward with a national vision for domestic self-understanding. Technically, her concerns were not new. Americans had always sought reform on local, state, and regional levels—precisely at the level of strong civic identity. Thus the Christian legislation that she advocated had a well-established American history. But as the federal government appropriated more and more roles formerly assumed by local and state governments, Christians like Willard, concerned about the maintenance of strong civic identity, began to make unprecedented cases for the nationalization of localized moral cultures. Americans have been wrestling with the implications of this move for democratic liberalism since Willard’s day.
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