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Rhetorical Strategies in Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” 

 Sojourner Truth was born into slavery in 1795. Between 1795 and 

her escape from slavery in 1827, Isabella was “owned” by five different 

masters. Her last owner, John Dumont, sometimes bragged that she could 

“do a good family’s washing in the night and be ready to go into the 

field the next morning, where she would do as much raking and binding as 

his best hands” (Washington 15). However, in 1817, the New York 

Legislature had passed a law that slavery in New York would end ten 

years later, on July 4, 1827. With this date fast approaching, Dumont 

decided to strike a deal with Isabella: he would release her one year 

early if she worked hard throughout 1826. Isabella agreed, but at the 

end of the year Dumont refused to release her. Enraged, Isabella 

escaped. After experiencing mystical visions from God on June 1, 1843, 

at the age of forty-six, Isabella changed her name to Sojourner Truth, 

and pledged to “‘sojourn’ the land and speak the ‘truth’ of God’s word” 

(Washington 15).  

 As debates over slavery raged, Sojourner was sometimes harassed. 

Once she was told that a building she was scheduled to speak in would be 

burned down if she lectured there. She replied, “Then I will speak to 

the ashes” (Washington 11). As the Women’s Suffrage movement became more 

popular in the late 1840s, Truth took notice. In 1851 she traveled to 

Akron, Ohio, to attend a women’s rights convention aimed at getting Ohio 

to write in more rights for women in its state constitution. Many 

Ohioans were against this goal. Many local men, including several 

ministers, attended the convention just to heckle speakers. Sojourner 
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Truth delivered her famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech in this intense 

atmosphere. In her spontaneous lecture, Truth used her own physical and 

intellectual credibility to make powerful emotional appeals and 

convincing logical claims. Her arguments redefined the word “womanhood” 

and made direct connections between women’s rights and the abolition of 

slavery for an all-white audience. Her powerful speech was so successful 

that her words are the main reason this convention is remembered today.  

 When Truth began to speak, her words displayed her experience and 

wisdom. Rather than addressing her audience as “Ladies and gentlemen,” 

or, “Members of the convention,” Truth begins this way: “Well children, 

when there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter” 

(268). By using the word “children” to address her adult, white 

audience, Truth draws attention to her age and wisdom, and at the same 

time proves that she is equal to, not subservient to, these white 

adults. She also refers to the heated arguments between the women and 

men attending the convention as “so much racket,” a statement that takes 

her out of the arguments she is witnessing and therefore makes her seem 

like a voice of reason in a chaotic environment. 

 Another reason Truth was such an effective speaker at this 

convention was how she used humor to break down arguments against 

women’s rights. Just after she notes that the convention has become a 

“racket,” she uses humor to diffuse tension between the two sides 

creating this racket: “I think that ‘twixt the negroes of the South and 

the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be 

in a fix pretty soon” (268). Although Truth is making the serious point 

that when white women and African Americans get equal rights, white men 

will be less powerful, she uses humor to break up some of the tension of 

the moment.  



  Jackson 3  

 Once Truth has her audience listening through this light tone, she 

begins to use her status as a former slave woman to bring out feelings 

of guilt and shame in her audience. She builds her argument slowly. 

First, she shows the stupidity in the argument that women do not need 

rights because male chivalry protects them from harm and guarantees them 

protection. Truth restates this argument: “That man over there says that 

women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to 

have the best place everywhere.” She points out that as a poor, black, 

ex-slave woman, she is excluded from this definition of womanhood: 

“Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me 

any best place! And ain’t I a woman” (268)? Truth shames her audience 

into rethinking their definition of womanhood. She next shows the 

connection between women’s rights and abolition by referring to the 

unique horrors of womanhood under slavery: “I could work as much and eat 

as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well! And 

ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seem them most all 

sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with a mother’s grief none but 

Jesus heard me” (268-9). By using emotional appeals to produce shame in 

her audience, Truth connects women’s rights and abolition. She argues 

that people who believe women should be protected and treated to “the 

best,” are obliged to treat all women, black and white, with “chivalry.”  

 Although Truth is appealing to her audience’s shame here, and 

asking them to reconsider their positions on women’s rights and 

abolition, her main way of arguing is through logic. Truth tries to 

expose the flaws in arguments against women’s rights, and also in 

arguments against equal rights for African Americans. First, Truth 

points out that claiming that chivalry makes rights unnecessary for 

women is illogical because her audience’s definition of “woman” is 

flawed. Women, she argues, are not only people who need assistance 
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getting into fancy carriages, or those who wear expensive clothes that 

must be protected from mud puddles. Women are also people like her, who 

“have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns” (268). She argues 

that poor slave women with large muscles and calloused hands are women 

nonetheless. She states that she has given birth to thirteen children, 

and this evidence alone seems to prove that logically no one could deny 

she is a woman, the same as any other. 

 Truth’s most powerful logical argument for this audience of mostly 

religious men is her argument about God, Eve, and women’s rights. She 

first restates their argument: that “women can’t have as much rights as 

men, ‘cause Christ wasn’t a woman.” Then she exposes the flaws in that 

argument: she asks “Where did your Christ come from?” and answers, “From 

God and a woman. Man had nothing to do with Him.” Then, turning to her 

audience’s argument that women should not have rights because of Eve’s 

sins, she asks, “If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to 

turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be 

able to turn it back, and get it right side up again!” She is arguing 

here that if these men credit the first woman, Eve, with such a huge 

amount of power, then they should see that other women are equally 

powerful and should be given equal rights. If Eve turned the world 

upside down, these women can turn it right-side up again, Truth argues: 

“And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.” 

 Finally, Truth addresses the topic of intelligence: “Then they 

talk about this thing in the head; what’s this they call it” (269)? An 

audience member reminds her that the word is “intellect,” and she 

replies, “That’s it, honey.” She then asks, “What’s that got to do with 

women’s rights or negro’s rights” (269)? This question is deceptive. 

Although at first it seems like Truth is agreeing with sexist notions 

when she characterizes women’s minds as capable of “hold[ing] but a 
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pint” while male minds can “hold a quart,” it becomes clear that she is 

using flattery as a manipulative tool: “if my cup won’t hold but a pint, 

and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my 

little half-measure full?” Clearly, a speaker who can develop such 

convincing logical arguments is just as intelligent as the audience 

members whose arguments she exposed as flawed. It is for this reason 

that Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman” speech made such an impression 

then, and continues to do so today.  
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