Sojourner Truth (Isabella Baumfree)

This essay is about I talk given by Isabella Baumfree, aka Sojourner Truth and a talk se gave in 1851. An emancipated Afro-Dutch female slave born in Swartekill, New York State in around 1797 (it was commonplace not to record the births of those born into slavery) to James and Elizabeth Baumfree; James had been captured in the British colony of the Gold Coast, modern day Ghana, and Elizabeth was descendent from captured people from Guinea originally[footnoteRef:11673]. [11673:  Biography, “Sojourner Truth-Quotes, Speech & Facts”. URL “https://www.biography.com/activist/sojourner-truth”. Accessed: 4/12/21
] 

Baumfree was one of up to 12 children, we know Baumfree was sold off after her original owner had died and subsequent owner had died, with a flock of sheep at the age of 9 to John Neely, who she remembered as a harsh, abusive, and violent man, she was then sold several times.
She fell in love with a fellow slave called Robert from a neighbouring farm, however after she had her first child, Diana, Robert’s owner forbid the relationship from continuing as any of Robert’s children would belong to Dumont (Isabella’s owner), not him. Instead, Isabella was forced to marry someone else who she had three children with. After promises from Dumont that she would be freed before the abolition of slavery in the north falling through, she escaped in 1826 with her infant Sophia. Then finding that her son Peter had been sold into slavery in Alabama illegally, she was one of the first black women to successfully take a white man to court.
After this point, Baumfree worked for Elijah Pierson (an evangelist Christian) as a house keeper, and then worked for Robert Matthews aka Prophet Matthias. After Pierson’s death, Matthews was blamed, so moved west. Baumfree was then falsely implicated by members of Matthews cult, the Folgar’s, so she took them also to court, on the case of slander and won.

The talk in question for this essay though was the one given at the 1851 Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio “Ain’t I a Woman”. By this point, Baumfree had changed her name to Sojourner Truth, Sojourner due to the travelling, and truth for the words she speaks.[footnoteRef:4454] [4454:  Anti Slavery Bugle “Women’s Rights Convention- Sojourner Truth” June 21, 1851, Page 160. URL “https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83035487/1851-06-21/ed-1/seq-4/”. Accessed 4/12/21.] 

Though the most reliable source on the talk was reported by Marius Robinson, an editor of The Anti-Slavery Bugle and friend of Sojourner and written shortly after. The better-known, and more fictitious version was that of convention president, Frances Gage (“Ar’n’t I a Woman?”), written 12 years later, by today's standards, it was atrocious journalism, as much of the substance is fabricated for the sake of Gage’s activist agenda which though overlapped with Truth’s (abolition, suffrage and women’s rights), still sanitised much of what Sojourner herself said, to fit her narrative, not that the cause of women’s emancipation would have been counter to Truth’s goals.
One of the starkest examples across this is the use of linguistics; the Southern United States dialect and language which is clearly an error as we already know that Sojourner Truth was a from upper New York State and would have had a distinctive low Dutch accent (Dutch being her first language) from being born into and enduring slavery under Dutch ownership for a large part of her life, rather than how Gage chooses to appropriate Truth’s speech[footnoteRef:23241].  [23241:  Sojourner Truth Memorial. “Her Words”. URL: “https://sojournertruthmemorial.org/sojourner-truth/her-words/”. Accessed 4/12/21.] 

The representation by modern standards is also quite incorrect by the heavy use of  stereotypes and erroneous cultural assumptions. Throughout Gage’s representation there are countless additions that are entirely missing from Robinson’s version and what we know of truth which can show how misleading and distorted, though still historically interesting, and valuable “Ar’n’t I a Woman?” by Frances Gage is. Instead, this version is an awkward attempt at a white woman appropriating a black emancipated woman slave and sensationalised her life for the sake of the cause, rather than giving Truth and her lived experience the due respect and understanding deserved.
As we can see from the talk, Truth also relates her feminine strength to biblical lore, demonstrating that even if women are not seen as much in her time; to Jesus, Lazarus and to the bible, women have always been crucially important, because where would Jesus be without Mary. It is interesting to see Christianity being used as a unifying feature, that creates cross-cultural solidarity and resistance as Cornel West describes it “breaking the 400 years of chronic hatred with love, fear with freedom fighters, and trauma with healers and spreading of joy”[footnoteRef:1]. The church is very central to depictions within much of Truth’s oration. [1:  West, C., (1982) “Prophesy Deliverance!”. Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky.] 

Over Truth’s life; one with horrendous and traumatic suffering, she maintained such strength, enough strength that countless others found strength in her. We also get a glimpse in the talk at the multi-consciousness at work, her experience though as a slave, then self-liberated slave, reads differently than that of the male stories, with its own challenges and struggles, of being not only black and enslaved, but also suffering the oppression that women uniquely did at the time, however uniquely different again. She showed that she is an equal to any man, though still very modestly.
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