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Review of Sojourner Truth: A Life, A Symbol, by Nell Irvin Painter


In this book, Nell Irvin Painter explores two dimensions that have traditionally been overlooked in biographies of Sojourner Truth.  First, she attempts to portray the historical Truth—the human behind the emblem of strong, black womanhood, which as dominated the vast majority of narratives about the emancipationist and women’s rights advocate.  Second, Painter addresses the motives behind the construction of the symbolic Truth, as well as the endurance of the symbol.  The subject’s illiteracy challenges the author’s imagination and directs her toward some unconventional sources.  Although Painter draws from the Narrative of Sojourner Truth, she also consults newspaper articles published by her subject’s friends, colleagues, and competitors as well as contemporary letters and several unwritten sources that Truth herself produced—namely her photographic visiting cards.  Such an approach necessitates a degree of conjecture, but Painter delivers a vivid story.  Moreover, she injects possibilities into the research of people for whom first-hand accounts do not exist.  Indeed, Painter suggests that researchers may find adequate material—particularly dealing with Truth’s activities as a religious figure—for identifying a construction of self.  In the end, the author argues that the symbolic Truth owes its prevalence over the historical person as much to the political interests of past biographers as to the enduring need for the symbol.  “We need,” she writes, “an heroic ‘Sojourner Truth’ in our public life to function as the authentic black woman, as a symbol who compensates for the imperfections of individual black women—especially educated and thereby inauthentic, black women like me” (p. 285). 


Born a slave named Isabella in upstate New York, Truth was about thirty when she negotiated with her master for an emancipation date in 1827.  Between about 1814 and 1826, she married and bore five children.  Also during this period, writes Painter, Isabella endured the physical abuse of her master and sexual abuse from her master’s wife.  The latter claim, though presented in a logical way, lacks direct corroboration by any source.  More than once, Isabella’s family fractured; when she finally embarked on freedom, she left at least three of her children in bondage.  


A practicing Methodist perfectionist, Isabella began her new life with a series of bold decisions.  She moved to New York City with her son, Peter, whose freedom from slavery in Alabama she had gone to court to secure.  She began preaching in Westchester County, where she came under the spell of a Scots-American fanatic who called himself the Prophet Matthias.  Highlighting the abuses Isabella took as a member of Matthias’s circle, Painter questions the veracity of conventional biographies, which gloss over the period in favor of an uncomplicated, unchanging Sojourner Truth.  She offers that “part of her seems to have felt at home when being treated badly” (p. 60).  


Initially inactive in New York’s growing abolitionist movement, Isabella adopted the name Sojourner Truth in 1843 and left the city to become an itinerant preacher and to warn sinners that the world would soon end.  Over time, Truth moderated her positions and instead preached reform.  She made a home and cultivated a reputation as a “dignified” woman at the utopian community in Northampton, Massachusetts, where abolitionist Olive Gilbert first penned The Narrative.  For Painter, The Narrative stands as Truth’s “first step into deliberate representation of self” (p. 110).  Forgiving of her abusive last master, the former slave proposed an overtly Christian lens for viewing her life.  Gilbert and her abolitionist colleagues, however, appropriated Truth’s “fervor and enthusiasm” for their cause.


Witnesses portrayed Truth the orator as humorous; Painter argues that humor allowed for a sharp critique of American male dominance.  Abolitionism gradually augmented the lectures, and the preacher lashed out against slavery and its white supporters, comparing herself to the Biblical Esther.  Additionally, Truth cast herself as a southern black woman verbally emasculating white men who questioned her womanliness.  


But these attempts at self construction went almost unnoticed well into the twentieth century.  Instead, the public adopted Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1863 Atlantic Monthly piece, “The Libyan Sibyl,” as its image of Truth.  This occurred despite Stowe’s questionable reporting on dates, places, and witnesses to events.  Stowe’s version of a Christianized but “quaint and innocent exotic” entertained American high society with a palatable depiction of black womanhood (p. 154).  


Less than a month after Stowe’s piece appeared, Frances Dana Gage invented “‘and ar’n’t I a woman?’”  The phrase became regularly attributed to Truth, who supposedly tamed a racially intolerant crowd at an Akron women’s rights convention.  After routing Gage’s account, Painter argues that Truth became a symbol of oppression used by feminists to strengthen their cause, usually at the expense of faithful fact reporting.  


An active supporter of the Union during the Civil War, Truth raised money and publicity in part through the sale of photographic visiting cards.  Rather than emphasizing her former slavery in her portraits, Truth “presents the image of a respectable, middle-class matron” (p. 187).  Playing on this image, Truth described her meetings with three presidents—particularly Lincoln—as mutually respectful and pleasant.  However, conflicting accounts call Truth’s version into question.  Through such records, Painter argues that Truth competed with the middle and upper classes for possession of her identity.  


After her death in 1883, Sojourner Truth underwent further alterations.  Reworking The Narrative, Frances Titus transformed the poor, pathetic and forgiving Truth of the 1850 version into an acquaintance of famous people and a strong antislavery speaker.  A combination of Gage, Stowe, and Titus, this is the Truth we live with today.  


Painter gives a fascinating summary of the various forms her subject took during the twentieth century.  Most of them—including the few scholarly works—have depended on Gage’s account, which Painter describes as a fabrication.  The image of the assertive, eloquent black woman as an electric, show-stopping force has, for some reason, become a necessity in the modern white public.  But, argues the author, “[t]he scenario of rupture has more to say about the dynamics of American public life than about the power of particular black women” (p. 287).       
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