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Sojourner Truth Argues That It Is Nothing More than Talk 

In 1843, an emancipated slave named Isabella quit her job as a maid servant to become a 

self-proclaimed evangelist named Sojourner Truth.  Her message combined religious, 

abolitionist, and women’s rights ideas at a time when African Americans and women were in 

competition for suffrage.  She was one of the few black women attending women’s rights 

meetings, and when she spoke at the 1851 convention in Ohio, her message drew on her 

knowledge and experience as a Christian and a former slave to discuss the ideas circulating about 

women’s rights.  By referring to these ideas as “talk,” creating parallelism through repetition, 

appealing to common sympathy through logic, and alluding to religious authority, Sojourner 

Truth effectively convinces her audience that the arguments against women’s and Negro’s rights 

are absurd. 

 The introductory paragraph of Truth’s speech begins and ends by calling the conversation 

about rights “so much racket” and “this here talking” (Truth, ¶ 1).  She claims that women and 

Blacks are “all talking about rights,” and by referring to it as both “racket” and “talk” she sets up 

a major theme and rhetorical tool in her speech.  Her audience is a convention—people serious 

enough about discussing women’s rights that they have come to Ohio for just that purpose—and 

so her reference to this ongoing discussion as “talk” would no doubt strike a chord.  The 

connotation of the words “racket” and “talk” lowers the importance of the debate, taking it down 

to the level of chitchat—an idea that would certainly shock or even offend those listening.  But 
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since she herself is a member of this audience, there to also discuss rights, her tactic serves to jolt 

listeners into heeding her argument. 

 The repetition of this connotation in each of the three succeeding paragraphs further 

emphasizes the point that much of the discussion taking place is ridiculous. She begins her first 

argument by describing a man in the audience who “says that women need to be helped into 

carriages” (¶ 2, emphasis added), downplaying his line of reasoning by using “says” to equate it 

with “talk.”  Her second argument opens similarly: “Then they talk about this thing in the head” 

(¶ 3, emphasis added), again making the case sound like idle chat. The third contention goes 

back to the word “says,” using repetition to stress her implied statement. 

 Perhaps the most interesting part of this, however, is that Truth chooses to end her speech 

with, “and now old Sojourner ain’t got nothing more to say” (¶ 6, emphasis added). As a speaker 

at the convention, she is also a participant doing just what everyone else is doing: “talking about 

rights.”  By ending with the word “say,” a word she has already repeatedly connected with the 

negative connotations of “talk,” she shows her audience that she recognizes herself as part of the 

ridiculous conversations taking place. But the larger phrase—“nothing more to say”—implies 

that she is ready to end such nonsensical debates and accept women’s and Black rights as facts 

rather than issues to be disputed. 

 However, the middle of the speech and her arguments against all this talk are also worth 

analyzing, starting with her retort to the talk about chivalry.  Because it is likely that many in her 

audience value chivalry, Truth uses parallelism and the emphasis of repetition to highlight the 

reasons that support her counterargument.  Four times she describes her own situation in life 

from an angle that would force the audience to compare her with other women or with men, and 

after each of these descriptions, she asks a rhetorical question to drive the point home: “And ain’t 
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I a woman?” (¶ 2).  The question at the end of each description emphasizes her argument that it 

is ridiculous to talk about chivalry when considering women’s rights, and the parallelism and 

repetition connect each of her descriptions.  She has not been helped into carriages or over mud 

puddles, because instead she’s been plowing as hard as any man and receiving a lash instead of 

“any best place,” all of which she then compares to bearing thirteen children and the grief of 

losing them to slavery.  By placing the shallow claim about chivalry next to these much deeper 

emotionally charged experiences, Truth effectively shows the audience just how absurd the 

“talk” about chivalry is. 

 The second bit of “talk” she disputes has to do with whether women have enough 

intellect to handle “rights,” and this time she uses logic and common decency to persuade.  

“What’s that got to do with women’s rights or Negro’s rights?” (¶ 3) she asks, turning the 

argument on its head.  This rhetorical question sets up the issue about women’s intellect as 

illogical, and she follows it up by appealing to common courtesy: “Wouldn’t you be mean not to 

let me have my little half-measure full?” (¶ 3).  Again, her counterarguments make the issues 

being discussed sound unreasonable. 

 But finally, because she is an evangelist, Truth comes back to a religious claim and 

alludes to supreme religious authority to make her case against those who “say” that Christ being 

a man means women have fewer rights.  “Where did your Christ come from?” (¶ 4) she asks 

twice, again using repetition for emphasis.  She then proceeds to create a logical fallacy that 

draws on the authority of two other supreme religious figures: God and the virgin Mary.  Her 

answer to the question asked twice is, “From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with 

him” (¶ 4).  The argument is a fallacy in that Christ was still a man, regardless of where he came 

from, but her allusions grant women a new authority by connecting women with God, who is 
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greater than Christ.  The allusions and logical fallacy together overturn the “talk” about men’s 

authority coming from Christ. 

 Likewise, Truth alludes to Mother Eve in her final argument to connect women with a 

symbol of strength.  She describes “the first woman God ever made”—again referring to 

Supreme power—as being “strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone” (¶ 5), using 

this allusion to the Creation story to persuade the audience that women are capable of 

overturning all the ridiculous arguments against women’s rights.  She states with confidence that 

if Eve could do that, “these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side 

up again!” (¶ 5).  Again, the allusion to religious authority gives her argument weight over the 

ones she is disputing. 

 Through systematic use of connotation, repetition, logical reasoning, and religious 

allusions, Truth effectively contends that the cases against women’s rights are nothing more than 

“talk.”  Her arguments carry the weight of a slave woman’s experiences, a decent person’s 

common sense, and an evangelist’s faith, all of which profoundly outweigh the foolish lines of 

reasoning espoused by at least a few members of her audience.   

 

  


