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“Crafting a Platform Persona”: On Rhetoric and Embodiment 

Prior to the historical moment just preceding the American Civil War, it was assumed 

that rhetors’ bodies were not relevant to their ability to make arguments or persuade. Language 

and knowledge were understood as abstractions that--with talent and effort--could be narrowed, 

harnessed, and expressed well. However, this assumption (that language was abstract, but could 

be understood and harnessed) was predicated on the idea that all rhetors had relatively equal 

access to knowledge. There was a degree of exclusion in that some rhetors had access to a better 

education, or more inherent genius or talent. However, where this issue was addressed at all, it 

was regarded as a mere symptom of one’s inherent qualities, rather than as a symptom of any 

larger, external, cultural forces of exclusion and subjugation. However, with the work Frederick 

Douglass, Maria Stewart, and the Grimke sisters, a rhetor’s embodiment can no longer be denied 

as impacting their access to rhetoric and their relationship with the audience.  

This realization was brought to public attention by a two-pronged series of unfolding 

events: the mobilization of the abolitionist movement and the increasing agitation for women’s 

rights among black and white women. A generation of subjugated rhetors recognized that their 

embodiment impacted their ability to use rhetoric, and that their physicality shaped their 

relationship with the audience and the audience’s reception of their ideas. Each of these rhetors 

was therefore forced to choose how they would present themselves and their arguments in a way 

that would account for the biases and oppression to which they were subject. This awareness 

about the impact of their own embodiment also meant that these rhetors were able to see through 

much of the surface layer of rhetoric -- to spot the manipulations of language and perception that 



white male rhetors and philosophers had simply assumed as given or “the norm.” By the very 

fact of utilizing their embodied rhetoric, these rhetors negated many of these assumptions about 

previously-held “norms,” and also called into question who was allowed to do rhetoric. 

Historical accounts of Frederick Douglass’, Maria Stewart’s, and the Grimke sisters’ public 

appearances demonstrate that rhetor’s embodiment is not only relevant to who gets to do 

rhetoric, but that a rhetor’s body exposes them to aspects of rhetoric previously unconsidered--

such as the rhetor’s relationship with the audience, and how to present one’s ideas and body to 

an audience hostile to one’s appearance and who are ready to dismiss one’s ideas as a result. 

During the course of his career as a public speaker on behalf of the abolition movement, 

Frederick Douglass “addressed over one hundred meetings a year, sometimes  facing  violent  

opposition (his right  hand  was  broken  in  a  brawl  at  a  meeting  in  Indiana  and  never  

healed  properly),  and  sometimes  contending  with  internal  quarrels  in  the  abolition  

movement itself” (Bizzell and Herzberg 1062). Douglass and the abolitionists weren’t the first 

movement to face physical violence for their beliefs, but they were a movement where 

physical violence could not be distanced from their advocacy. Douglass not only used his 

scars as a rhetorical tool, but his scarring became significant to the construction of his own 

identity (Byron). As an escaped slave-turned-free-abolitionist, the scars of slavery [were not] 

just a demonstration of his condition, they were a part of how his identity was formed 

(Byron). The scars from violence visited upon Douglass when he was a slave were a physical 

manifestation of the horrors of slavery, both in that slaves were subject to physical abuse, and in 

that they represent a manifestation of the psychological and spiritual damage of being deemed 

subhuman and deserving of enslavement. Scars are not superficially upon the body, but 

woven into that body (Nathaniel). The scars Douglass carried on his body thereby represented 



the larger, more abstract harms slavery caused to the United States as a nation, and were 

therefore an affront to those who stood in opposition to the abolition movement; in this way, 

Douglass’ very body offended some portion of his audience by offering a critique of the 

American South before he even had the chance to speak. 

Given that Douglass’ physical form and oral articulation of his self caused problems 

of ethos, what sort of rhetorical implications does this have regarding the relationship 

between ethos and medium for the author and their audience? (Emily) At the very least, 

this demonstrates a bit of a disconnect (Kathryn). Prior prominent rhetoricians worried about 

ethos only in terms of their own reputation. Elocutionists would argue that it did matter whether 

one was speaking orally or presenting an argument through a text, but only in that they had 

strong (and complex) views about the way a rhetor should hold their body, modulate their voice, 

and utilize gestures to accurately convey a point and rouse the audience. However, Douglass’ 

experience as an orator and an author demonstrate that the rhetor’s body can carry another layer 

of meaning. It seems that “Douglass  understood  that  he  was crafting a  platform  persona  that  

had  never  before  been  seen  in  the  Western  world,” because he had to consider his body and 

tone in ways other rhetoricians had not (Bizzell and Herzberg 1063).  

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. For this reason, it’s always best to be cautious when reading a 

text with heavy dialect. As readers, we must consider to whom such a dialect would appeal, 

and the political choice such a dialect represents. In this case, white abolitionists’ desire for 

Douglass 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 rather than an abolitionist thinker in his own right 

(Kathryn). Both of these problems [add] a major wrinkle to the Elocution movement 

(Nathaniel) in that Douglass’ posture, tone, and gestures could have been exactly like those of a 

white man, and he would still have been accused of intellectual fraud. Rather than effectively 

convincing his audience, “ironically,  as  Douglass's   friends  had  predicted,  his success  as  a 

speaker  led audiences  to doubt  that  he had  ever  been  a  slave,  or, contrariwise,  to doubt  

that he  spoke his own words,” undermining his ethos (Bizzell and Herzberg 1063). Historically, 

some sort of testimony was fairly common as a preface to the writing of women and people 

of color (Kathryn). Douglass’ speeches were already subject to a form of testimony in that he 

was often introduced by other, white abolitionists, such as William Lloyd Garrison, especially 

early in his career. In writing, such testimonies from (white, wealthy, well-connected) men 

would sometimes appear prior to [texts of women and people of color] to convince the 

reader that the author was worth taking seriously, since women and people of color were 

not considered worthy of consideration on their own merits (Kathryn). However, rather than 

shifting their perception of what was possible for black bodies to accomplish, whites instead 

refused to believe that Douglass’ remarks were his own work, and “accused  him  of  having  

some  white  ghost  writer prepare his speeches. Douglass attempted to counter both kinds  of  

criticism  by publishing, in 1845, the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass: American 

Slave, Written by Himself” (1063).  

Of course, his autobiography was subject to similar suspicions and questions about its 

veracity. Certain criticisms (that a narrative is not wholly true, that the autobiography is 

exaggerated, or combines the stories of multiple people) are common detractions aimed at 

autobiographical accounts such as Douglass’, especially those concerning significant 



suffering. People want to know “did that all really happen,” “did it happen exactly like he 

said it did,” and “did this all really happen to him or is appropriating someone else’s story 

to make his own life more exciting?” The bottom line, of course, is that those who are 

concerned with the factuality of every detail are missing the forest for the trees. 

Autobiographies in general (and slave narratives in particular) serve to demonstrate 

narratively patterns of human suffering and how they can be combatted.” It is fair to say 

that “by his very presence at the podium, Douglass increased the possibilities for rhetoric,” and 

in writing his autobiography, Douglass sought to similarly increase possibilities for authorship 

beyond the white male (Bizzell and Herzberg 1063). The other side of that coin is the women 

who were agitating for the right to public speaking in this same historical moment.  

 Astonishingly, when it comes to the work of women rhetors, we do not always have as 

much information as we should, regarding the hostility they faced from mixed audiences. In an 

introduction to the work of Maria Stewart, editors Bizzell and Herzberg note that “community 

pride in African American women's  accomplishments was  later  a counterforce to this social 

disapproval, but Stewart as a pioneer woman public speaker did not yet enjoy this supportive 

reaction” (1003). This seems to be rather an understatement, given that Stewart decided to leave 

her home state as a result of the violent threats made against her for speaking publically. This 

leaves us with more questions than answers when it comes to Stewart’s relationship with her 

audience and the challenges posed to her as a rhetor: For example, was it heckling, attempts to 

speak over her, jeers and boos to drown out her words, perhaps even a dramatic attempt to 

pull her from the stage [that drove her to quit]? Reactions of such hostile audiences offer 

important historical information, as it should be kept in mind when we consider how 

women and people of color first needed to shape a type of rhetoric that would quell a 



hostile audience (Kathryn). Long before the concept of intersectionality was introduced to 

feminism, Stewart [made] it clear in her speaking and writing that arguing for the rights of 

African American women is much different than arguing for the rights of white women 

(Lauren). The fact that we do not have information about the hostility she faced demonstrates 

that whatever violence was threatened against Stewart was not considered important or 

significant enough to be recorded and remembered. This informational gap contributes to the 

erasure of Stewart as a rhetor and as a significant black woman in the history of the United 

States. Since part of the lesson from this historical moment is that the relationship between the 

rhetor and the audience does matter, it therefore undermines her very ideas to overlook or simply 

gloss the potential violence she faced by getting up on stage.  

In a similar example from a different historical moment, there are conflicting 

reports of Sojourner Truth's reception at the Seneca Falls Convention. Some reports imply 

that she was heckled, or at least that there were interjections from the audience, while 

other reports offer an opposing narrative that present Truth as largely supported by the 

audience and not decried at all. The hostility or receptivity of the audience (and the way 

such information is mentioned in accounts) shapes the way we can interpret Truth's 

oration and its effects (Kathryn). We can never be sure of what actually occurred at the 

Convention, because Truth has been obscured and erased by these conflicting accounts. 

 Fortunately, we do have slightly better records for other female speakers, though only for 

white women. The Grimke sisters, for example, were public speaking partners. Sarah and 

Angelina Grimke worked together to present the case against slavery and in favor of women’s 

rights, and to arouse support and passion for their causes through public speaking. The sisters 

worked as a team: “Angelina was the doer, the activist, and Sarah was the thinker, the theorist” 



(Bizzell and Herzberg 1046). However, “opposition to the Grimke sisters’ activities soon 

emerged” and their public speeches were “increasingly attended by male hecklers who 

threatened violence” (1064). They were also formally “chastised in print” by a prominent female 

educator for “their position for immediate abolition but also [for] their ‘unwomanliness’ in 

defending it in public” (emphasis mine, 1064). Other male pastors similarly condemned them, 

and suggested that their public speaking was a result of “unchastity” and that one of the sisters 

would soon “appear on the platform nude” (1064). This bizarre leap from public speaking to 

nudity was a means to attack and undermine the Grimke’s as women and as moral authorities. 

Morality was one of the few virtues to which women were purported to have greater access than 

men. However, since the public stage was outside a woman’s “proper sphere,” the Grimke 

sisters’ moral authority was revoked by these appearances in the eyes of the public, leaving them 

vulnerable to attacks on their character and their value as women--and for unmarried women, a 

great deal of emphasis was placed on virginal modesty (1046). However, the most dramatic act 

of violence was undoubtedly when Angelina Grimke “delivered two powerful addresses against 

slavery . . . one in Philadelphia at the dedication of Pennsylvania Hall, which was burned to the 

ground by an angry mob shortly after she spoke” (1047). Following this, the sisters abandoned 

their public role, and moved to rural New Jersey.  

As demonstrated by these historical examples, it is important to consider the records of 

audience reactions as testimony to the context of how many social restraints these writers 

[were] under (Byron). The Grimke’s were prominent, moderately wealthy white sisters, but 

were so threatened and harassed that they were forced to abandon their goals and move to a 

different part of the country. Stewart’s arguments are held back by the expectation that [her] 

evidence needed the witness and voucher of white men, and she is at least partially erased and 



undermined by our glossing of the violence she faced. Likewise, the biography of Douglass 

emphasizes how he chafed under Garrison, who, even as an extremely decent and noble 

individual, still wanted Douglass to conform to telling the facts of his story and not 

developing political philosophy of his own (Byron). It apparently seemed impossible to white 

audiences that Douglass’ scarred body could convey a fundamental truth about the United States, 

and that he was worth listening to because of--not in spite of--his body and ideas. The more 

delicate, measured rhetoric of previous rhetoricians and philosophers, such as Blair’s polite 

society or Astell’s religious dialogues simply [would not] work under those conditions—the 

speakers needed to forcefully assert themselves onto the scene, because anything else 

[would have been] too easy to write off (Byron). While philosophers can be passionately 

vicious about their beliefs and risk social and legal consequences for their views (Hume in 

particular), [past rhetors did not face] the immediate danger and routine violence 

suffragettes and abolitionists were encountering in their efforts to obtain a public platform 

(Byron) .  
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