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INTRODUCTION: THE STORY
BEHIND THE STORY

The life of Sojourner Truth, born Isabella
Baumfree, is one of the most remarkable
accounts  of  resilience,  faith,  and
activism  in  American  history.  Yet  for
decades after her death, the details of
her  early  life—her  enslavement,  her
escape,  her  legal  battles,  and  her

transformative  spiritual  journey—could
only  be  accessed  through  a  single,
foundational  text:  The  Narrative  of
Sojourner  Truth .  Many  readers,
encountering  this  powerful  first-hand
account,  naturally  wonder:  “Who
actually wrote it down?” The answer is a
fascinating  story  in  itself,  intertwined
with  the  abolitionist  movement,  the
challenges  of  oral  storytelling  in  print,
and  the  collaborative  nature  of  early
African American autobiography.
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Understanding  the  narrative  of
Sojourner  Truth was written down
by  a  woman  named  Olive  Gilbert,  a
white abolitionist and friend of Truth’s.
This  collaboration  was  not  merely  a
transcription  but  a  partnership  that
shaped how Truth’s voice was preserved
for  posterity.  This  article  explores  the
background  of  that  collaboration,  the
historical  context,  the editorial  choices
made, and the lasting significance of this
remarkable document.

WHO WAS SOJOURNER TRUTH? A
BRIEF BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Before  diving  into  how  her  story  was
recorded,  it  is  essential  to  understand
the woman herself. Sojourner Truth was
born into slavery around 1797 in Ulster
County, New York. She was sold multiple

times,  endured  harsh  treatment,  and
was  separated  from  her  family.  After
escaping  to  freedom  in  1826,  she
famously sued for the return of her son
Peter,  who had been illegally sold into
slavery in Alabama—and she won. This
was one of the first instances of a Black
woman successfully using the courts to
reclaim a family member.
Fo l lowing  a  profound  re l ig ious
conversion,  she  renamed  herself
Sojourner Truth in 1843, dedicating her
life to preaching abolition and women’s
rights. She became a celebrated public
speaker,  delivering  her  most  famous
speech, “Ain’t I a Woman?”, at the Ohio
Women’s  Rights  Convention  in  1851.
Because  she  could  not  read  or  write,
Truth dictated her experiences to others,
making the question of  the narrative
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of  Sojourner  Truth  was  written
down by a person of literary skill crucial
to preserving her legacy.

THE ROLE OF OLIVE GILBERT:
PRIMARY WRITER OF THE
NARRATIVE

The  narrative  of  Sojourner  Truth  was
written down by Olive Gilbert, a white
abolitionist and friend who lived in the
same community  as  Truth  for  a  time.
Gilbert  was  a  writer,  educator,  and
activist  who  had  a  deep  respect  for
Truth’s  story.  She  spent  many  hours
listening  to  Truth’s  recollections,
painstakingly recording them in standard
English.  This  decision—to  render  her
dialect  into  a  more  formal  prose—was
not  unusual  for  the  time,  but  it  has
sparked  considerable  historical

discussion.
G i lber t ’ s  work  was  not  mere ly
mechanical. She shaped the narrative by
arranging  the  events  chronologically,
adding  explanatory  footnotes,  and
sometimes  inter ject ing  her  own
commentary.  Still,  she  was  careful  to
preserve the essence of  Truth’s  voice.
The result was a book that combined the
raw power  of  Truth’s  lived  experience
with the literary conventions of the day.
Without Gilbert, it is possible that Truth’s
story might have been lost to history, or
at least far less accessible.

Gilbert’s
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Background and
Motivation
Olive  Gilbert  was  born  in  1801  in
Connect icut  and  later  moved  to
Northampton, Massachusetts, where she
became involved in  abolitionist  circles.
She was a member of the Northampton
Association of Education and Industry, a
utopian  community  that  advocated  for
racial and gender equality. It was there
that she met Sojourner Truth, who also
lived in the community for a time. Gilbert
was deeply moved by Truth’s story and
offered to help get it into print, partly to
support  Truth  financially—the  proceeds
from the book sales  were intended to
help Truth buy a home.

Gilbert’s  role  went  beyond  that  of  a
scribe. She also helped edit and prepare
the  manuscript  for  publication.  The  first
edition was published in 1850 by William
Crosby, a Boston publisher.  It  included
an  introduction  by  Wil l iam  Lloyd
Garrison, the famous abolitionist, which
added  credibility  and  helped  promote
the book.

THE COLLABORATIVE PROCESS:
DICTATION AND EDITING

How  exactly  did  this  collaboration
unfold?  Because Sojourner  Truth  could
not  read  or  write,  she  would  sit  with
Olive Gilbert and recount episodes from
her  life.  Gilbert  would  take  notes,
sometimes  asking  for  clarification  or
additional details. The process was time-
consuming  and  deeply  personal.  Truth
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spoke  in  her  natural  dialect,  which
Gilbert  then  translated  into  a  more
polished,  grammatically  standard
English.
This  translation  has  been  a  point  of
contention  among  modern  scholars.
Some argue that Gilbert’s editing muted
Truth’s unique voice and the vernacular
authenticity  of  her  speech.  Others
contend that given the prevailing racism
and  skepticism toward  oral  narratives,
Gilbert’s  choices made the story more
palatable to a white audience who might
otherwise  dismiss  it.  Regardless,  the
narrative remains the most authoritative
source  of  Truth’s  early  life,  as  she
explicitly authorized it.

Truth’s Input and
Approval
It is crucial to note that Truth was not a
passive  participant.  She  reviewed  the
tex t—l i ke l y  w i th  the  he lp  o f  a
reader—and  she  approved  the  final
version. In the preface to later editions,
she added her  own brief  note,  stating
that  the  narrative  was  correct.  Thus,
while  the  narrative  of  Sojourner
Truth  was  written  down  by  Olive
G i l b e r t ,  t h e  s t o r y  r e m a i n e d
fundamentally  Truth’s  own.  This
collaborative  model  was  common  for
19th-century  slave  narratives,  with
Frederick  Douglass’s  narrative,  for
example,  also  benefiting  from  editorial
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support.

CONTENT AND STRUCTURE OF
THE ORIGINAL NARRATIVE

The  first  edition  of  The  Narrative  of
Sojourner  Truth  is  a  relatively  short
book, about 140 pages. It is divided into
chapters that follow a chronological arc
from her birth into slavery through her
escape,  her  religious  awakening,  her
ministry,  and  her  involvement  in  the
abolitionist  movement.  Key  sections
include:

Her early life in slavery and the
brutal conditions she endured.
Her escape and the emotional
ordeal of leaving her children
behind.
The devastating story of her son

Peter’s illegal sale and her
successful lawsuit.
Her conversion to Christianity and
adoption of the name Sojourner
Truth.
Her work as a traveling preacher
and advocate for social justice.

Gilbert also included several appendices,
such as  letters  of  commendation from
prominent  abolitionists  and  a  short
biography of Truth’s later years. These
added  cred ib i l i ty  and  context ,
strengthening  the  book’s  impact.

WHY WAS THIS COLLABORATION
NECESSARY?

In  mid-19th  century  America,  illiteracy
was  common  among  enslaved  and
formerly enslaved people. Slavery laws
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prohibited teaching enslaved people to
read and write in many states. Sojourner
Truth, like many of her contemporaries,
was denied access to formal education.
For her to publish an autobiography, she
needed  a  literate  collaborator.  This
necessity shaped not only her narrative
but many other slave narratives of the
era.
Moreover,  the  publishing  industry  was
dominated  by  white  editors  and
publishers.  To  reach  a  mainstream
audience—especially  white  Northerners
w h o  m i g h t  b e  s y m p a t h e t i c  t o
abolition—a  certain  level  of  editorial
polish  was  expected.  Hence,  the
narrative of Sojourner Truth was written
down by  Olive  Gilbert,  who possessed
the literary skills  to craft  a compelling
book  that  could  compete  in  the

marketplace  of  ideas.

RECEPTION AND IMPACT OF THE
NARRATIVE

When the narrative was first published in
1850,  it  received positive  reviews and
helped  boost  Truth’s  public  profile.  It
also provided her with a modest income.
The book was reprinted multiple times,
with  new  editions  appearing  after  the
Civil War. Truth herself often sold copies
at  her  lectures,  using the proceeds to
support her activism.
Historians  credit  the  narrative  with
providing one of the earliest and most
detailed  accounts  of  the  l i fe  of  a
northern enslaved woman. It  is  a vital
primary  source  for  understanding  the
institution of slavery in New York, as well
as the intersection of race, gender, and
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religion  in  antebellum America.  Today,
the narrative is  studied in universities,
read  in  classrooms,  and  referenced  in
scholarly  works  on  African  American
literature  and  history.

Modern Critiques
and Scholarship
Modern  readers  must  approach  the
narrative  with  an  awareness  of  its
collaborative  nature.  Scholars  such  as
Nel l  I rv in  Painter  and  Margaret
Washington have explored the ways in
which Gilbert’s editorial voice may have
influenced  the  portrayal  of  Truth.  For
example,  Painter  suggests  that  Gilbert
downplayed  some  of  Truth’s  more
radical  statements  on  women’s  rights,

substituting more conventional religious
language.  However,  even  with  these
caveats,  the  narrative  remains  an
indispensable  historical  document.
The  question  of  authorship—who  truly
“wrote”  the narrative—continues to  be
debated. Some argue that because truth
could not write, the narrative should be
considered a joint work. Others maintain
that the story and its authority belong
solely  to  Truth,  with  Gilbert  serving
merely  as  a  scribe.  Whatever  the
interpretation,  the  fact  remains:  the
narrative  of  Sojourner  Truth  was
written down by  Olive Gilbert,  but it
was lived and owned by Sojourner Truth
herself.

LESSONS FOR WRITERS AND
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HISTORIANS TODAY

The  collaboration  between  Sojourner
Truth  and  Olive  Gilbert  offers  valuable
lessons  about  the  preservation  of  oral
histories.  Today,  historians  work  with
transcriptionists, editors, and sometimes
artificial  intelligence  to  capture  the
voices of people who cannot write. But
the  example  of  Truth  and  Gilbert
reminds  us  that  every  transcription
involves choices—what to include, what
to omit, how to render dialect, and how
to structure the narrative. These choices
affect  how  future  generations
understand  the  past.
F o r  c o n t e n t  w r i t e r s  a n d  S E O
professionals,  the  story  is  also  a
reminder  o f  the  impor tance  o f
attribution.  When  we  encounter  a

historical  text,  we should  ask  not  just
“what  is  written?”  but  “who  wrote  it
down, and under what circumstances?”
The answer often reveals as much about
the context as the content itself.

CONCLUSION: PRESERVING A
VOICE FOR THE AGES

The  narrative  of  Sojourner  Truth  was
written  down  by  Ol ive  Gi lbert,  a
dedicated  abolitionist  and  writer  who
recognized the power  of  Truth’s  story.
Through  their  collaboration,  a  woman
who had been silenced by slavery found
a  lasting  voice  in  print—a  voice  that
continues to inspire and educate more
than 170 years later. While Gilbert’s pen
shaped the sentences,  the soul  of  the
narrative is pure Sojourner Truth: fierce,
faithful,  and  unyielding  in  the  fight  for
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justice.
As  we  read  her  words  today,  we  are
reminded  that  history  is  often  a
partnership  between  lived  experience
and  those  who  commit  it  to  paper.
Sojourner Truth could not write her own
narrative,  but  she  had  the  wisdom to
choose  someone  who  could.  That
decision ensured that her story—and the

s t o r y  o f  m i l l i o n s  o f  e n s l a v e d
Americans—would never be forgotten.
In  the  end,  the  question  “Who  wrote
down the narrative of Sojourner Truth?”
leads us not to a simple answer, but to a
richer  understanding  of  how history  is
made,  recorded,  and  passed  on.  And
that understanding makes the narrative
all the more valuable.


