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SOJOURNER TRUTH, "ADDRESS AT THE WOMAN'S
RIGHTS CONVENTION IN AKRON, OHIO," (29 MAY 1851)

Michael Phillips-Anderson
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Abstract: Sojourner Truth's 1851 speech in Akron, commonly titled "Ain't | a
Woman," stands as a landmark in the fight for racial and woman's equality. Truth
spoke before a woman's rights convention, making arguments about women's
physical and intellectual capacities, as well as religious arguments in support of
equal rights. While it is clear that she asserted her identity as a woman and a
citizen in this speech, our understanding of her words is complicated by the lack
of an authentic text of her remarks. This essay explores the challenges in
recovering Truth's rhetoric and offers an analysis of her arguments for equal
rights.
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The Declaration of Sentiments adopted at the 1848 Woman's Rights Convention in
Seneca Falls, New York called for "a series of Conventions" that would continue the reform
efforts across "every part of the country."' In response to that call, a Woman's Rights
Convention met in Akron, Ohio on May 28 and 29, 1851. The convention featured a number of
women speaking in defense of their rights and calling for moral change and legal reform.
Sojourner Truth participated in the convention and spoke on the second day.” She was the only
woman speaking at the convention who had been held in slavery. In her speech, Truth argued
forcefully for the rights of women, drawing particular attention to the position of women of
color in the social and legal hierarchy of her time.

What Truth said that day is the subject of much debate.? The speech Truth delivered at
the Akron convention is today commonly titled "Ain't | a woman?" However, the contraction
appears in different versions of the speech as: "Ar'n't," "A'n't," and "Ain't."* Marius Robinson
published a version of the speech in the Salem, Ohio Anti-Slavery Bugle in 1851.> This version
was written in standard English and represents the first supposedly complete text of the
speech. In 1863, Frances Dana Gage produced the most widely known version of the speech in
a southern black dialect,® and others, including rhetorical critic Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, have
edited Gage's text into standard English.” In 1850, Truth published an account of her life, the
Narrative of Sojourner Truth, and a later edition of that memoir included a copy of the Gage
version of the Akron speech.? There are several questions to consider in determining the most
authentic version of the speech. How do the words ascribed to Truth vary among the versions?
What are the differences in the accounts of the context of the Akron convention? What written
version best captures the quality of Truth's delivery, particularly the accuracy of what scholars
call "eye dialectal" indicators?® What were each writer's motivations in constructing the
different versions of the speech, and how are those differing motivations reflected in the texts?
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There are several reasons why it is important to establish an authentic version of Truth's
Akron speech. Despite excellent biographies of Sojourner Truth that address the controversies
surrounding the various versions of the speech,’® many encyclopedias, anthologies, and
scholars continue to use the Robinson or Gage texts, sometimes in expurgated form and often
without indication of the source or an interrogation of its authenticity."* Public interest in the
speech likely leads readers to one of the multiple versions found online, and these texts often
appear without attribution or contextualization.> When discussing the role of archival research
in studying female orators, Susan Zaeske and Sarah Jedd note the questionable authenticity of
many speeches found on the Internet, and they cite Truth's Akron speech as a good example of
the problem.13

In this essay, | argue that the Robinson text of Truth's 1851 Akron speech is the most
valuable for readers interested in Truth's rhetorical strategies. Robinson's version of the speech
and his description of the context are most consistent with the historical evidence. Gage's text,
while preferred by some scholars, is, in some regards, inconsistent with that historical and
linguistic evidence. Each text depicted a very different Sojourner Truth. In the Robinson text,
Truth came across as brave, confident, and witty. In the Gage and Campbell texts, essential
features of her lived experience were masked by linguistic errors and historical inaccuracies.
This created a Sojourner Truth who appeared less skilled as an orator and less confident of her
own agency. The popularity of the Gage text has thus minimized Truth's rhetorical power and
legacy. If we are to assess the rhetoric of one of the nineteenth century's great voices for
freedom, we must consider Truth's rhetoric based on the best available evidence.

The first section of this essay provides a brief biography of Sojourner Truth from her 30
years of slavery to her career as a professional speaker on the antislavery lecture tour. The
second section explains how we came to have conflicting versions of the Akron speech, and it
outlines the differences among them. In the third section of the essay, | discuss the rhetorical
and historical authenticity of the various texts of the speech, showing how Gage's version is not
supported by contemporaneous evidence. Fourth, | analyze Truth's rhetoric as represented in
the Robinson text, including her claim for equality based on her tripartite division of humanity
into body, mind, and spirit. The final section considers the legacy of Truth's rhetoric and the
implications of assessing her rhetoric based on the differing texts of her most famous speech.

Sojourner Truth's Life

The woman who would come to be called Sojourner Truth was born around 1797 in
Ulster County, New York. Truth's given slave name was Isabella.** Nell Irvin Painter identified
three significant time periods in Truth's life: "slavery, evangelism, and antislavery feminism.""
Her first spoken language was Dutch, yet she learned to speak English around the age of ten—
albeit with a decidedly Dutch accent.™ Her language skills were typical of those in Isabella's
region, where slaves in New York and New Jersey not uncommonly "spoke good English and
Dutch," a legacy dating back to at least the 1740s."” Truth never learned to read or write and
had no formal religious training, other than learning from her mother how to recite the Lord's
Prayer in Dutch.*®

During her first 30 years of life, Isabella remained in slavery under six different owners.
She would give birth to five children during this time.”” In 1817, New York passed a law
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requiring that all slaves born before 1799 be set free on July 4, 1827. Isabella's fifth owner, John
J. Dumont, promised he would release her one year early. When the time came, however,
Dumont broke his promise, claiming that Isabella still owed him additional work because of an
injury that he claimed had affected her productivity. Finding this decision unacceptable, Isabella
took her youngest child and left in the fall of 1826.% She escaped to the van Wagenen's home
five miles away. The van Wagenens opposed slavery and paid Dumont for the freedom of both
Isabella and her daughter.21

Following her emancipation, Isabella moved to New York City where she worked as a
housekeeper and cook. During this time she continued to develop her strong religious beliefs
and subsequently joined two churches—first a Methodist church, and later an African church.
She was also part of several religious movements of the time, including perfectionism (an
offshoot of Methodism practiced in homes instead of churches), the Kingdom of Matthias (led
by Robert Matthews who believed himself to be the Prophet Matthias and Jesus Christ), and
Millerism (William Miller predicted the second coming of Jesus Christ and the end of the world
in 1843).> When not living in the homes of her employers, Isabella settled in several different
religious communities. Regardless of the form her religious practice took, Isabella maintained
that she had a direct connection to the Holy Spirit and was unwavering in her devotion to
Jesus.”

Isabella's participation in Millerism and her belief that the world was coming to an end
likely contributed to her decision to leave domestic employment in New York and set out on a
new course with a new name. Just before leaving New York on June 1, 1843, she informed the
woman she was working for that "her name was no longer Isabella, but, SOJOURNER; and that
she was going east." When the woman asked why she was going east, Truth replied: "The Spirit
calls me there, and | must go.""** Truth believed that she had been called to lecture, "'testifying
of the hope that was in her'—exhorting the people to embrace Jesus, and refrain from sin."?
Her new first name represented her transient life and her plan to travel around the country to
preach. Sojourner was a wanderer, spending time in different places, but not making any of
them her home. Her choice of "Truth" as a surname, on the other hand, reflected her total faith
in God and the Holy Spirit who spoke to her.

In 1850, Truth published the Narrative of Sojourner Truth, which she sold at her public
appearances as her primary means of support. The Narrative was a historical and dramatic
literary creation based on conversations between Truth and her friend Olive Gilbert. Later
editions featured an addendum—the Book of Life—which reproduced correspondence and
newspaper articles about Truth, including Gage's text of the Akron speech.26 Truth joined the
antislavery lecture circuit, traveled around the country, and spoke before meetings on
abolition, woman's rights, and religion.27 According to an account in the Democrat and
Chronicle: "Her appearance reminds one vividly of Dinah in 'Uncle Tom's Cabin." A white
handkerchief was tied closely about her head and she wore spectacles, but this was the only
indication of her extreme age. Her voice is strong, has no touch of shrillness, and she walked
about as hale and hearty as a person of half her years."28 While she was not alone in her quest
to bring about change, Truth was often the only black female to speak at these events.” As she
spoke about abolition and woman's rights she addressed audiences that were often mixed in
their disposition toward her beliefs and her participation in the events.
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While on a speaking tour through Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio in
the spring of 1851, Truth visited the home of Marius and Emily Robinson in Salem, Ohio.* In
March of that year, the Robinsons' newspaper, Anti-Slavery Bugle,** advertised a women's
rights convention to be held in Akron. The call asked for the attendance of "all the friends of
Reform, in whatever department engaged, we say—Come, give us your presence and counsel . .
. . Slavery, political and personal, will crush humanity."32 It was there that Sojourner Truth
would deliver her famous address that is the subject of this essay. Following the Akron
convention, Truth spoke at abolition and woman's rights meetings throughout the country. Her
religious practice embraced the spiritualism of the 1850s, leading her to finally settle in a
religious community near Battle Creek, Michigan. Truth's activism continued in speeches to the
New York City Anti-Slavery Society and the American Equal Rights Association. Following the
start of the Civil War, Truth became an outspoken advocate for the Union even before the
abolition of slavery was clearly stated as a goal of the war. Truth met many of the notable
people of her time, including Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, and Presidents Abraham
Lincoln, Andrew Johnson, and Ulysses S. Grant. Following the Civil War, Truth turned her
attention to two main causes, universal suffrage and black resettlement in the west. Truth's
rhetorical efforts for these causes focused on the economic benefits of equality and highlighted
the profound inequalities for black women. She remained politically active into the 1880s,
despite several premature reports of her passing. Sojourner Truth died at her home in Battle
Creek, Michigan on November 26, 1883.

Sojourner Truth's Speech at Akron

The second annual meeting of the Ohio Woman's Rights Convention was well-advertised
and attracted hundreds of women and men to the Universalist Church in Akron on May 28-29,
1851.%® Frances Dana Gage, an activist in the abolition and woman's rights movements, as well
as a poet and novelist, presided over the convention. Also in attendance were Jane Swisshelm,
editor of the Pittsburgh Saturday Visiter, Marius and Emily Robinson of the Salem Anti-Slavery
Bugle, and Emma Coe, a prominent woman's rights speaker. The proceedings of the convention
did not indicate what Sojourner Truth said but simply noted that "remarks upon the subject of
the education and condition of women were made by Mrs. Coe, Sojourner Truth and Rev. Geo.
Schlosser and Ms. Coates."** There are many published versions of what Truth may have said
that day, but three versions of the speech are of particular interest here, including ones
prepared by Truth's contemporaries, Robinson and Gage, as well as a more recent version
edited by Campbell.35

Robinson Text (1851)

The oldest account of Truth's speech that provides more than a passing mention of it
was published by Marius Robinson on June 21, 1851 in the Salem Anti-Slavery Bugle. The article
contained a brief introduction followed by a text of Truth's speech. Although the introduction
to the article is unsigned, it was likely prepared by Robinson, who served as one of three official
secretaries of the convention.’® Robinson's version was not the first published account of the
Akron speech, but rather the first attempt to convey what Truth said in full.’’” Robinson



Voices of Democracy 7 (2012): 21-46 Phillips-Anderson 25

acknowledged that "it is impossible to transfer to paper, or convey any adequate idea of the
effect produced upon the audience."* In recording the speech, Robinson took literary license in
deciding to report Truth's speech in standard English with no dialectal indicators. In this version,
Truth declared "l am a woman's rights" (1). She used biblical evidence and personal experience
to support her claim for equality between the sexes. Notably absent from this version is any
form of the question, " Ain't | a woman?" Nor does this version include any mention of a
contentious atmosphere at the convention.*

Gage Text (1863)

The most common rendering of Truth's speech—the one that introduced the famous
phrase "Ar'n't | a woman?"—was constructed nearly twelve years after the Akron conference
by Frances Dana Gage. Her version first appeared in the New York Independent on April 23,
1863, was reprinted in the National Anti-Slavery Standard on May 2, 1863, and also appeared,
slightly revised, in the Narrative of Sojourner Truth and the History of Woman Suffrage.*”® None
of the three later versions credited Gage's original version in the Independent, and two omitted
Gage's admission that her version had "given but a faint sketch" of Truth's speech.*! In her
article, Gage set the scene of the convention as one of confrontation with opponents of
abolition and woman's rights. Following her introduction, Gage included a text of Truth's
speech interspersed with reporting of the audience's reactions. Gage's version of Truth's speech
was little noticed at the time, possibly because it was eclipsed by Harriet Beecher Stowe's
article about Truth published in the April 1863 issue of the Atlantic Monthly.*?

There are three main features of the Gage text that distinguish it from Robinson's 1851
version. First, Gage provided some context for Truth's speech, describing the confrontational
atmosphere at the convention. Second, Gage wrote the text in a nineteenth-century southern
black dialect. And third, she included the famous question, "Ar'n't | a woman?" (1). The
guestion appeared four times in the Gage text, following arguments about work, food, physical
and emotional pain, and righteousness. Gage reported that after Truth delivered her speech,
the crowd gathered around her, applauded, and shook her hand. It is this version of the speech
that has been reproduced numerous times, though often with changes and omissions.*?
Campbell Text (1989)

The third text of Truth's speech is a version of the Gage text edited by Karlyn Kohrs
Campbell. It represents a non-dialectal version of the Gage text that appeared in the Narrative
of Sojourner Truth.** Campbell authored several articles about Truth's Akron speech, and she
has directly addressed the authenticity and dialectal variations of the available texts.*
Conceding that "there survives only a partial text of [Truth's] most famous speech," Campbell
suggests that we must be satisfied with "incomplete" stenographic reports of Truth's
"spontaneous utterances."*® Campbell's text basically follows Gage's version, except that she
"removed purely dialectical indicators."*’ There are three clear difficulties with Campbell's
version of Truth's speech: A standard English version of the speech existed from the time
period; it is not common for scholars to rewrite historical texts into modern versions in the
same language; and Campbell did not explain her methodology for making editorial choices.

Campbell cited the 1878 edition of the Narrative as the source for the speech text in her
1986 and 1989 works. Writers in Gage's time did not typically render non-standard English
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speech in dialect, aside from that of African Americans,*® and Campbell herself has noted "the
failure to record the words of women is an example of women's recurring loss of historical
agency."* Although Robinson's version was not widely known at the time, rewriting the speech
seems to be a drastic step within a piece of scholarship that purports to investigate the style
and content of an important speech by an early African-American feminist.

The third issue with the Campbell text is that she did not articulate a methodology for
the editorial choices or even indicate which words she elected to change.50 Among the
significant changes Campbell appears to have made, however, were the terminological change
of "niggers" to "Negroes" and numerous more minor dialectal changes (e.g., "tink dat" to "think
that").>* As for the famous question of the speech, Gage used "ar'n't," which Campbell
translated as "ain't" in one version and "aren't" in another.’? Even if "ain't" was the proper
grammatical form of the time, as Campbell claimed,”® why change it to "aren't" when other
anachronisms (such as "'twixt") remain unaltered in the text?>* In a 2005 article, Campbell
acknowledged the questionable authenticity of the text in Man Cannot Speak for Her and
returned to Gage's unexpurgated text from History of Woman Suffrage, noting that she wanted
readers to experience "what it must have been like to hear Truth speak."”

Authenticity and Truth's Akron Speech

There is no clear agreement among scholars as to which text of Truth's 1851 Akron
speech should be viewed as the most authentic version. Not only is it uncertain what Truth said
that day, it is similarly unclear what sorts of conditions she encountered when delivering the
speech. An examination of the reports from Akron indicates four areas of disagreement. First,
did the speakers at the Akron convention experience vocal opposition from opponents of
women's rights? Second, did the supporters of woman's rights object to a black speaker during
the convention? Third, which version of Truth's speech most closely captured the sound of
Truth's voice? Finally, were the stylistic features of Truth's Akron speech consistent with reports
of her other public discourse? In the following section, | argue that, for both rhetorical and
temporal reasons, these questions are best answered with reference to the Robinson text.

Vocal Opposition at Akron

Gage offered various accounts of the events surrounding Truth's speech. In 1853, Gage
reported to the National Women's Rights Convention that even though some people opposed
their cause at previous meetings and were invited to voice those objections, "no one has had a
word to say against us at the time."*® In the 1863 version, however, Gage recounted a tense
scene in Akron, with opposing speakers and clergy shouting at the attendees and offering
arguments against equality. Gage reported that a minister "claimed superior rights and
privileges for man because of superior intellect; another because of the manhood of Christ."’
She elaborated that other clergy also made arguments against woman's rights, while "boys in
the galleries and sneerers among the pews were enjoying hugely the discomfiture, as they
supposed, of the strong-minded."58

Questions surrounding the context for Truth's speech are not limited to the alleged
opposition to woman's rights. Questions also surround the opposition among woman's right
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supporters to a black speaker at their convention. Many of the convention participants listed in
the Proceedings were supporters of both woman's rights and abolition,”® and the call for a
woman's rights convention appeared in an antislavery newspaper, suggesting some overlap
between the causes.® Still, black speakers often had difficulty advocating for reform causes.
Although white women orators faced hostility in the antebellum period, they generally risked
less in terms of their personal and economic stability than black women speakers.61 According
to Gage, when Truth rose to speak there was some disruption, but "the "tumult subsided at
once"®? when she asked the audience to allow Truth to speak. This framing of the convention
placed Gage at the center of controversy and cast her as the brave proponent of racial equality.

Gage's account of a hostile reception is supported by at least three sources: The History
of Woman Suffrage, Sallie Holley, and Hannah Tracey Cutler. Yet these sources are either
unreliable, contradicted by other accounts, or not clearly independent of Gage's influence. The
History of Woman Suffrage explicitly used Gage as the sole source for its report, and the
inclusion of Truth's Akron speech in the History of Woman Suffrage helped to form Truth's
legacy.”® Lisa Shawn Hogan has argued that the History of Woman Suffrage devoted
considerable attention to controversial women who stood up to significant opposition. This
framing of the history may help explain why they chose to use Frances Gage's account of the
Akron speech.®*

In a book about activist Sallie Holley's experiences at the Akron convention, John White
Chadwick likewise suggested that there was an atmosphere of confrontation. Chadwick wrote:
"They went to Akron to a Woman's Rights convention meeting there, and heard Aunt Fanny
Gage, Sojourner Truth, Caroline M. Severance, and other champions of the faith, and were
vastly entertained, especially by Sojourner's discomfiture and rout of a young preacher who
had the temerity to come up against her."® Again, however, the credibility of this source is in
doubt given the second-hand reporting and its temporal distance from its subject. Yet this
source, like the History of Woman Suffrage, has been used to support the authenticity of Gage's
account.®®

The third source that presumably supports Gage's account came from Hannah Tracy
Cutler, a friend of Gage's and, like Robinson, a secretary of the Akron convention. Cutler was
credited with two conflicting accounts of the convention. The first, in 1851, reported that Cutler
thanked "the citizens of Akron for their hospitality in receiving the delegates . . . and for so
kindly and respectfully attending upon their deliberations."®’ Cutler wrote a somewhat
different account of the Akron convention in The Woman's Journal in 1896, however.®® In that
account she said that the audience was mixed in its support for woman's rights, and that "Our
opponents claimed the rights of free speech, and hurled the apostle Paul at our heads with
great violence."® In the article, Cutler did not mention that Truth gave a formal speech but
commented on two of her retorts to clergy. She also mentioned that Truth spoke at an informal
meeting the day after the convention and recalled Truth saying that she "never found any men
ready to carry her over the mud puddles,”" and that "she could do as big a days' work as any
man, and eat as much, too, if she could get it."” This phrasing was quite similar to Gage's
version of Truth's speech, of course, but Cutler's account of the convention differs significantly
from Gage's report and cannot be taken as confirmation of the authenticity of her friend's
version of the speech.”
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The Robinson version depicted a peaceful context for the speech that is better
supported by contemporaneous evidence. The Proceedings of the convention made no mention
of vocal opposition.””> Robinson wrote: "We must add that the citizens of Akron by their
urbanity and generous hospitality, have secured for themselves a lasting place in the hearts of
the numerous visitors present on the occasion."” It is true that opponents of woman's rights
and abolition often directed their hostility at convention speakers, but there is no conclusive
evidence that such hostility erupted at the Akron convention. In the Robinson version, Truth did
not single out any specific opponent in attendance. In addition, newspapers often recorded
disruptions when Truth spoke in other occasions, yet these same newspapers did not report
similar disruptions at Akron.”* The lack of contemporaneous evidence of opposition at Akron is
likely because there was none, not because reporters omitted to mention such details. The
conclusion best supported by the historical evidence is that the 1851 Woman's Rights
Convention in Akron was a peaceful gathering at which women and men spoke in favor of
woman's rights before a friendly or, at worst, a quietly oppositional audience.

The Sound of Truth

In addition to issuing conflicting reports about the context for Truth's speech, Robinson
and Gage remembered Truth's voice very differently.”” Both Robinson and Gage acknowledged
that the texts they produced were not word for word transcriptions of Truth's performance. In
examining the language of the speech, | pay particular attention to two features: First, the
reporting of the speech in dialect and, second, the authenticity of the question, "Ar'n't | a
woman?" The issue of Truth's spoken language is significant in that it informs our
understanding of her ethos and her persuasive effect, while the veracity of the "Ar'n't | a
woman?" refrain speaks to Truth's rhetorical strategies.

The sound of Truth's voice was not likely captured accurately by Gage's dialectal
rendering. The New York Tribune observed that "Mrs. Truth, in consequence of her unhappy
situation in early life, is totally uneducated, but speaks very fluently in tolerably correct and
certainly very forcible style."”® And there is evidence that Truth did not approve the printing of
her speeches in dialect.”” An 1879 newspaper article from the Kalamazoo Daily Telegraph
reported that:

Sojourner also prides herself on a fairly correct English, which is in all senses a foreign
tongue to her, she having spent her early years among people speaking "Low Dutch."
People who report her often exaggerate her expressions, putting into her mouth the
most marked southern dialect, which Sojourner feels is rather taking an unfair
advantage of her.”®

That Truth did not write out her own speeches complicates the authenticity debate.
Suzanne Pullon Fitch and Roseann M. Mandzuik observed that as someone who was denied an
education and could not read nor write, "Truth had to rely on others taking down her thoughts
as she presented them in public. What is available is a collection of partial transcriptions and
reports that often are a combination of the words of the reporter and Truth."”® This is a
problem evident in her Narrative. While Truth did agree to its publication and sold it as her
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primary means of support, her very illiteracy made it impossible for her to give fully informed
consent to the language used in the book or any other accounting of her words.

Even if we do not have an authoritative version of the speech, we can make some
informed assumptions about the sound of Truth's voice. Although there is little in the historical
record that attempts to transcribe the sound of black New York English-Dutch language
patterns, one of the few attempts comes from a travelogue composed by Dr. Alexander
Hamilton in 1744. Hamilton reports that his enslaved driver, Dromo, who spoke an eighteenth-
century southern black English dialect, tried but largely failed to communicate with a black
woman in New York who spoke in a Dutch-English hybrid.80 It cannot be known whether
Sojourner Truth's speech sounded the same as the woman's, but the report offers insight into
those with a similar dialect from a similar location some fifty years prior to Truth's birth.

Of particular concern is the legitimacy of the famous question: "Ar'n't | a woman?" The
basic meaning of the question did not first appear in Gage's report about Akron. Evidence
existed that variations of the phrase were much more historical. According to Carlton Mabee
and Susan Mabee Newhouse:

The motto 'Am | not a Woman and a Sister?' was a reversed sex version of the motto,
'Am | not a Man and a Brother?' which was used as early as 1787 in Britain by the
Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. The motto 'Am | not a Woman and a Sister?'
appeared in 1832, along with a picture of a female slave in chains, as the heading of the
Boston Liberator's Ladies Department.®

Maria Stewart, who helped pave the way for African-American female speakers, also reportedly
asked during an 1833 speech: "What if | am a woman?"®” In Gage's version of the Akron speech,
Truth was reported to have said:

Dat man ober dar say dat woman needs to be helped into carriages, and lifted over
ditches, and to have de best place eberywhar. Nobody eber helps me into carriages, or
ober mud-puddles, or gives me any best place; And ar'n't | a woman? Look at me. Look
at my arm. | have plowed and planted and gathered into barns, and no man could head
me—and ar'n't | a woman? | could work as much and eat as much as a man, (when |
could get it,) and bear de lash as well—and ar'n't | a woman? | have borne thirteen
chillen, and seen 'em mos' all sold off into slavery, and when | cried out with a mother's
grief, none, but Jesus heard—and ar'n't  a woman? (1)

There are several features of this rendering of the speech that raise questions about its
authenticity. All sources, other than Gage, lack anything similar to the repetition of the question
"Ar'n't | a woman?" It seems unlikely that if Truth asked the question repeatedly, other versions
would have left out such an important structural and stylistic component. Mabee and Mabee
Newhouse, in an examination of available reports of Truth's other speeches, found that she was
"not given to such rhythmic repetition. On the other hand, an examination of Gage's speeches
and writings indicates that Gage was indeed given to it."® Truth's statement about her children
in the Gage version similarly lacks corroboration. Gage claimed that Sojourner Truth said she
had thirteen children, most of whom were sold into slavery. Yet, the Narrative indicated that
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Truth had only five children.?* Her son Peter was sold away, but Truth was able to challenge
that in court, winning him back in 1828.%°> The Gage text treats Truth as powerless rather than
as someone who was able to have remarkable success in challenging the injustices she
confronted.

Superiority of the Robinson Version

| contend that the version of the Akron speech published by Marius Robinson in 1851 is
the more authentic version of Truth's speech. Robinson's text should be preferred on the basis
of corroborating reports on the setting at Akron and in relation to the content and dialect of
Truth's performance. Among the sources that reported a peaceful convention are the Cleveland
Daily True Democrat,86 the Boston Liberator,87 The Cleveland Hero//d,88 and Gage's earliest
account of Akron.?? There are no credible accounts that support Gage's claim that Truth faced
open hostility at Akron.*

On the issue of the content and language of Truth's speech, the Robinson text offered a
fuller treatment of the speech than any other published in 1851. The article in the New York
Tribune included every significant argument made in the Robinson version.’® The primary
difference is that, predictably, the Tribune's version was reported in the third person, while
Robinson's version featured Truth speaking in first-person voice. Robinson's version, for
example, quoted Truth as declaring, "l am a woman's rights" (1), whereas the New York Tribune
reported: "She said she was a woman."*> While the two reports do not feature identical words,
they both claim that Truth made a declarative statement about her gender and did so in non-
dialectal English. No other extant account of the speech supports Gage's report of the repeated
guestion: "Ar'n't | a woman?" Nor do they support Gage's rendition of Truth's delivery in
dialect.

The larger point of this essay is that Gage's text should not be treated as an
authoritative rendering of Truth's speech. If the reader is most concerned with how others have
constructed Sojourner Truth's image, then Gage's words are all important. Most expurgated
versions of Truth's speech also rely upon Gage, but those miss the essential character of the
work, even as Gage presented it. If our purpose is to appreciate Truth's rhetorical skills,
however, the Gage text may lead us to erroneous conclusions about Truth's agency and esteem
as a speaker.”® For these purposes, Robinson's version is more reliable. We simply cannot know
for certain what Sojourner Truth said that day, but we can reasonably be sure that it was not
what Gage reported. Far too much time passed between the delivery of the speech and Gage's
recording of her ideas to make that version credible. Given that the only other substantial text
is Robinson's—and given that the authenticity of that version is supported by evidence of the
day—the analysis that follows will rely upon the Robinson text.

Truth's Rhetorical Power

The main purpose of Truth's speech was to advocate for woman's rights from the
perspective of a woman of color. She referred to her experiences in slavery and as a still
oppressed free woman. Yet her comments were mainly concerned with issues of gender
equality. Fitch and Mandzuik observed that "this speech is important because it brings together
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the two causes for which Truth spent her life's work, antislavery and women's rights."** Based
on arguments about body, mind, and spirit, she claimed that women should be accorded the
same rights as men. In the first section of the speech, Truth argued that women were physically
equal to men. In the middle section, Truth argued that women should have rights reflecting
their intellectual capacities. In the third section, Truth used biblical arguments in support of civil
rights for women. Throughout, Truth employed her experience, knowledge, and deft humor to
articulate her argument for equality.

Truth began her speech with a bold assertion of her womanhood. She declared: "l am a
woman's rights" (1). The syntax was a bit unusual, but this is perhaps an even more powerful
rhetorical figure than the famed question "Ar'n't | a woman?" Instead of asking the audience to
confirm her gender, she made the stronger declarative statement through the personal
embodiment of her cause. With her statement, "I am a woman's rights," Truth positioned
herself as a physical, intellectual, and religious embodiment of her cause. This statement
forecasted the three argumentative sections of the speech. Throughout the speech, Truth's
arguments were in the form of retorts to anticipated objections, a rhetorical strategy classically
called procatalepsis.

Beginning with an embodied argument for equality, Truth first argued that the value of
the body was to be found in the work it can do. She said, "l have as much muscle as any man,
and can do as much work as any man. | have plowed and reaped and husked and chopped and
mowed, and can any man do more than that?" (1). The work she discussed was the physical
work in the fields and the products of her labor. She claimed that "l can carry as much as any
man, and can eat as much too, if | can get it" (1). What is striking about this depiction of her
physical role in agricultural life is that it subverted notions of femininity at the time. Notice that
Truth argued that she could gather and consume as much food as a man, but did not mention
the domestic task of preparing the food. Painter observed that Truth's "experience as a worker
validates her claim, and the work in question, as well as the criterion for equality—muscular
strength—are masculine. She does not mention her household work."® Truth's argument
challenged the prevailing concepts of chivalry and women's fragility employed by those working
against woman's rights and even by some privileged female supporters. Nancy Isenberg argued
that the construct of chivalry "accentuated physical prowess and bodily strength as the
distinguishing mark of civil capacity."®® Chivalry gave agency in the public sphere to white men
only. Non-white men were presumed to lack the moral fortitude to protect their countries or
their families, and the female body was viewed as "an object of conquest."97 As with so many
arguments of the time, chivalry doubly impacted Truth as a woman of African descent.

Truth also challenged those in the woman's rights cause who would separate their
movement from abolition. Jacqueline Bacon offered an analysis of Truth's speech, finding that
"Truth exposes the hypocrisy of white antebellum society, which represents white women as
inviolate while sanctioning physical labor for oppressed slave women whose experience is
ignored in definitions of femininity."98 As the above quotations show, Truth used her
experience to advocate for women who enjoyed no such privilege. Many white activists
invoked the cult of domesticity or true womanhood in their arguments for equality, portraying
women as worthy of rights but not of work.”® Truth argued instead that if work were required
for equal rights, then women like her had earned their equality.
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Following her physical justifications for equality, Truth turned to claims based on
intelligence. Through her shrewd use of analogy and humor, Truth took on the belief that
women were intellectually inferior to men. She asked, "As for intellect, all | can say is, if a
woman have a pint and man a quart—why cant she have her little pint full? You need not be
afraid to give us our rights for fear we will take too much,—for we cant take more than our
pint'll hold" (1). The New York Tribune reported that the audience responded with "roars of
Iaughter."100 Truth demonstrated that her intellect was equal to that of a man's, not by denying
the offending claim, but by subverting it. She ironically accepted her opponents' claim through
the use of an analogy of measurement (demonstrating knowledge) and comically reassured her
audience that since women lack intellectual capacity, men had no need to fear them. By turning
the hypothetical argument around, Truth showed that she was smarter than those who
opposed equality on the basis of intellectual capacity.

Truth's humor represented a good strategic choice. Fitch and Mandzuik observed that
Truth "often used herself to show the comic results of ignorance grown out of slavery."*™*
Humor can serve several strategic functions (e.g., to display cleverness, to win the admiration
of the audience, to deflect criticism),'®* but the comic frame can also serve to soften the edge
of the speaker's anger or hostility toward his or her opponents. In the nineteenth century,
women who employed humor generally did so in print rather that in public speeches,'®® but
Truth made it a central feature of her rhetorical strategy in the Akron speech. Offering advice
laced with humor, she sarcastically portrayed opponents of equality as merely confused: "The
poor men seem to be all in confusion, and dont know what to do. Why children, if you have
woman's rights give it to her and you will feel better. You will have your own rights, and they
wont be so much trouble" (1). By pretending to be concerned with how the men who opposed
equality felt, she more subtly made the point that opposition to gender equality was rooted in
ignorance.104

Having countered the intellectual objections, Truth left behind her comic persona and
engaged the contentious biblical arguments against woman's rights. Truth employed four
biblical examples as evidence in this section: The condemnation of Eve; Jesus' attitudes toward
women; the role of women in the resurrection of Lazarus; and the role of Mary in the biblical
story of Jesus (1).}% Ellen Carol DuBois argued that "almost until the Civil War, conflict with
clerical authority was the most important issue in the women's rights movement."'% Truth
began her defense of a woman's connection to God by demonstrating that her lack of
education had not dulled her faith. She said: "I cant read, but | can hear. | have heard the bible
and have learned that Eve caused man to sin. Well if woman upset the world, do give her a
chance to set it right side up again" (1). Truth's point was that her inability to read resulted
from her lack of educational opportunities rather than a lack of intellect.’”” She made clear
from her statement that she may not be able to read the Bible, but she had heard its words.
The metaphor of setting the world right side up connected Truth's religious claims with her
earlier arguments about women having the physical and spiritual strength to correct the
problems of the past. Equality was necessary to give them a chance to use both their physical
and their spiritual strengths in full measure.

Truth also cited evidence that Jesus responded to the pleas and arguments of women
and did not deny their equal humanity. Her argument that Jesus valued the ideas of women
countered those who used the Bible to argue against women's equality. In addition, Truth
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turned to the story of Lazarus for further support that the Bible did not support the subjugation
of women: "The Lady has spoken about Jesus, how he never spurned woman from him, and she
was right. When Lazarus died, Mary and Martha came to him with faith and love and besought
him to raise their brother. And Jesus wept—and Lazarus came forth" (1).2® Truth's use of this
story served two purposes. First, she demonstrated that great change could result from the
efforts of women. It was not Lazarus who asked to be healed when he was ill. It was Mary and
Martha who sought Jesus' help before and after Lazarus's death. With this story, Truth
suggested that women's voices could be powerful enough to bring about miracles.

The differing actions of Martha and Mary in this story illustrated one of Truth's key
arguments: that women of all sorts were needed to affect change. The Bible recounted the
story in the following way. When Jesus arrived in Bethany, Martha went directly to speak to
him, while Mary remained at home. Martha told him, "if thou hadst been here, my brother had
not died."'* Jesus responded that he could do something now, even if he was late in arriving."*°
Martha then went to Mary to say that Jesus wanted to see her. Mary repeated Martha's
argument to Jesus: "if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died."**! But unlike Martha,
Mary wept as she said this. The response, "Jesus wept," is the shortest verse in the King James
Bible and the only one that Truth quoted directly in the Akron speech.'*? Jesus then went to the
grave and raised Lazarus from the dead. It was the persuasive combination of reason and
emotion—and the combination of the aggressiveness of Martha with the reticence of Mary—
that brought about the desired result. Truth used the same strategies in her speech, offering
arguments based on both reason and emotion. The story of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus
illustrated the need for all sorts of women to get involved in the fight for equality, whether as
leaders of the movement or as more passive supporters. Like the resurrection of Lazarus,
change would not come without the intercession of all types of women.

Truth addressed the legacy not only of the first biblical woman, but also of the woman
who brought forth Jesus into the world. Arguing against the idea that women did not deserve
equal rights because Jesus was a man, Truth asked, "And how came Jesus into the world?
Through God who created him and woman who bore him. Man, where is your part?" (1). Again,
Truth displayed humor and wisdom in emphasizing the role of a woman in the story of Jesus.
Concerning Truth's argument about the origin of Jesus, Bacon observed that "Truth does not
refer to Mary but to 'a woman,' a semantic choice to universalize women's role in Christianity.
Mary's central role in Christ's presence on earth is not just a part of a particular narrative but a
sign of women's personal connection to Jesus."3 Through these examples and counter-
arguments, Truth established that her knowledge and intellect were at least on par with those
of her audience. Her embodiment of a strong body, quick mind, and pious spirit made a
powerful claim for the equality of the races and the sexes.

Truth concluded her speech by summing up the challenges facing men from both the
abolition and woman's rights movements. In the final sentences of the speech, she observed,
"But the women are coming up blessed by God and a few of the men are coming up with them.
But man is in a tight place, the poor slave is on him, woman is coming on him, and he is surely
between a hawk and a buzzard" (1). The metaphor of the hawk and buzzard represented a
dilemma that could lead to paralysis and was common to the era.'** In Truth's speech, it
functioned to suggest how white men were caught between demands for equality from both
blacks and women and needed to respond. Perhaps Truth thought her persuasive abilities could
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help them respond positively to both movements. As a symbol of both abolitionism and the
woman's rights movement, Truth was concerned about freedom for her race, but she also was
part of the movement for gender equality. As a voice for both movements, Truth rightly saw
entrenched privilege as their common foe. With the concluding statement of her speech, Truth
again used humor to show the audience that she understood the defensiveness of those
opposed to both racial and gender equality, but that she was also confident of victory.

Conclusion

This critical analysis was designed to shed light on the controversies surrounding the
authenticity of various versions of Sojourner Truth's famous speech in Akron. Focusing on
Robinson's text, it suggests how Truth used her considerable rhetorical skill to advocate for
equal citizenship. As Lindal Buchanan has argued, Gage's text, "although historically unreliable,"
provides insight into "the setting and substance of Truth's address that long ago day in 1851"
and is "largely responsible for the former slave's place in our cultural memory."** It helps us to
understand the prevailing image of Sojourner Truth and the source of the famous question
attributed to her, "Ar'n't  a woman?". Yet as Shirley Wilson Logan has argued, a more complete
understanding of Truth and her place in the history of the struggle for racial and gender
equality requires that we consider multiple versions of that famous speech in Akron.*® An
understanding based solely on the Gage text may serve to reinscribe the classism and racism of
the first wave of feminism by caricaturing one of its few well-known black speakers. Rosalyn
Terborg-Penn wondered why the white suffragists "seemed to find an illiterate Black woman
more compatible than the several educated ones in the universal suffrage movement. Could it
be that whites felt they could not manipulate the voices of literate Black women as easily as
they could the voice of one who could not read?"*"’

Marius Robinson's version of Truth's speech gave the world a Sojourner Truth who was
in full command of argument, language, and her audience. She used her position as the only
woman of color to speak at the Akron convention to remind her audience that she brought
together their support for both woman's rights and abolition. Truth demanded her full rights as
a citizen—as a woman and as a person of color. Her speech challenged those who supported
gender equality to recognize that abolition was only the beginning.

Sojourner Truth exists today in a bifurcated way. As Painter argued, Truth was both a
real person and a symbol.**® Both her real struggle and the symbolism of her memory should be
kept in mind as we consider her legacy. The seeming preference for the Gage version of Truth's
speech at Akron speaks to "the role of symbol in our public life and to our need for this
symbol."119 Truth's struggle to establish her identity is mirrored in the efforts by others to
control it. The very complexity of unpacking Truth's history reflects the challenges she faced in
establishing her own identity. Her struggle to define herself as a person, a woman, a woman of
color, and a citizen did not end with her speech in Akron. Throughout her life, she fought
against a society that found it normal to think of her as less than human, and even her
supporters competed to define her identity for her. Sojourner Truth's bold declaration of her
own identity serves as an important reminder that the struggle for equality is a difficult and
ongoing rhetorical process within a democratic society.
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