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PSD Response  “A Black Feminist Speaks Out in 1851.”

African American women during the 19th century had a plethora of problems and intense oppression.  Not only were black women facing the evils of slavery, and racism but they also faced gender inequality in the black and white world in which they lived.  Recently between the 1970's through the 1990's major new studies of slavery emerged that helped deconstruct the simplistic portrayals of slavery as a man’s world (Gutman “The black family in slavery and freedom” p.180).  When the first believed feminist movement in America came along, some black women of free and slavery stepped forth to publicly speak and write on the oppression of women and the suffrage as being not only born a woman, but a black woman in a white man’s world.  Their role was small yet significant, it helped for women in the woman’s movement to be able to see them as a woman and a sister.  Patrick Reason, a black artist in 1835 made an engraving of a female-chained slave the accompanying message above it read “Am I not a woman and a sister?” (Faragher 246).

Today Black women are still involved in feminism but they argue that feminist issues still address the white middle class woman’s issues and not the same issues of poverty or black women.  Black women still believe they do not hold a high status in our society.  Today the majority of black women still hold the most menial and low paying jobs(Williams Why women’s liberation is important to black women “The Millitanton” Jul 1970).

In Sojourner Truths speech she repeated the phrase “And ain’t I a woman?”  It was necessary to repeat this to impress on the listening people the question of her gender, for it is obvious by sight that she is a woman and yet she is not treated with the same respects as men or women say a woman should be treated, not even closely is she permitted the same respect or comfort believed to be reserved for women.  In the early Women’s movements Black women worked hard and alongside white men and women to be heard.  They fought for the equality of all women through the shadow of extreme racism.  It was radical in the times they lived in to not only stand up for the rights of women but to be a woman of color and fight for equality. To some it had to be almost unheard of and yet they fought through adversity and bondage to speak and be a part of these new reform movements.  As abolitionists, the black women fought to destroy slavery, root and branch.  The efforts to end racial oppression, begun through the resistance of slaves themselves since the beginning of bondage in the seventeenth century.... (The reader’s companion to US women’s History NY:1998).

Truth painted her life as a hard workingwoman from dusk till dawn. Rural and Urban women faced many differences due to the environment in which they lived.  Rural women worked hard, raised children, planted and worked in barns and fields.  They were not lifted over puddles or put into carriages by gentlemen, whereas in urban life women are treated more feminine, and less masculine.  There were hard city jobs for the urban women but there was a great difference politically, ideologically and how women were treated and seen in these different regions of America.  There are still great differences and issues between rural and urban women today.  Jobs, traditions, lifestyles are some of these differences.  In Truths speech the phrase “ain’t I a woman?” is more powerful because she feels the inequality as a rural women and as a black woman and is ignored as a woman with the same womanly needs.  Indeed there would be different issues and existing problems to address in regards to the rural or urban life for both to this day have different political ideologies and family structures.

Truth’s speech may have been paraphrased but its effect is quite powerful and inspiring.  The speech does its job in delivering the message on the vital need of equality and the driven passion to pursue equality of the sexes regardless of color.  Freedom and justice for all women regardless of race, gender, or social status needed to be acknowledged and action needed to be taken immediately in order for woman to flourish as an equal citizen in the United States.  Today gender and race inequality still exist, it is important not to ignore or refuse to believe that underlying many facets of life today are the haunting spirits of these two and many other demons with names like those above that strive to live on in our society.

