
 

 
COURAGE TO STAND 

 
 
 
The Courage to Stand lesson plan is based on the Understanding by Design (UbD) model, 
created by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe (2005).  According to UbD, lesson design begins 
with a consideration of what students will understand at the close of the session.  This lesson was 
created in fulfillment of the requirements for the 2007 Harriet Beecher Stowe Center’s “Slavery 
and Emancipation in New England” NEH Summer Institute.  
 
Courage to Stand focuses on the inner strength and boldness required of Maria Stewart and 
Sojourner Truth during the embattled 19th century.  Although Sojourner Truth is widely 
recognized for her “Ain’t I a Woman” speech, little else is usually known about her life prior to 
or after the speech.  Maria Stewart is a name hardly familiar today, even among history teachers.  
 
Using four primary source documents, students will discover the similarities and differences in 
the inspiring and significant lives of these two African American women.  In this lesson you will 
find: 
 

(1) two fifty (50) minute lessons; 
(2) an identification of National and Michigan Standards; 
(3) assignment tools; 
(4) a recommended reading list for teachers; and 
(5) a PowerPoint presentation. 

 
I hope you will find this unit relevant and applicable to your classroom instruction.   
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Lesson Title  Courage to Stand 
National Standards History 

Standard 2:D     The student understands the rapid growth of  “the 
                           peculiar institution” after 1800 and the varied 
                           experiences of African Americans under slavery.   
 
7-12 Evaluate how enslaved African Americans used religion and 

family to create a viable culture and ameliorate the effects of 
slavery. 

 
Standard 4A       The student understands the abolitionist movement.  
 
Standard 4B        The student understands how Americans strived    
                            to reform society and create a distinct culture. 
 
7-12 Assess how the Second Great Awakening impinged on antebellum 

issues such as public education, temperance, women’s suffrage, 
abolition, and commercialization. 

 
Standard 4C        The student understands changing gender roles  
                            and the ideas and activities of women reformers. 
 
5-12  Analyze the activities of women of different  
                           racial and social groups in the reform movement  
                           for education, abolition, temperance, and  
                           women’s suffrage. 

Michigan Standards Literature 
Standard 5:  All students will read and analyze a wide variety of classical and 

contemporary literature and other text to seek information, ideas, 
enjoyment, and understanding of their individuality, our common 
heritage, and common humanity, and the rich diversity in our 
society. 

 
History 
Strand 2:  Comprehending the Past 

All students will understand narratives about major eras of 
American and world history by identifying the people involved, 
describing the setting, and sequencing the events. 

 
M.2  Identify and explain how individuals in history demonstrated good 

character and personal virtue. 
 
M.4  Use historical biographies to explain how events from the past 

affected the lives of individuals and how some individuals 
influenced the course of history.   

 
Strand 4:  Judging Decisions from the Past 

All students will evaluate key decisions made at critical turning 
points in history by assessing their implications and long-term 
consequences. 

 
M.4  Select historic decisions and evaluate them in light of core 

democratic values and resulting costs and benefits as viewed from 
a variety of perspectives. 
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Focus/Concept Analyze the life accounts and speeches/writings of Maria W. Stewart 
and Sojourner Truth as agents of courage and change  

Measurable Outcome Students will be able to identify and explain the manner in which 
Maria Stewart and Sojourner Truth demonstrated good character, 
personal virtue, and courage 

Essential Question:  • What conditions motivated Maria Stewart and Sojourner Truth 
to take stands of courage, and how similar/different were their 
actions/experiences? 

Guiding Questions:  
  

• What key decisions did Stewart and Truth make that had long-
term consequences and impacted the course of history? 

• In what ways did Stewart and Truth’s gender, ethnicity, and 
religion impact their leadership? 

Primary Sources • Excerpt of “Religion and the Pure Principals of Morality, the 
Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build” (Stewart) 

• Expert of “Sit Ye Here and Die?” (Stewart)  
• “Ain’t I a Woman” (Truth) 

• Excerpt of Narrative of Sojourner Truth: A Northern Slave  
     After reviewing the documents, select which portions you would  
     like to use as excerpts. 

Additional Materials:  • Instructional PowerPoint Presentation 

• Guiding Questions (for Venn Diagram) 

• Paper and Pencils (for Venn Diagram) 

• SOAPSTone graphic organizer 

• Vocabulary List 

Overview:  In this lesson, students will compare/contrast the lives of Stewart and 
Truth using a Venn Diagram, and analyze primary source documents 
using SOAPSTone  

Time Frame:  Two 50 minute lessons 
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DAY ONE  
Anticipatory Set 
 

Place the following question/prompt on the board: “What Does it 
Mean to Take A Stand for Something?”  Have students spend a few 
minutes writing a paragraph in response.  Have students share their 
responses in small groups of three, then have students volunteer to 
share whole group.  Explain to students that they will meet two 
women who took stands for things that were very important to them. 

Guided Instruction Using PowerPoint, tell the story of Maria Stewart and Sojourner 
Truth.   

Independent Practice 
 

Before Guided Instruction, distribute and explain the Venn Diagram.  
During Guided Instruction, have students compare and contrast the 
two women using the Venn Diagram and Guiding Questions.   After 
the PowerPoint, discuss the comparisons and contrasts as a whole 
group, and post the diagrams on the wall. 

Homework Present each student with a primary document and vocabulary list 
(using differentiated instruction methods, decide which students 
should receive which documents).  Instruct students to read the 
primary document (have them underline interesting parts) and 
complete the vocabulary list for tomorrow’s activity.    

 
 
 
DAY TWO  
Anticipatory Set 
 

Ask students to share what new discoveries they’ve learned about 
Stewart, Truth, slavery, and women’s rights.  Explain that they will 
continue exploring these two women today. 

Independent Practice 
 

Divide the students into groups based on the documents they read as 
homework.  Each group will have a recorder, reporter, and time 
keeper.  Have groups SOAPSTone the documents.   Once all groups 
have SOAPSToned their documents, the reporter from each group will 
share their group’s findings.  The findings will be placed on poster-
size paper. 

Closing Again, pose the question/prompt: “What Does it Mean to Take a Stand 
for Something”.  In light of the examples of Stewart and Truth, 
students will hold a conversation about social/personal/spiritual 
conditions that have/can/will motivate them to take a stand for things 
that are important to them in their lives today. 

Assessment Students will write an exit reflection on 1) the big ideas they 
discovered/learned by studying Stewart and Truth’s lives. 

Resources See “Recommended Reading List” 
Other None 
 
 
 
Curriculum created by LaNesha DeBardelaben Flint, MI 
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Name: _________________________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
 

Courage to Stand  
PowerPoint Guiding Questions/Venn Diagram: 

 
 
On a blank sheet of paper, draw three, overlapping circles as indicated below.   
 
 
Circle #1  Maria Stewart      Circle #2  Sojourner Truth  
  

      Circle #3  Similarities 
 
 
Use the guiding questions below to place information in the appropriate 
circles.   
 

1. Year and place of Maria Stewart’s birth 
 
2. Year and place of Sojourner Truth’s birth 
 
3. Important events in Maria Stewart’s childhood 
 
4. Important events in Sojourner Truth’s childhood 

 
5. Date of Maria Stewart’s religious conversion 

 
6. Date of Sojourner Truth’s religious conversion 

 
7. Maria Stewart’s life after conversion 

 
8. Sojourner Truth’s life after conversion 

 
9. Year and place of Maria Stewart’s death 

 
10. Year and pace of Sojourner Truth’s death 
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Name: _________________________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
 

Courage to Stand Vocabulary Words 
 
 
1. kilter _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2. intellect ___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. solemnity __________________________________________________________________ 
 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. sentiments _________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. scrutinize __________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6. exertion ___________________________________________________________________ 
 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. piety ______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
8. sable ______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
9. hue ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
10.
      

 oppress ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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COURAGE TO STAND READING LIST 
 
 
“Maria Stewart” on Connecticut Women’s Hall of Fame website.  Available at  

http://www.cwhf.org/hall/stewart/stewart.htm. 
 
 
Painter, Nell Irving.  Sojourner Truth: A Life, A Symbol (1997). 
 
 
Richardson, Marilyn.  Maria W. Stewart: America’s First Black Woman Political  

Writer (1987). 
 
 
“Sojourner Truth” Sojourner Truth Institute.  Available at  

http://www.sojournertruth.org/.  
 
 
 “Spotlight on Maria Stewart” on Slavery and the Making of America website.   

Available at http://www.pbs.org/wnet/slavery/experience/education/  
/spotlight.html.  

 
 
Stewart, Maria W.  “Religion and the Pure Principals of Morality, the Sure  

Foundation on Which We Must Build” (1831).  Attached. 
 
 
Stewart, Maria W.  “Sit Ye Here and Die?” (1832). Attached.   
 
 
Truth, Sojourner.  Narrative of Sojourner Truth: A Northern Slave (1883).   

Available at http:www.docsouth.unc.edu. 
 
 
Truth, Sojourner.  “Ain’t I a Woman” (1851).  Attached. 
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MARIA W. STEWART 

“Religion and the Pure Principals of Morality, the Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build” 

Delivered in Boston, Massachusetts, 1831 

Feeling a deep solemnity of soul, in view of our wretched and degraded situation, and sensible of 
the gross ignorance that prevails among us, I have thought proper thus publicly to express my 
sentiments before you. I hope my friends will not scrutinize these pages with too severe an eye, 
as I have not calculated to display either elegance or taste in their composition, but have merely 
written the meditations of my heart as far as my imagination led; and have presented' them 
before you, in order to arouse you to exertion, and to enforce upon your minds the great 
necessity of turning your attention to knowledge and improvement.  

I was born in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1803; was left an orphan at five years of age; was bound 
out in a clergyman's family; had the seeds of piety and virtue early sown in my mind; but was 
deprived of the advantages of education, though my soul thirsted for knowledge. Left them at 15 
years of age; attended Sabbath Schools until I was 20; in 1826, was married to James W. 
Steward; was left a widow in 1829; was, as I humbly hope and trust, brought to the knowledge of 
the truth, as it is in Jesus, in 1830; in 1831, made a public profession of my faith in Christ.  

From the moment I experienced the change, I felt a strong desire, with the help and assistance of 
God, to devote the remainder of my days to piety and virtue, and now possess that spirit of 
independence, that, were I called upon, I would willingly sacrifice my life for the cause of God 
and my brethren.  

All the nations of the earth are crying out for Liberty and Equality. Away, away with tyranny and 
oppression! And shall Afric's sons be silent any longer? Far be it from me to recommend to you, 
either to kill, burn, or destroy. But I would strongly recommend to you, to improve your talents; 
let not one lie buried in the earth. Show forth your powers of mind. Prove to the world, that  

Though black your skins as shades of night,  

Your hearts are pure, your souls are white.  

This is the land of freedom. The press is at liberty. Every man has a right to express his opinion. 
Many thinks, because your skins are tinged with a sable hue, that you are an inferior race of 
beings; but God does not consider you as such. He hath formed and fashioned you in his own 
glorious image, and hath bestowed upon you reason and strong powers of intellect. He hath made 
you to have dominion over the beasts of the field, the fowls of the air, and the fish of the sea. He 
hath crowned you with glory and honor; hath made you but a little lower than the angels; and, 
according to the Constitution of these United States, he hath made all men free and equal. Then 
why should one worm say to another, “Keep you down there, while I sit up yonder; for I am 
better than thou?” It is not the color of the skin that makes the man, but it is the principles 
formed within the soul.  
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Many will suffer for pleading the cause of oppressed Africa, and I shall glory in being one of her 
martyrs; for I am firmly persuaded, that the God in whom I trust is able to protect me from the 
rage and malice of mine enemies, and from them that will rise up against me; and is there is no 
other way for me to escape, he is able to take me to himself, as he did the most noble, fearless, 
and undaunted David Walker.  

NEVER WILL VIRTUE, KNOWLEDGE, AND TRUE POLITENESS BEGIN TO FLOW, 
TILL THE PURE PRINCIPLES OF RELIGION AND MORALITY ARE PUT INTO FORCE.  

MY RESPECTED FRIENDS,  

I feel almost unable to address you; almost incompetent to perform the task; and, at times, I have 
felt ready to exclaim, O that my head were waters, and mine eyes a fountain of tears, that I might 
weep day and night, for the transgressions of the daughters of my people. Truly, my heart's 
desire and prayer is, that Ethiopia might stretch forth her hands unto God. But we have a great 
work to do. Never, no, never will the chains of slavery and ignorance burst, till we become 
united as one, and cultivate among ourselves the pure principles of piety, morality and virtue. I 
am sensible of my ignorance; but such knowledge as God has given to me, I impart to you. I am 
sensible of former prejudices; but it is high time for prejudice and animosities to cease from 
among us. I am sensible of exposing myself to calumny and reproach; but shall I, for fear of 
feeble man who shall die, hold my peace? shall I for fear of scoffs and frowns, refrain my 
tongue? Ah, no! I speak as one that must give an account at the awful bar of God; I speak as a 
dying mortal, to dying mortals. O, ye daughters of Africa, awake! awake! arise! no longer sleep 
nor slumber, but distinguish yourselves. Show forth to the world that ye are endowed with noble 
and exalted faculties. O, ye daughters of Africa! what have ye done to immortalize your names 
beyond the grave? What examples have ye set before the rising generation? What foundation 
have ye laid for generation yet unborn? where are our union and love? and where is our 
sympathy, that weeps at another's wo, and hides the faults we see? And our daughters, where are 
they? blushing in innocence and virtue? And our sons, do they bid fair to become crowns of 
glory to our hoary heads? Where is the parent who is conscious of having faithfully discharged 
his duty, and at the last awful day of account, shall be able to say, here, Lord, is thy poor, 
unworthy servant, and the children thou hast given me? And where are the children that will 
arise, and call them blessed? Alas, O God! forgive me if I speak amiss; the minds of our tender 
babes are tainted as soon as they are born; they go astray, as it were, from the womb. Where is 
the maiden who will blush at vulgarity and where is the youth who has written upon his manly 
brow a thirst for knowledge; whose ambition mind soars above trifles, and longs for the time to 
come, when he shall redress the wrongs of his father, and plead the cause of his brethren? Did 
the daughters of our land possess a delicacy of manners, combined with gentleness and dignity; 
did their pure minds hold vice in abhorrence and contempt, did they frown when their ears were 
polluted with its vile accents, would not their influence become powerful? Would not our 
brethren fall in love with their virtues? Their souls would become fired with a holy zeal for 
freedom's cause. They would become ambitious to distinguish themselves. They would become 
proud to display their talents. Able advocates would arise in our defence. Knowledge would 
begin to flow, and the chains of slavery and ignorance would melt like wax before the flames. I 
am but a feeble instrument. I am but as one particle of the small dust of the earth. You may 
frown or smile. After I am dead, perhaps before, God will surely raise up those who will more 
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powerfully and eloquently plead the cause of virtue and the pure principles of morality than I am 
able to do. O virtue! how sacred is thy name! How pure are thy principles! Who can find a 
virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies. Blessed is the man who shall call her his wife; 
yea, happy is the child who shall call her mother. O, woman, woman, would thou only strive to 
excel in merit and virtue; would thou only store thy mind with useful knowledge, great would be 
thine influence. Do you say, you are too far advanced in life now to begin? You are not too far 
advanced to instill these principles into the minds of your tender infants. Let then by no means be 
neglected. Discharge your duty faithfully, in every point of view: leave the event with God. So 
shall your skirts become clear of their blood.  

When I consider how little improvement has been made the last eight years; the apparent cold 
and indifferent state of the children of God; how few have been hopefully brought to the 
knowledge of the truth as it is in Jesus; that our young men and maidens are fainting and 
drooping, as it were, by the way-side, for the want of knowledge; when I see how few care to 
distinguish themselves either in religious or moral improvement, and when I see the greater part 
of our community following the vain bubbles of life with so much eagerness, which will only 
prove to them like the serpent's sting upon the bed of death, I really think we are in as wretched 
and miserable a state as was the house of Israel in the days of Jeremiah.  

I suppose many of my friends will say, “Religion is all your theme,” I hope my conduct will ever 
prove me to be what I profess, a true follower of Christ; and it is the religion of Jesus alone, that 
will constitute your happiness here, and support you in a dying hour. O, then, do not trifle with 
God and your own souls any longer. Do not presume to offer him the very dregs of your lives; 
but now, whilst you are blooming in health and vigor, consecrate the remnant of your days to 
him. Do you wish to become useful in your day and generation? Do you wish to promote the 
welfare and happiness of your friends, as far as your circle extends? Have you one desire to 
become truly great? O, then, become truly pious, and God will endow you with wisdom and 
knowledge from on high.  

Come, turn to God, Who did thee make,  

And at his presence fear and quake;  

Remember him now in thy youth,  

And let thy soul take told of truth.  

The devil and his ways defy,  

Believe him not, he doth but lie;  

His ways seem sweet: but youth, beware!  

He for thy soul hath laid a snare.  
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Religion is pure; it is ever new; it is beautiful; it is all that is worth living for; it is worth dying 
for. O, could I but see the church built up in the most holy faith; could I but see men spiritually 
minded, walking in the fear of God, nor given to filthy lucre, not holding religion in one hand 
and the world in the other, but diligent in business, fervent inspirit, serving the Lord, standing 
upon the walls of Zion, crying to passers by, “Ho, every one that thirsteth, come ye to the waters, 
and he that hath no money; yea, come and buy wine and milk without money and without price; 
Turn ye, turn ye, for why will ye die?” Could I but see mothers in Israel, chaste, keepers at home, 
not busy bodies, meddlers in other men's matters, whose adorning is of the inward man, 
possessing a meek and quiet spirit, whose sons were like olive-plants, and whose daughters were 
as polished corner-stones; could I but see young men and maidens turning their feet from 
impious ways, rather choosing to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the 
pleasures of sin for a season; could I but see the rising youth blushing in artless innocence, then 
could I say, now, Lord, let thine unworthy handmaiden depart in peace, for I have seen the desire 
of mine eyes, and am satisfied.  

Prayer  

O, Lord God, the watchmen of Zion have cried peace, when there was no peace; they have been, 
as it were, blind leaders of the blind. Wherefore hast thou so long withheld from us the divine 
influences of thy Holy Spirit? Wherefore hast thou hardened our hearts and blinded our eyes? It 
is because we have honored thee with our lips, when our hearts were far from thee. We have 
regarded iniquity in our hearts, therefore thou will not hear. Return again unto us. O Lord God, 
we beseech thee, and pardon this the iniquity of thy servants. Cause thy face to shine upon us, 
and we shall be saved. O visit us with thy salvation. Raise up sons and daughters unto Abraham, 
and grant that there might come a mighty shaking of dry bones among us, and a great in 
gathering of souls. Quicken thy professing children. Grant that the young may be constrained to 
believe that there is a reality in religion and a beauty in the fear of the Lord. Have mercy on the 
blighted sons and daughters of Africa. Grant that we may soon become so distinguished for our 
moral and religious improvements, that the nations of the earth may take knowledge of us; and 
grant that our cries may come up before thy throne like holy incense. Grant that every daughter 
of Africa may consecrate her sons to thee from the birth. And do thou, Lord, bestow upon them 
wise and understanding her hearts. Clothe us with humility of souls, and give us a becoming 
dignity of manners: may we imitate the character of the meek and lowly Jesus; and do thou grant 
the Ethiopia may soon stretch forth her hands unto thee. And now, Lord, be pleased to grant that 
Satan's kingdom may be destroyed; that the kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ may be built up; 
that all nations, and hundreds, and tongues, and people might be brought to the knowledge of the 
truth, as it is in Jesus, and we at last meet around thy throne, and join in celebrating thy praises.  

I have been taking a survey of the American people in my own mind, and I see them thriving in 
arts, and sciences, and in polite literature. Their highest aim is to excel in political, moral and 
religious improvement. They early consecrate their children to God, and their youth indeed are 
blushing in artless innocence; they wipe the tears from the orphan's eyes, and they cause the 
widow's heart to sing for joy! and their poorest ones, who have the least wish to excel, they 
promote! And those that have but one talent, they encourage. But how very few are there among 
them that bestow one thought upon the benighted sons and daughters of Africa, who have 
enriched the soils of America with their tears and blood: few to promote their cause, none to 
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encourage their talents. Under these circumstances, do not let our hearts be any longer 
discouraged; it is no use to murmur nor to repine; but let us promote ourselves and improve our 
own talents. And I am rejoiced to reflect that there are many able and talented ones among us, 
whose names might be recorded on the bright annals of fame. But, “I can't,” is a great barrier in 
the way, I hope it will soon be removed, and “I will” resume its place.  

Righteousness exalteth a nation, but sin is a reproach to any people. Why is it, my friends, that 
our minds have been blinded by ignorance, to the present moment? ‘Tis on account of sin. Why 
is it that our church is involved in so much difficulty? It is on account of sin. Why is it that God 
has cut down, upon our right hand and upon our left, the most learned and intelligent of our men? 
O, shall I say, is it on account of sin! Why is it that thick darkness is mantled upon every brow, 
and we, as it were, look sadly upon one another? It is on account of sin. O, then, let us bow 
before the Lord our God, with all our hearts, and humble our very souls in the dust before him; 
sprinkling, as it were, ashes upon our heads, and awake to righteousness and sin not. The arm of 
the Lord is not shortened, that it cannot save; neither is his ear heavy, that it cannot hear; but it is 
your iniquities that have separated you from me, saith the Lord. Return, O ye backsliding 
children, and I will return unto you, and ye shall be my people, and I will be your God.  

O, ye mothers, what a responsibility rests on you! You have souls committed to your charge, and 
God will require a strict account of you. It is you that must create in the minds of your little girls 
and boys a thirst for knowledge, the love of virtue, the abhorrence of vice, and the cultivation of 
a pure heart. The seeds thus sown will grow with their growing years; and the love of virtue thus 
early formed in the soul will protect their inexperienced feet from many dangers. O, do not say, 
you cannot make any thing of your children; but say, with the help and assistance of God, we 
will try. Do not indulge them in their little stubborn ways; for a child left to himself, bringeth his 
mother to shame. Spare not, for their crying; thou shalt beat them with a rod, and they shall not 
die; and thou shalt save their souls from hell. When you correct them, do it in the fear of God, 
and for their own good. They will not thank you for your false and foolish indulgence; they will 
rise up, as it were, and curse you in this world, and, in the world to come, condemn pour. It is no 
use to say, you can't do this, or, you can't do that; you will not tell your Maker so, when you meet 
him at the great day of account. And you must be careful that you that set an example worthy of 
following, for you they will, imitate. There are many instances, even among us now, where 
parents have discharged their duty faithfully, and their children now reflect honor upon their gray 
hairs.  

Perhaps you will say, that many parents have set pure examples at home, and they have not 
followed them. True, our expectations are often blasted; but let not this dishearten you. If they 
have faithfully discharged their duty; even after they are dead, their works may live; their 
prodigal children may then return to God, and become heirs of salvation; if not their children 
cannot rise and condemn them at the awful bar of God.  

Perhaps you will say, that you cannot send them to high schools and academies. You can have 
them taught in the first rudiments of useful knowledge, and then you can have private teachers, 
who will instruct them in the higher branches; and their intelligence will become greater than 
ours, and their children will attain to higher advantages and their children still higher; and then 
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though we are dead, our works shall live: though we are mouldering, our names shall not be 
forgotten.  

Finally, my heart's desire and prayer to God is, that there might come a thorough reformation 
among us. Our minds have too long groveled in ignorance and sin. Come, let us incline our ears 
to wisdom, and apply our hearts to understanding; promote her, and she shall exalt thee; she shall 
bring thee to honor when thou dost embrace her. An ornament of grace shall she be thy head, and 
a crown of glory shall she delivers to thee. Take fast hold of instruction; let her not go; keep her, 
for she is thy life. Come, let us turn unto the Lord our God, with all our heart and soul, and put 
away every unclean and unholy thing from among us, and walk before the Lord our God, ‘with a 
perfect heart, all the days of our lives; then we shall be a people with whom God shall delight to 
dwell; yea, we shall be that happy people whose God is the Lord.  

I am of a strong opinion, that the day on which we unite, heart and soul, and turn our attention to 
knowledge and improvement, that day the hissing and reproach among the nations of the earth 
against us will cease. And even those who now point at us with the finger of scorn, will aid and 
befriend us. It is of no use for us to sit with our hands folded, hanging our heads like bulrushes, 
lamenting our wretched condition; but let us make a mighty effort, and arise; and if no one will 
promote or respect us, let us promote and respect ourselves.  

The American ladies have the honor conferred on them, that by prudence and economy in their 
domestic concerns, and their unwearied attention if forming the minds and manners of their 
children, they laid the foundation of their becoming what they now are. The good women of 
Wethersfield, Conn. toiled in the blazing sun, year after year, weeding onions, then sold the seed 
and procured money enough to erect them a house of worship; and shall we not imitate their 
examples, as far as they are worthy of imitation? Why cannot we do something to distinguish 
ourselves, and contribute some of our hard earnings that would reflect honor upon our memories, 
and cause our children to arise and call us blesses? Shall it any longer be said of the daughters of 
Africa, they have no ambition, they have no force? By no means. Let every female heart become 
united, and let us raise a fund ourselves; and at the end of the one year and a half, we might be 
able to lay the corner-stone for the building of a High School, that the higher branches of 
knowledge might be enjoyed by us; and God would raise us up, and enough to aid us in our 
laudable designs. Let each one strive to excel in good house wifely, knowing that prudence and 
economy and the road to wealth. Let us not say, we know this, or we know that, and practise 
nothing; but let us practise what we do know.  

How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath 
a load of iron pots and kettles? Until union, knowledge and love begin to flow among us. How 
long shall a mean set of men flatter us with their smiles, and enrich themselves with our hard 
earnings; their wives' finger's sparkling with rings, and they themselves laughing at our folly? 
Until we begin to promote and patronize each other. Shall we be a by-word among the nations 
any longer? Shall they laugh us to scorn forever? Do you ask, what can we do? Unite and build a 
store of your own, if you cannot procure a license. Fill one side with dry goods, and other with 
groceries. Do you ask, where is the money? We have spent more than enough for nonsense, to do 
what building we should want. We have never had an opportunity of displaying our talents; 
therefore the world thinks we know nothing. And we have been possessed of by far too mean and 

© 2008 Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, 77 Forest Street, Hartford, CT 06105 
 HarrietBeecherStowe.org 
 



 

cowardly a disposition, though I highly disapprove of an insolent or impertinent one. Do you ask 
the disposition I would have you possess? Possess the spirit of independence. The Americans do, 
and why should not you? Possess the spirit of men, bold and enterprising, fearless and 
undaunted. Sue for your rights and privileges. Know the reason that you can attain them. Weary 
them with your importunities. You can but die, if you make the attempt; and we shall certainly 
die if you do not. The Americans have practiced nothing but head-work these 200 years, and we 
have done their drudgery. And is it not high time for us to imitate their examples, and practise 
head-work too, and keep what we have got, and get what we can? We need never to think that 
any body is going to feel interested for us, if we do not feel interested for ourselves. That day we, 
as a people, hearken unto the voice of the Lord our God, and walk in his ways and ordinances, 
and become distinguished for our ease, elegance and grace, combined with other virtues, that day 
the Lord will raise us up, and enough to aid ago befriend us, and we shall begin to flourish.  

Did every gentleman in America realize, as one, that they had got to become bondmen, and their 
wives, their sons, and their daughters, servants forever, to Great Britain, their very joints would 
become loosened, and tremblingly would smite one against another; their countenance would be 
filled with horror, every nerve and muscle would be forced into action, their souls would recoil at 
the very thought, their hearts would die within them, and death would be far more preferable. 
Then why have not Africa's sons a right to feel the same? Are not their wives, their sons, and 
their daughters, as dear to them as those of the white man's? Certainly, God has not deprived 
them of the divine influences of his Holy Spirit, which is the greatest of all blessings, if they ask 
him. Then why should man any longer deprive his fellow-man of equal rights and privileges? 
Oh, America, America, foul and indelible is thy stain! Dark and dismal is the cloud that hangs 
over thee, for thy cruel wrongs and injuries to the fallen sons of Africa. The blood of her 
murdered ones cries to heaven for vengeance against thee. Thou art almost become drunken with 
the blood of her slain; thou hast enriched thyself through her toils and labors; and now thou 
refuseth to make even a small return. And thou hast caused the daughters of Africa to commit 
whordoms and fornications; but upon thee be their curse.  

O, ye great and mighty men of America, you much and powerful ones, many of you will call for 
the rocks and mountains to fall upon you, and to hide you from the wrath of the Lamb, and from 
him that sitteth upon the throne; whilst many of the sable-skinned Africans you now despise, will 
shine in the kingdom of heaven as the stars forever and ever. Charity begins at home, and those 
that provide not for their own, are worse than infidels. We know that you are raising 
contributions to aid the gallant Poles; we know that you have befriended Greece and Ireland; and 
you have rejoiced with France, for her heroic deeds of valor. You have acknowledged all the 
nations of the earth, except Hayti; and you may publish, as far as the East is from the West, that 
you have two millions of negroes, who aspire no higher than to bow at your feet, and to court 
your smiles. You may kill, tyrannize, and oppress as much as you choose, until our cry shall 
come up before the throne of God; for I am firmly persuaded, that he will not suffer you to quell 
the proud, fearless and undaunted spirits of the African forever; for in his own time, he is able to 
plead our cause against you, and to pour out upon you the ten plagues of Egypt. We will not 
come our against you with swords and staves, as against a thief; but we will tell you that our 
souls are fired with the same love of liberty and independence with which your souls are fired. 
We will tell you that too much of your blood flows in our veins, and too much of your color in 
our skins, for us not to possess your spirits. We will tell you, that it is our gold that clothes you in 
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fine linen and purple, and causes you to fare sumptuously every day; and it is the blood of our 
fathers, and the tears of our brethren that have enriched your soils. AND WE CLAIM OUR 
RIGHTS. We will tell, you that we are not afraid of them that kill the body, and after that can do 
no more; but we will tell you whom we do fear. We fear Him who is able, after he hath killed, to 
destroy both souls and body in hell forever. Then, my brethren, sheath your swords, and calm 
your angry passions. Stand still, and know that the Lord he is God. Vengeance is his, and he will 
repay. It is a long lane that has no turn. America has risen to her meridian. When you begin to 
thrive, she will begin to fall. God hath raised you up a Walker and a Garrison. Though Walker 
sleeps, yet he lives, and his name shall be had in everlasting remembrance. I even I, who am but 
a child, inexperienced to many of you, am a living witness to testify unto you this day, that I 
have seen the wicked in great power, spreading himself like a green bay tree, and lo, he passed 
away; yea, I diligently sought him, but he could not be found; and it is God alone that has 
inspired my heart to feel for Afric's woes. Then fret not yourselves because of evil doers. Fret not 
yourselves because of evil who bring wicked devices to pass; for they shall be cut down as the 
grass, and wither as the green herb. Trust in the Lord, and do good; so shalt thou dwell in the 
land, and verily thou shalt be fed. Encourage the noble-hearted Garrison. Prove to the world that 
you are neither ourang-outangs, nor a species of mere animals, but that you possess the same 
powers of intellect as those of the proud-boasting American.  

I am sensible, my brethren and friends, that many of you have been deprived of advantages, kept 
in utter ignorance, and that your minds are now darkened; and if any of you have attempted to 
aspire after high and noble enterprises, you have met with so much opposition that your souls 
have become discouraged. For this very cause, a few of us have ventured to expose our lives in 
your behalf, to plead your cause against the great; and it will be of no use, unless you feel for 
yourselves and your little ones, and exhibit the spirits of men. Oh, then, turn your attention to 
knowledge and improvement; for knowledge is power. And God is able to fill you with wisdom 
and understanding, and to dispel your fears. Arm yourselves with the weapons of prayer. Put 
your trust in the living God. Persevere strictly in the paths of virtue. Let nothing be lacking on 
your part; and, in God's own time, and his time is certainly the best, he will surely deliver you 
with a mighty hand and with an outstretched arm.  

I have never taken one step, my friends, with a design to raise myself in your esteem, or to gain 
applause. But what I have done, has been done with an eye single to the glory of God, and to 
promote the good of souls. I have neither kindred nor friends. I stand alone in your midst, 
exposed to the fiery darts of the devil, and to the assaults of wicked men. But though all the 
powers of earth and hell were to combine against me, though all nature should sink into decay, 
still would I trust in the Lord, and joy in the God of my salvation. For I am fully persuaded, that 
he will bring me off conqueror, yea, more than conqueror, through him who hath loved me given 
himself for me.  

Boston, October, 1831. 
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MARIA W. STEWART 

“Why Sit Ye Here and Die?” 

Delivered at the Franklin Hall in Boston, Massachusetts, September 21, 1832  

Why sit ye here and die? If we say we will go to a foreign land, the famine and the pestilence are 
there, and there we shall die. If we sit here, we shall die. Come let us plead our cause before the 
whites: if they save us alive, we shall live--and if they kill us, we shall but die.  

Methinks I heard a spiritual interrogation--'Who shall go forward, and take off the reproach that 
is cast upon the people of color? Shall it be a woman? And my heart made this reply --'If it is thy 
will, be it even so, Lord Jesus!'  

I have heard much respecting the horrors of slavery; but may Heaven forbid that the generality of 
my color throughout these United States should experience any more of its horrors than to be a 
servant of servants, or hewers of wood and drawers of water! Tell us no more of southern 
slavery; for with few exceptions, although I may be very erroneous in my opinion, yet I consider 
our condition but little better than that. Yet, after all, methinks there are no chains so galling as 
the chains of ignorance--no fetters so binding as those that bind the soul, and exclude it from the 
vast field of useful and scientific knowledge. O, had I received the advantages of early education, 
my ideas would, ere now, have expanded far and wide; but, alas! I possess nothing but moral 
capability--no teachings but the teachings of the Holy spirit.  

I have asked several individuals of my sex, who transact business for themselves, if providing 
our girls were to give them the most satisfactory references, they would not be -willing to grant 
them an equal opportunity with others? Their reply has been--for their own part, they had no 
objection; but as it was not the custom, were they to take them into their employ, they would be 
in danger of losing the public patronage.  

And such is the powerful force of prejudice. Let our girls possess what amiable qualities of soul 
they may; let their characters be fair and spotless as innocence itself; let their natural taste and 
ingenuity be what they may; it is impossible for scarce an individual of them to rise above the 
condition of servants. Ah! why is this cruel and unfeeling distinction? Is it merely because God 
has made our complexion to vary? If it be, O shame to soft, relenting humanity! "Tell it not in 
Gath! publish it not in the streets of Askelon!" Yet, after all, methinks were the American free 
people of color to turn their attention more assiduously to moral worth and intellectual 
improvement, this would be the result: prejudice would gradually diminish, and the whites would 
be compelled to say, unloose those fetters! 

 
Though black their skins as shades of night, 
Their hearts are pure, their souls are white. 
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Few white persons of either sex, who are calculated for any thing else, are willing to spend their 
lives and bury their talents in performing mean, servile labor. And such is the horrible idea that I 
entertain respecting a life of servitude, that if I conceived of there being no possibility of my 
rising above the condition of a servant, I would gladly hail death as a welcome messenger. O, 
horrible idea, indeed! to possess noble souls aspiring after high and honorable acquirements, yet 
confined by the chains of ignorance and poverty to lives of continual drudgery and toil. Neither 
do I know of any who have enriched themselves by spending their lives as house-domestics, 
washing windows, shaking carpets, brushing boots, or tending upon gentlemen's tables. I can but 
die for expressing my sentiments; and I am as willing to die by the sword as the pestilence; for I 
and a true born American; your blood flows in my veins, and your spirit fires my breast.  

I observed a piece in the Liberator a few months since, stating that the colonizationists had 
published a work respecting us, asserting that we were lazy and idle. I confute them on that 
point. Take us generally as a people, we are neither lazy nor idle; and considering how little we 
have to excite or stimulate us, I am almost astonished that there are so many industrious and 
ambitious ones to be found; although I acknowledge, with extreme sorrow, that there are some 
who never were and never will be serviceable to society. And have you not a similar class among 
yourselves?  

Again. It was asserted that we were "a ragged set, crying for liberty." I reply to it, the whites 
have so long and so loudly proclaimed the theme of equal rights and privileges, that our souls 
have caught the flame also, ragged as we are. As far as our merit deserves, we feel a common 
desire to rise above the condition of servants and drudges. I have learnt, by bitter experience, that 
continual hard labor deadens the energies of the soul, and benumbs the faculties of the mind; the 
ideas become confined, the mind barren, and, like the scorching sands of Arabia, produces 
nothing; or, like the uncultivated soil, brings forth thorns and thistles.  

Again, continual hard labor irritates our tempers and sours our dispositions; the whole system 
becomes worn out with toil and failure; nature herself becomes almost exhausted, and we care 
but little whether we live or die. It is true, that the free people of color throughout these United 
States are neither bought nor sold, nor under the lash of the cruel driver; many obtain a 
comfortable support; but few, if any, have an opportunity of becoming rich and independent; and 
the employments we most pursue are as unprofitable to us as the spider's web or the floating 
bubbles that vanish into air. As servants, we are respected; but let us presume to aspire any 
higher, our employer regards us no longer. And where it not that the King eternal has declared 
that Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto God, I should indeed despair.  

I do not consider it derogatory, my friends, for persons to live out to service. There are many 
whose inclination leads them to aspire no higher; and I would highly commend the performance 
of almost any thing for an honest livelihood; but where constitutional strength is wanting, labor 
of this kind, in its mildest form, is painful. And doubtless many are the prayers that have 
ascended to Heaven from Africa's daughters for strength to perform their work. Oh, many are the 
tears that have been shed for the want of that strength! Most of our color have dragged out a 
miserable existence of servitude from the cradle to the grave. And what literary acquirements can 
be made, or useful knowledge derived, from either maps, books or charm, by those who 
continually drudge from Monday morning until Sunday noon? O, ye fairer sisters, whose hands 
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are never soiled, whose nerves and muscles are never strained, go learn by experience! Had we 
had the opportunity that you have had, to improve our moral and mental faculties, what would 
have hindered our intellects from being as bright, and our manners from being as dignified as 
yours? Had it been our lot to have been nursed in the lap of affluence and ease, and to have 
basked beneath the smiles and sunshine of fortune, should we not have naturally supposed that 
we were never made to toil? And why are not our forms as delicate, and our constitutions as 
slender, as yours? Is not the workmanship as curious and complete? Have pity upon us, have pity 
upon us, O ye who have hearts to feel for other's woes; for the hand of God has touched us. 
Owing to the disadvantages under which we labor, there are many flowers among us that are 

 
"--born to bloom unseen, 
And waste their fragrance on the desert air." 
 

My beloved brethren, as Christ has died in vain for those who will not accept of offered mercy, 
so will it be vain for the advocates of freedom to spend their breath in our behalf, unless with 
united hearts and souls you make some mighty efforts to raise your sons, and daughters from the 
horrible state of servitude and degradation in which they are placed. It is upon you that woman 
depends; she can do but little besides using her influence; and it is for her sake and yours that I 
have come forward and made myself a hissing and a reproach among the people; for I am also 
one of the wretched and miserable daughters of the descendants of fallen Africa. Do you ask, 
why are you wretched and miserable? I reply, look at many of the most worthy and interesting of 
us doomed to spend our lives in gentlemen's kitchens. Look at our young men, smart, active and 
energetic, with souls filled with ambitious fire; if they look forward, alas! what are their 
prospects? They can be nothing but the humblest laborers, on account of their dark complexions; 
hence many of them lose their ambition, and become worthless. Look at our middle-aged men, 
clad in their rusty plaids and coats; in winter, every cent they earn goes to buy their wood and 
pay their rents; their poor wives also toil beyond their strength, to help support their families. 
Look at our aged sires, whose heads are whitened with the front of seventy winters, with their 
old wood-saws on their backs. Alas, what keeps us so? Prejudice, ignorance and poverty. But ah! 
methinks our oppression is soon to come to an end; yes, before the Majesty of heaven, our 
groans and cries have reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth. As the prayers and tears of 
Christians will avail the finally impenitent nothing; neither will the prayers and tears of the 
friends of humanity avail us any thing, unless we possess a spirit of virtuous emulation within 
our breasts. Did the pilgrims, when they first landed on these shores, quietly compose 
themselves, and say, "the Britons have all the money and all the power, and we must continue 
their servants forever?" Did they sluggishly sigh and say, "our lot is hard, the Indians own the 
soil, and we cannot cultivate it?" No; they first made powerful efforts to raise themselves and 
then God raised up those illustrious patriots Washington and Lafayette to assist and defend them. 
And, my brethren, have you made a powerful effort? Have you prayed the Legislature for 
mercy's sake to grant you all the rights and privileges of free citizens, that your daughters may 
raise to that degree of respectability which true merit deserves, and your sons above the servile 
situations which most of them fill? 
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SOJOURNER TRUTH 

 
“Ain’t I a Woman?” 
 
Delivered at the Women’s Convention in Akron, Ohio, 1851 
 
Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. 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. But what's all this here talking about?  

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, 
and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-
puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain't I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have 
ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? 
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 seen most all sold off to slavery, and 
when I cried out with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a woman?  

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what's this they call it? [member of audience 
whispers, "intellect"] That's it, honey. What's that got to do with women's rights or negroes' 
rights? 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?  

Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, 'cause 
Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? 
From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.  

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

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain't got nothing more to say.  
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