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Elocution  

 

Throughout the entirety of the class one idea that is always present in the readings is 

the idea of elocution. Different methods of speaking were more effective in convincing a 

crowd. For example, a dialect (or lack-thereof) could influence the audience’s 

perception of the speaker, and there are those who would (and have) edited dialect 

back into the public speeches of black rhetors. Rhetoric is all about being able to sway 

a crowd so it is important to consider to whom such a dialect would appeal, and the 

political choice such a dialect represents. In the case of Frederick Douglas he was 

asked to speak in his slave dialect. This is a significant decision on Douglass’ part, and 

it was a decision that had to be faced not only by other free blacks who spoke 

publicly, but also by those who recorded and reported such speech-making. SImilar 

to other stories of the time, this dialect could create a new ethos for Douglas. For Douglas to 

portray himself with a “plantation accent” and “slave’s servility” serves the interests of 

those hoping to appeal to a white savior complex, and their desire to turn Douglass into 

a mere character, such as Uncle Remus, rather than an abolitionist thinker in his own 

right. When Douglas did speak publically he was known to take Sheridan's advice and be 

natural, treat public speaking as a form of conversation, to adhere to correct  grammar 

and usage,  and  to practice,  for  reasons  of  social  expediency,   the  refined  dialect  of  

the educated English. He would also use his voice, naturally deep and resonant, as a 

flexible instrument that could range from rafter-shaking thunder to tenderly moving, 
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quiet tones. This relates back to my first statement that different methods of speaking were 

more effective in convincing a crowd. It also ties into Maria Stewart’s femininity, perhaps the 

softer sex presents a more alluring tone of voice to move a certain kind of crowd. Douglas 

saw the appeal in this and adopted the gentle speaking for the convincing some crowds.  

 In the case of Maria Stewart, Men were often known to find ways to diminish the 

public role of women such as the ministers suggesting that women who took on such 

activist roles called their own chastity into question. This made it difficult for women to get 

a foot in the door in terms of public speaking and left the reputation of the women 

damaged. This played a role in the witch hunt that proved to be part of long tradition of 

feminizing rhetoric in order to demean it. As stated earlier, Stewart was part of the 

softer sex and pulled from her femininity to speak publically. Stewart uses the word feeble, 

which I believe adds to her ability to speak and sway an audience. It is stated, for God 

makes use of feeble means sometimes, to bring about his most exalted purposes. 

Stewart is arguing that in many past respected societies (Greek, Roman, Jewish), 

women were well-respected in a religious sense. Although she is using her public 

voice to speak for woman her use of the word “feeble” is interesting, because it 

seems like she is ascribing to the expected gender roles/personalities, in that women 

are the “softer sex,” and not perceived as strong or powerful, but by speaking out 

publically she adds strength in the feminine form of elocution she has set regardless of her 

use of the word feeble. One big “issue for rhetoric ‘[can be] to determine what people 

will take to be true or persuasive, by being able to take advantage of different types of 

elocution can make it easier to determine what people will take to be true or 

persuasive.  

 I chose Maria and Douglas as my example because of their bodily appearance. A 

black man and a woman had no social presence and therefore asks the question, What 
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sort of rhetorical implications does this have regarding the relationship between 

ethos and medium for the author and their audience? Douglas and Stewart both had to 

start from scratch and present themselves in a way the white male majority could accept. 

By assuming that the constantly changing opinion of the audience is indeed fact, the 

orator is able to better prepare themselves for the influence of the crowd. I believe 

that Stewart and Douglas did this quite well and then proceeded to use elocution style to drive 

the point home. 

 Elocution is not just important for speech but writing as well. it’s always best to be 

cautious when reading a text with heavy dialect, because the way we talk (and listen) are 

often just too different than the ways we write (and read). As oral elocution changes from 

person to person as does the written forms as well for written language is only a copy of that 

which is spoken. Elocution methods depend wholly on the audience that is receiving them and that 

does not change when in the written form.  
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