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Religion, Emotion, 
and the Double Self

emotion as object

This is a book about religion and emotion, a history of the Businessmen’s
Revival in Boston in 1858. It draws eclectically on a broad background of
historical, humanistic, and behavioral and social scientific research outlined
in the notes and appendices. In some places it explores culturally con-
structed standards for emotional life as they were articulated in news-
papers, magazines, sermons, and literature. Elsewhere, it narrates the emo-
tional lives of people as recoverable from diaries, correspondences, and
other sources. Sometimes the focus is on individual emotions such as love,
at other times on meta-emotion, and at other times on conceptualizations
of emotion itself. Keeping in mind that nineteenth-century writers, like
twentieth-century writers, were rarely precise in deploying terminology, I
have not attempted to distinguish “emotion,” “feeling,” and “passion” ex-
cept in cases where the context clearly warrants it.1

The Businessmen’s Revival was an affirmation of collective identity, the
assertion of white Protestant identity vis-à-vis other groups. The public ex-
ercise by which Boston Protestants accomplished this was a performance 
of emotion in revival. Regulated in certain ways, highly expressive in oth-
ers, the display of emotion in the revival demonstrated group cohesion and
character at the same time that it confirmed boundaries between Protes-
tants of the participating denominations and other, non-participant groups.
Emotionality, a certain construction of emotion and its performance, was a
primary indicator of membership in the Protestant majority, as much so as
language, skin color, dress, diet, and other such factors construed as signs
of group belonging.

Boston’s Protestants objectified emotion, and made the expression of
emotion a matter of transaction. They constructed emotion as a commod-
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ity, and conceptualized relations between persons, and between the in-
dividual and God, as transactions of emotion, as exchanges governed by
contract. Nicknamed the Businessmen’s Revival for the unprecedented 
involvement of young and middle-aged men—the “businessmen”—in 
its prayer meetings, the revival as an emotional performance represented
prayer as commerce. Revivalgoers, who conceived the ritual of the prayer
meeting as a forum for exchange, who offered up objectified emotion as a
commodity, professed to “give the heart” to God. Meetings were organized
around spoken requests from individual participants for peace of mind, as-
surance, and comfort and joy, as well as for health, the cure of an alcoholic
spouse, a job, or firewood. God, under terms of the contract of prayer, re-
sponded. Bostonians conducted the “business of the heart” with God as a
transaction involving emotion.

Central to this objectification of emotion and its service as commodity
in interpersonal exchanges was an understanding of emotional behavior
that both encouraged its display and demanded its strict regulation. Just as
businessmen were charged with the responsibility for exciting the econ-
omy through the investment risks that they took, so individuals were 
to deploy emotion in such a way as to keep active the great system of ex-
change, the lively transaction of emotion between persons (and with God).
But vigilance was requisite as well, in order to ensure that the system not
be overstimulated. The control of emotion, its concealment, its conserva-
tion, was fundamental to emotional commerce in the same way that the
practice of business required regulation of investment and observation of
market fluctuations as safeguards against inflation and collapse. Under this
conceptual umbrella, Boston Protestants developed more specific under-
standings of emotional expression and control that linked emotionality to
a host of other factors, and they used such “feeling rules” as conditions 
for group membership. Persons in out-groups were marked by what was
thought a deficient emotionality. Their unfitness for membership was also
unfitness for conducting business.

the double self

Protestant construction of emotion as object was fostered by medical theo-
rizing that embodied emotion in the heart—a pump—and in blood that
coursed through the veins, and elsewhere in an organism increasingly read
as a machine, as a complex of operations susceptible to scientific investi-
gation and testing.2 Indeed, as Otniel E. Dror has shown, late Victorian in-
terest in the emotions was manifest in Boston as clinical studies of heart
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murmurs and other unusual physiological data. This understanding of 
the emotional self rendered it mundane, earthly, prosaic, a product of bod-
ily processes constitutive of all humans. It grounded emotion in organic 
existence.3

Even as New Englanders objectified emotion, however, they insisted 
on its essential subjectivity. That subjectivity was understood as a spiritual
essence, and was relentlessly expressed as such in religious and domestic
settings, in courtship and child-rearing exercises, in ruminations about the
experience of nature, and about national destiny. Peter N. Stearns, point-
ing out how “Victorian emotional style depended heavily on rapid changes
in religious culture and in turn contributed to these changes,” has ar-
gued that the “emotional intensity” of interpersonal relations in Victorian
America became “an equivalent to a religious experience,” through “the
spiritualizing of key emotions.” Victorian thinking about the self accord-
ingly evinced an awareness of emotion as sublime, personal, transcendent,
and subjective. In evangelical Protestantism, it was present as love, the love
given and received by the autonomous subject, in what Richard Rabinowitz
has called the “one-on-one” relationship: “Love was an ever more impor-
tant aim and standard of religious life as the devotionalists restructured it
during the middle decades of the nineteenth century. And the love they
spoke of so frequently was increasingly identical in all its manifestations—
in the love between spouses, between parent and child, between friends,
and between Christ and Christian.” Imbedded in antebellum philosophical
and theological traditions that represented it as an aspect of the soul, emo-
tion was spiritualized in a way that rendered it extraordinary and private,
a core reality of the self. It also was, in the lingo of the revival, “demo-
cratic” in that it expressed, for Bostonians, the authentic self. That is, emo-
tionality was a claim for and a demonstration of the legitimacy of the sub-
jective self, of the capacity of the self to freely choose. Rabinowitz’s study
of the antebellum spiritual self concludes that the Protestant construction
of self in New England increasingly emphasized “personal judgments,” as
part of a process in which “religious feelings . . . became the core of true re-
ligion.” 4 Profoundly influenced by the Common Sense philosophy, New
Englanders conceived a self in which emotion and judgment, by virtue of
their being closely allied in the subject, strengthened its legitimacy.5

The irresistible logic of each of the two competing views of the self—
as spiritual and emotional subject as opposed to embodied, mechanical ob-
ject—in the end required that the self be both. The nineteenth-century
Protestant mythology of the autonomous human feeling and thinking sub-
ject in fact rested on an assumption about the complementarity of body and
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soul, of an inner subjective world and a mechanical, objective outer realm
somehow conjoined. That coupling had been addressed at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century by German Protestant theologian Friedrich
Schleiermacher, whose complex notion of the “feeling of absolute depend-
ence” in the “embodied self” was an attempt to locate the self precisely on
the border of organic existence and the thinking and feeling “I.” As Charles
Taylor has suggested, such nineteenth-century projects remarked on a re-
ality in which “a disenchanted world is correlative to a self-defining sub-
ject,” in this case, with the subject defined especially by emotional experi-
ence. But such fence-straddling, such highly tensed constructions of reality
on the “border” frustrated theorizing that counted on the discovery of sys-
tematic coherence. Instead, thinking about emotion and organic existence,
the soul and the body, increasingly veered toward tacit acknowledgment,
even embrace, of dichotomy.6

As Daniel Walker Howe recently has asserted, in antebellum America 
a “properly constructed self . . . expressed and developed all aspects of 
human nature—intellectual, spiritual, emotional, physical . . . “ But as
mid-century approached, the fully developed self as a complex of emo-
tional subjectivity and organic, mechanical object increasingly was cast as
the “double self.” In antebellum New England, and especially during the
1850s, it is more appropriate to speak of a doppelgänger, of one self along-
side another. Charles Rzepka, in The Self as Mind, has described the gothic
nightmare of such a representation as it emerged in the nineteenth century
as obverse subjectivities, as a state of affairs in which “life in general ap-
pears ‘theatrical,’ a ‘death-in-life,’ and embodied selves become mere actors
or caricatures, or in the more severe cases, insensate things altogether, like
automata or walking corpses.” The construction of the middle-class Prot-
estant self in Boston was not yet the nightmare that Rzepka describes. But
as the Victorian era got under way, Bostonians were attempting to come to
terms with two views of the self and its emotions.7

In the industrializing capitalist urban environments of the 1830s and
1840s, academic and middle-brow publications, including literature, were
making specific references to the double self, within a matrix of medical-
theological writings. Ralph Waldo Emerson, in a lecture at the Masonic
Temple in Boston in 1842 (subsequently published as “The Transcenden-
talist”), reinforced the notion that subjectivity involved an inescapable 
but uneasy relation between body and soul. Arguing that people are dis-
tinguishable as “Idealists” or “Materialists,” Emerson maintained that the
materialist “insists on facts, on history, on the force of circumstances, and
the animal wants of man; the idealist on the power of Thought and Will, on
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inspiration, on miracle, on individual culture.” In fact, wrote Emerson, each
person experienced both sides of this dichotomous life, and each person
struggled to reconcile them. “The worst feature of this double conscious-
ness,” said Emerson, “is that the two lives, of the understanding and of the
soul, which we lead really show very little relation to one another. Never
meet and assure each other.” Returning to a theme of the materialist as 
a social self deeply embedded in historical circumstances and the idealist 
as one oriented to the ethereal, pure, and heavenly, Emerson deployed 
an image of the marketplace in asserting that “one prevails now, all buzz
and din; and the other prevails then, all infinitude and paradise; and, with
the progress of life, the two discover no greater disposition to reconcile
themselves.” 8

Such a notion of double consciousness had precedents in German Ro-
manticism and in English literature as well, but in New England the notion
had coalesced as a by-product of medical discourse, beginning with com-
mentary on the case of Mary Reynolds, which was reported in the New
York Medical Repository in 1817. The nineteen-year-old Reynolds juggled
two selves—neither aware of the other— over the course of fifteen years,
a condition that the journal labeled “double consciousness.” Hubbard Win-
slow, in Elements of Intellectual Philosophy, which was published in Bos-
ton in 1853, discussed that case and similar ones as examples of “a complete
state of double consciousness” in which individual persons “manifested all
the powers of the mind” but appeared to alternate between different selves.
The following year Edward Hitchcock also published in Boston a book on
geology and the Bible that managed to deploy the term in a discussion of
mental powers, including seemingly telepathic communication, Hitchcock
urging his readers to examine “the facts respecting double consciousness.”
Francis Wayland used the term in The Elements of Intellectual Philoso-

phy, which appeared in Boston in 1855. John Abercrombie’s Inquiries con-

cerning the Intellectual Powers (1859), discussed the “state of double 
consciousness” at length, drawing on the accounts popularized by phrenol-
ogists George Combes and Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, and concluding that
the two consciousnesses appeared to alternate rather than overlap. In jour-
nalistic writing, the concept appeared under a variety of rubrics, including
an instance in the Ladies Repository in Cincinnati, which published an ar-
ticle by Lucy Towne asserting: “From the lowly violet up to the monoe-
cious and dioecious tree, and through every order of animated being up to
the Self-Existent, a dual nature in all things seems necessary to the perfec-
tion of unity.” Henry Adams, in a reference to his boyhood, took the same
tack in describing at the outset of The Education of Henry Adams how “the
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Bostonian could not but develop a double nature” in the face of “irreducible
opposites” and “antipathies” (including “sensual” summer versus the
“separate nature” of winter). For Adams, “Life was a double thing” and
“the boy inherited his double nature.” 9

Edgar Allan Poe, as literary critics John Herdman and Karl Miller have
pointed out, was a master of the literary depiction of the double self in the
1830s, as in the appearances of Coppelius and his evil correlate Coppola 
in “The Black Cat,” or the “double Dupin” in “The Murders in the Rue
Morgue.” Boston’s Oliver Wendell Holmes, who wrote extensively about
medical theory and his practice of it, dramatically illustrated the double in
the psychological novel Elsie Venner (1861), wherein Elsie’s doctor remarks
that “she has lived a double being.” Elsie’s cousin Dick likewise “had two
sides in his nature, almost as distinct as those persons who are the subjects
of the condition known as double consciousness.” An additional character,
Sophy, likewise manifests the two selves, and as the critic Dorothy Broad-
dus has observed, the doubleness on the part of each of the three characters
is made clear in their biological constitution: Elsie is half human and half
snake, Dick is half “Portugee” from Brazil and half Anglo-American, and
Sophy has African American grandparents but has embraced New England
Protestantism. Double consciousness rooted in an overdrawn “animal” na-
ture and an ethereal, white, spiritual Protestant nature was unmistakable
in such a characterization. Holmes’s readers themselves would have been
aware of the reference to double consciousness not only because the term
had been in circulation for two decades but because Harper’s had run an 
article in 1860 reminding its readers of the origins of the term: “Mary
Reynolds: A Case of Double Consciousness.” Such discussions of the com-
plex self were, then, well established by 1865, when Presbyterian theo-
logian William Pratt Breed published Anthropos, a concise summary of
much of the speculations about mind and self, in which he made clear that
“each conception of the self, contains a double self, the self as the object
conceived, and the self as the conceiving subject.” By the 1880s William
James had pronounced that “a man has as many social selves as there are
individuals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their mind,”
and early in the next century W. E. B. DuBois would establish the category
of the double self as a key concept in the analysis of African American ex-
perience, writing of the “double-consciousness, this sense of always look-
ing at one’s self through the eyes of others.” 10

Georg Lukács, in the course of surveying the failure of philosophical
claims for the unity of subject and object, and as part of his analysis of a
nineteenth-century reification of consciousness, described one of the cen-
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tral antinomies of bourgeois thought as the failure to close the breach be-
tween “appearance and essence,” the consequence of which was that “the
duality is itself introduced into the subject. Even the subject is split into
phenomenon and noumenon . . . “ The constructed emotional self in Bos-
ton in the 1850s exhibited such duality. Emotional life was simultaneously
a matter of one-on-one engagement between subjects in which sublime,
spiritualized emotion was manifest, and a matter of objectified emotion, of
emotional life experienced as the transaction of emotional commodities.
Late in the decade, these selves would perform together in the Business-
men’s Revival, when Bostonians transacted emotion with God, offering the
sublime contents of the heart (which was at the same time a merely phys-
iological organ) in exchange for divine favors. The dual selfhood of Bos-
tonians was intimately bound up with the commodification of emotion in
what was conceived as a transactional relationship with God. At the same
time, as part of the process of revival, certain population groups, such as the
“young men,” asserted their social identities as they had not previously.
Protestants as whole reinforced their sense of group, underscoring bound-
aries—marked by perceived innate emotional differences—that separated
them from other populations. The revival accordingly was a matter not
only of the exploitation of the constructed double self in service to the re-
ligious exercise of emotional transaction, but a social project that estab-
lished meaning through the assertion of group belonging.11

the story of the revival

In a demonstration of their investment in the notion of a double self, Prot-
estants in Boston conceived emotion as spiritually sublime at the same time
that they placed it on the bargaining table before God in the late 1850s.12

This history of the Businessmen’s Revival narrates the events and processes
that led to Bostonians transacting business of the heart with God. The story
develops over ten chapters and an epilogue, beginning with an outline of
the chronology of the revival, its sweep, and its mechanics—known to its
detractors as its “machinery.”

Chapter 1 locates the revival within a long series of revivals in Boston,
of “seasons of refreshment” that had visited the city over the preceding
four decades. The centrality of the prayer meeting, the substantially dimin-
ished role of the clergy, the participation of young men, and the role of the
press in promoting the excitement were characteristic features of the re-
vival in Boston. Participants wept and petitioned God for favors in noon
hour prayer meetings (and in other ones, too) where a code of emotional
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expression, of feeling rules, organized the nature of the assembly. Pro-
moted as a symbol of unity, the revival was at least as much a platform for
the assertion of specific group identities, including women, laity, whites,
firemen, newsboys, the North, sailors—and the “young men.”

Some Bostonians thought their city the Athens of the West, while oth-
ers experienced it as the pinnacle of Greek tragedy. Chapter 2 describes a
city in flux, noting population instability caused by in- and out-migration,
disagreements over the nature of civil authority, widespread concerns
about vice and violence, and a sense of the corrosive experience of ur-
ban life as traditions unraveled in the face of social change. Such an envi-
ronment was by no means anomic, but its inconsistency and instability in-
vited efforts to order it (rhetorically and practically), and those attempts
frequently eventuated in public performances of collective identities.

The Businessmen’s Revival followed on the heels of a financial crash.
Chapter 3 details the nature of that crash, including its causes, its conse-
quences for the city of Boston—from pervasive business failures, to a spike
in the crime rate, to homelessness—and subsequent resolutions about
financial reform. Most important among those resolutions was the demand
for “regulation” of an “overexcited market,” alongside the acknowledg-
ment that excitement was at the same time fundamental to the vitality of
the market and ought to be encouraged. The following year a similar no-
tion of the utility of controlled excitement was applied to the revival. Some
analysts assigned culpability for the crash to businessmen, casting them as
buccaneers without consciences, as dishonest servants of Mammon. At the
same time, the idealized picture of the merchant as an industrious, perse-
vering, and punctual social servant re-emerged in force. That dichotomous
rendering of businessmen complicated the self-understanding of business-
men themselves (at least those who had not committed suicide or left for
the West), and urged upon them the business of publicly defining their
group.

Performances of any sort in Boston involved emotion. Public spectacle
as parades, celebrations, anniversaries, theatre, or street corner fistfights
was thrilling. Chapter 4 outlines some of the ways in which Bostonians 
collectively displayed emotion in such contexts, and how critics of that en-
terprise condemned it as the squandering of emotion. Opponents of the
theatre saw in audiences’ emotional response to dramatic productions a
reckless and promiscuous excitation of emotion, and critics of dime novels
and penny presses thought that such reading misspent allocations from a
seemingly finite personal treasury of emotion. For others, emotional expe-
riences were worth the penny, or dime, or six dollars (for a theatre seat), or
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other costs to get a good seat at a fireworks display or space in a candlelit
procession. All such debate about emotion as something to be spent or
saved, invested or squandered, reinforced the conception of emotion as a
“thing,” as a commodity suitable for commercial transaction.

Like the city, the Protestant churches in Boston in the mid-nineteenth
century were troubled by a degree of unsettledness. Pastors came and went,
churches opened and closed, houses of worship were moved from one part
of town to another, and laity openly criticized clergy for their unemotion-
alness, their “lack of heart.” Chapter 5 details these developments and no-
tices as well the phenomenon of Spiritualism, which, with its trances and
highly emotional settings, attracted large numbers of persons, both the cu-
rious and the committed, to its ideas and rituals. The temperance crusade
offered a similarly alternative context for the pursuit of spiritual improve-
ment, and its emotional campaigns within the city and the nation proved a
magnet for persons from various walks of life, including those who drank
while they crusaded. The revival emerged directly out discontent about the
emotional barrenness in the churches and as a response to perceptions of
disorder and corruption in the churches.

Investigation of the “public” expression of emotion, perhaps more so
than any other topic in Victorian history, invites the analysis of gen-
der. Chapter 6 addresses the Victorian construction of the emotionality of
women and men, and the construction as well of the domestic and pub-
lic spheres. These categories—masculine/feminine and private/public—
were to a certain extent detectable with reference to boundaries that they
drew through the social world as a whole. At the same time, they were
fluid, highly flexible categories, imbricated at some points, bleeding into
each other at others. That fluidity authorized a measure of coincidence of a
masculinized public sphere with a feminized private sphere, and the link-
age of commercial discourse with domestic language about emotion, lead-
ing to the business of the heart. Revival participants incorporated boldness,
a decidedly masculine trait, in making their prayer requests in meeting, at
the same time that they openly displayed through weeping, body language,
and words their feelings, that is, a feminine side.

Against the background of the objectification of emotion, the business
of the heart acquired its characteristic shape as the transaction of emotion.
Chapter 7 focuses on the manner in which relations between men and
women increasingly were conceived as the negotiation of feelings, as trans-
actions involving emotional property, and on child rearing as domestic
practice in which emotion was withheld or bestowed as part of a program
of nurturance and control. The notion of contract underlying such relations
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extended as well to the classroom, where teachers acting in loco parentis

were expected to enforce the same regime of emotional exchange as was
undertaken in the home. As Bostonians adapted the language of business
to their emotional relations with one another, they advanced the nascent
process of the commodification of emotion, ensuring that it would pro-
foundly shape the Businessmen’s Revival.

Chapter 8 describes the salient aspects of an emergent boyculture in
Boston. As apprentices, clerks, laborers, or other kinds of workers, unmar-
ried young men in their late teens and twenties created for themselves a
community, an urban subculture, in the years leading up to the revival.
Raised by mothers who indoctrinated them into the principles and aspira-
tions of commercial life—and above all, the importance of boldness, of
pluck, to the realization of their manhood—many young men came to the
city armed with plans for conquering it by industry, initiative, and drive.
Boyculture reinforced such virtues through its focus on sports, and espe-
cially on a view of sports as the proving ground for the sort of manly
strength and will that was required to succeed in business.

Emotion, the fluidity of gender categories, public/private coincidence,
manly pluck, and notions of transaction all converged in the primary rit-
ual of the revival, the prayer meeting. Chapter 9 examines prayer as a plat-
form for “giving the heart to God” in exchange for certain favors which—
as was the revival practice—were boldly voiced to the congregation, to the
persons assembled for the prayer meeting. Revivalgoers trusted in the ef-
ficacy of prayer and came to meetings determined to transact with God
through prayer. Emotion, as commentators wrote, was like electricity mov-
ing through the telegraph line to God, who would respond to the sender
upon receiving the message. The notion of emotion as a publicly traded
commodity was central to the success of the revival.

Chapter 10 paints in broader strokes the way in which white Protestant
identity was consolidated through a strategy of negatively constructing the
emotionality of others. Protestant Bostonians’ elaborations on the “Irish
temper” marked the Irish more clearly as outsiders at the same time that it
reinforced certain notions of white Protestant emotionality and identity.
The same is true for white construction of African American emotionality
as inferior in several ways. And abolitionists, too close to blacks them-
selves, were painted with a similar brush. All such projects were a way for
the dominant Protestant population to understand and assert itself by cre-
ating contrastive relations with other populations in the city. For white
Protestants, then, the Irish did not join the revival because they were emo-
tionally unfit for it, African American participation was minimal for the
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same reasons, and abolitionists, due to their defective emotionality, simply
did not understand. All three groups likewise were unfit to conduct any
sort of important business, not just the business of the heart.

The historical fallout from the revival was variously durable. Most im-
portantly, the revival inaugurated a period of intense interest in “muscular
Christianity.” The epilogue addresses the legacy of the revival, detailing
the beginnings of muscular Christianity, its early installation as a standard
part of the religious landscape of Protestantism, and its distinctive em-
phases on gender and prayer. Beginning with the period of the Civil War,
this last chapter traces the development of muscular Christianity through
the revivalism of Billy Sunday and Aimee Semple McPherson up to the
Promise Keepers movement of the late twentieth century.

studying religion and emotion

Religion and emotion are historically linked not only in the Protestant past
of the United States, but in many religious traditions, in cultures all over
the globe. Exploration of this linkage to date has proceeded in fits and
starts, without the confidence that comes with the utilization of established
methods and goals, and in the absence of a tradition of investigation that
maps to a greater or lesser extent the terrain. In order for the historical
study of religion and emotion to realize its ample possibilities, it will have
to generate classifications of its subject matter while avoiding doctrinaire
taxonomies, it must remain sensitive to the differences and similarities be-
tween culturally constructed standards for emotion and the varied emo-
tional experiences of people, and, most importantly, it must engage the
theories and methods utilized in the study of emotions in the behavioral
and social sciences, in literary studies, and in philosophy and theological
studies. This book embodies an attempt to demonstrate some of those pos-
sibilities and to bring clarity to an aspect of the past that is acknowledged
by virtually all observers, but is seen only as through a glass, darkly.
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