HPHI5006 – Routes and Roots of the Black Atlantic: Cultural Histories of the African Diaspora
Critical Analysis 2 – Sojourner Truth Ain’t I A Woman

Sojourner Truth, born Isabella Baumfree, was initially born into slavery but managed to escape. She spent her life as an American abolitionist and women’s right activist. In 1828, after the successful recovery of her son, she became the first black woman to win a court case against a white man. Just like many other African Americans, she changed her name in 1843 after she believed God was using her as a message. Her most well-known speech was delivered in 1851 at the Ohio Women’s Right Convention and is widely known by the title ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’

There is not a single version of Truth’s speech that is not undisputed. The validity and provenience of each account varies. There are two versions that are commonly referred to: that written by her friend Marcus Robinson in the Anti-Slavery Bugle, and Frances Gage who recounted the speech in the National Anti-Slavery Standard. While both accounts convey the same key themes and concepts, there are clear differences. For example, Gage’s use of a southern dialect and language contradicts what is likely to have been said given that Truth was born in New York and grew up speaking Jersey Dutch (Murphy, 2011). Furthermore, Gage writes of the speech twelve years after it took place leaving plenty of time to misremember or adapt the context as there is no official version of the speech in existence. Gage also remarks several incorrect facts such as ‘borne 13 children and seen ‘em mos’ all sold off to slavery’ (Sojourner Truth Memorial) whereas it is widely believed that she had five children and when one was sold, she went to court to get him back (Carleton, Newhouse, 1995). While the merits of Gage’s portrayal is that is provides further context, it is written as a narrative with the author’s commentary so therefore cannot be considered a pure representation of the event as it is primarily build upon Gage’s interpretation (Siebler, 2010).
Nevertheless, Robinson’s recollection can be disputed also. While Robinson and Truth were firnds and worked on both women’s rights and abolition together, the report of the speech is strictly from memory with no additional commentary. It is believed that Truth collaborated with Robinson on the speech’s transcription, it was not word for word (Siebler, 2010). In addition, Robinson’s article was published in the Anti-Slavery Bugle whose audience was primarily concerned with African American rights more so than women’s rights. This suggests that Robinson may have tailored his rendition to better meet the interests of his audience. Robinson’s account of the speech was released one month after the event took place so there is likely higher accuracy there. However, the speech is known as ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ and yet this question does not appear once in Robinson’s portrayal of the speech (Carleton, Newhouse, 1995).

Truth uses both her experiences as an enslaved person and as a woman to question and emphasise her arguments on inequality. A common experience for the vast majority of the enslaved is that manual labour and corporal punishment are common fixtures among their time in servitude. Truth remarks on this, ‘I have plowed and planted and gathers […] I could work as much and eat as much as a man […] and bear de lash […] and aren’t I a woman?’ (Sojourner Truth Memorial). The use of polysyndeton lists creates an exhilarating rhythm that captivates the audience and settles, leaving a lasting impression on ‘and aren’t I a woman?’. This device is often found in religious texts and there are many examples within the Bible, for example Joshua 7:24, which could be a subconscious effort to draw the audience in and connect with the topic being presented to them. Polysyndeton listing is highly effective in this speech as typically there is only expected to be one connective within a sentence, the repetition of ‘and’ displays the gravity of Truth’s experiences while she was enslaved and demands recognition for her strength and abilities. She was performing the same tasks as her male counterparts, she shows the muscles in her arm, and yet will they deny she is a woman?
Truth also emphasises the absurdity of sexist arguments about intelligence, ‘If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yourn holds a quart, wouldn’t ye be mean not to let me have my little half-measure full?’ (Sojourner Truth Memorial). Truth is clever not to argue that women are equally as intelligent as men and instead chooses to shame men for not allowing women to even have their ‘little half-measure’. This phrase is important as not only does it play into the sexist belief that women are not as intelligent, but it is also a subtle mocking of men for being intimidated of giving women access to education when they could not possibly pose any threat to them – they said it themselves so what are they scared of.

Similarly, Truth questions the argument that women cannot have equal rights to men as Christ was not a woman. It is reported that she raised her voice to say: ‘Man had not’ing to do with him’ (Sojourner Truth Memorial). This declarative is an example of the deadpan humour Truth uses to demonstrate her amusement at the audacity of the male population and their arguments against gender inequality. She goes onto to present an argument that the first woman, Eve, all by herself, was strong enough to turn the world upside down and that women, now, should be allowed to band together to right it. And ‘men better let ‘em’ (Sojourner Truth Memorial). These examples marry nicely to demonstrate that women have a power that men cannot possess and only through equality can the world be righted and at its best, even God recognised so. It makes sense that Truth refers to God in her speech, and places him as the ending point, as she asked for her new name from God and lived her life with the belief that she was to be a sign to people and speak the truth to them (Sojourner Truth Memorial).
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