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Women and Rhetoric 

The purpose of History of Rhetoric II, in part, is to explore how the discipline of rhetoric 

has changed since the Enlightenment until the present. As cultural norms and societal 

perceptions of certain groups changed, so too did the practice and understanding of rhetoric 

shift to align with the beliefs and values of the time. Initially, women (along with all other minority 

groups) were barred from practicing rhetoric. Mary Astell, Maria W. Stewart, Sarah Grimke, and 

Francis Willard firmly established woman’s place in the practice of rhetoric; Astell argued that 

women had the right to practice rhetoric in the private sphere, while the others justified the right 

of women to practice rhetoric publicly on religious grounds.  

Enlightenment thinkers mirrored the opinions of the ancient Greeks and believed that 

rhetoric was inherently female. Ironically, women were not generally permitted to publicly 

employ rhetoric; instead, they could practice it in “appropriate” spheres, if at all. According to 

Astell, women were to practice concise, refined, and straightforward rhetoric in the private 

sphere among other women. Through a present-day lens, this viewpoint can seem oppressive, 

but username LoLo posted an annotation that challenges the idea that this limited women:  

“In some ways this can seem incredibly conservative and oppressive -- why not 
advocate for women speaking publicly like men's public orations? However, claiming 
private, domestic speech is in anyway worth considering is a radical idea (today, even). 
This elevates the private -- and therefore feminine -- sphere to a place of rhetorical 
power” (LoLo).  

 
This annotation succinctly highlights the fact that the promotion of women practicing rhetoric 

was a radical thought. More interestingly, it suggests that by regarding private rhetoric as 

worthy, it “elevates the private — and therefore feminine — sphere to a place of rhetorical 

power.” Rather than placing greater importance on public rhetoric, the employment of private 
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rhetoric can itself be a place of power and influence. Although Astell’s proposal would be viewed 

as repressive today, the implication of equality between public and private rhetoric she asserts 

by advocating for women’s rights to practice rhetoric in the private sphere was a truly radical 

idea.  

Later female rhetoricians developed Astell’s progressive idea that women should engage 

in rhetoric to incorporate the public sphere, and justified it on a religious basis. Maria Stewart 

asserted that she had the right to engage public rhetoric because, “The Spirit of God came 

before me, and I spake before many” (Stewart). Stewart was able to challenge dissenters of 

women's’ ability to speak publicly by suggesting that she was a vessel through which God 

spread His message. She maneuvered the established patriarchal power structure at the time 

by asserting that the Divine, a more powerful being than men, had granted her the authority to 

speak and disseminate His message.  

Sarah Grimke develops Stewart’s argument by suggesting the inherent equality of man 

and woman in their ability to speak the Lord’s word. She writes, “In [the Bible] I find nothing like 

the softness of woman, nor the sternness of man: both are equally commanded to bring forth 

the fruits of the Spirit, love, meekness, gentleness, &c” (Grimke). Grimke moves away from the 

idea that women are "soft;" she states that men and women are equal in the eyes of the Lord in 

spreading His word, thereby suggesting that women had the right to speak publicly on religious 

grounds. Grimke even goes so far as to assert that men can be incompetent when spreading 

the word of God: “But women may be permitted to lead religious inquirers to the pastors for 

instruction. Now this is assuming that all pastors are better qualified to give instruction than 

woman. This I utterly deny” (Grimke). Grimke posits that men are not inherently “better qualified 

to give instruction than woman” by virtue of their gender and again asserts the equality between 

the sexes concerning intelligence and rhetorical ability.  
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Willard argues that women should engage rhetoric not only because they have the right 

to do so, but also in order to discern the truth of God’s word. She states that women had been 

excluded from original interpretations of God’s word, which prevented humanity from 

understanding Him. She writes: 

“We need women commentators to bring out the women’s side of the book; we need to 
stereoscopic view of truth in general, which can only be had when woman’s eye and 
man’s together shall discern the perspective of the Bible’s full-orbed revelation” (Willard).  
 

Willard is questioning the way in which the Bible has been used to peg women down instead of 

support them; there is clearly an unchecked point of view that is being used to perpetuate 

women's oppression (lejlabukvic). Her assertion that truth in general can only be discovered 

“when woman’s eye and man’s together” interpret the language in the Bible suggests that 

women should be involved in multiple rhetorical processes: engaging the text directly to 

understand it in their own perspective and proclaiming that interpretation in public settings so as 

to enlighten the Christian community.  

Women’s role in and relationship to rhetoric changed throughout history as the rhetorical 

and cultural environment developed. For many centuries, women were prevented from 

engaging in any sort of rhetoric: reading, writing, or engaging in public, intellectual 

conversations, among others. In the Enlightenment era, Astell argued that women should have 

the right to employ rhetoric in the private sphere among other women, elevating the private 

sphere to a level of equity with that of the masculine sphere of public rhetoric. In the Progressive 

Era, Stewart argued that women could engage in public rhetoric to spread the word of God, as 

He can choose to use any person as a vessel for His mission. Grimke argued that women and 

men were equal in their ability to rhetoricize publicly and to preach about the word of God. 

Finally, Willard posits that women should be involved in all levels of engaging rhetoric so as to 

discern and proliferate God’s truth. Although women’s relationship with rhetoric is constantly 
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changing, these speeches, essays, and opinions laid the groundwork for modern feminist 

rhetoric and inspire feminist rhetoricians to reflect upon and further develop their engagement in 

rhetoric.  
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