SOCIAL CONDITIONS INSPIRED WOMEN TO SPEAK UP --

IN SPEAKING UP WOMEN CHANGED HISTORY
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In the nineteenth century, the prevalent view was that . . . “ only by robbing woman of all her intellectual and creative resources can man protect his usurped power.  He will not even let you speak . . . particularly not in public, or to other women, for the public arena, which is a source of influence and intellectual improvement, has also been monopolized by man.”

Until the mid-nineteenth century, women were seen as naïve, childlike, and incapable of critical thinking; thus, they would be gullible, easy prey for the cunning, and would certainly not possess the qualities of leadership.  The church believed in the need to subjugate women to men’s domination because women were the weaker sex.  As a result, women’s divinely assigned role was to depend upon men for their existence.  Women’s lives were to be lived in the private, domestic world, caring for children and aging parents, and not attracting attention through any public displays of self-expression.  The earliest philosophers believed that women were intellectually inferior and were not biologically fit to be public people, much less the leaders of men.

The art of public speaking has been defined by men from the earliest times by classical Greeks whose interest in women was, shall we say, not even Platonic.  In those days, the speakers who excelled at rhetoric (another term for public speaking) were eloquent, critical thinkers with new ideas, clever and direct in their manner.  One would never accuse Plato, Socrates, or Cicero of being modest.

Let’s start with philosophers who defined what it means to be fully human.  Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) believed there was a biological basis for women’s inferiority and deformity:  Women were believed to be “more slanderous and likely to lie.”
  Plato (427-347 B.C.) believed that women were less competent than men were, but he also believed that some women were exceptional and could even rule. 

Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778 A.D.) believed nature dictated that women should obey and please men, be useful and pleasant.  An essay by the French philosopher proclaimed that a woman’s talents needed to be directed toward enhancing a man’s:

. . . she ought to make herself pleasing to him rather than to provoke him; her particular strength lies in her charms . . . . By their means she should compel him to discover his own strength and put it to use.

Napoleon (1769-1821 A.D.) saw women as having the primary function of being decorative; he defined them as property, saw their proper role as slaves to men and as machines for producing children.  However, John Stuart Mill (1806-1873 A.D.) viewed women in a revolutionary way when he wrote that women should have equality, be able to own property, be educated, and choose professions.
  The Subjection of Women was written in 1861, shortly after the death of Mill's wife, Harriet, but not published for another eight years.  The influence of his wife upon it was great, and Mill, who idealized her, wrote in his autobiography: 'all that is most striking and profound [in The Subjection] belongs to my wife.”  It has been argued that the book was basically written by her. 

In a spoof of what life might be like if women could vote, the British magazine Punch, asks:

“Who but women could represent women?" This question is asked in Parliament as well; many MPs feared that opening the vote to women would lead to women running for election and succeeding.

Alas, Mills’ progressive thinking was ignored until the American suffrage movement. Even Darwin believed that men’s mental powers were above that of women’s, based on their pre-eminence over women in many subjects.

The early Christian church admitted women when it was a religion of the downtrodden. By the time of St. Augustine, all that had changed. The church shaped attitudes toward women that limited their role to the domestic sphere of living. Women who became angry and challenged authority and the establishment were called “hysterics, bitches, scolds, fishwives, harpies, and magpies.”
 Women’s voices have been described in unflattering ways as shrieking or shrill, whiney, nagging, and harping. 
 Note the derogatory language used to describe women’s voices, which, in turn, reflect women’s supposedly irrational, and overly emotional nature. 

Before mainstream America was using “natural herbs” and non-western medical and spiritual practices to address ailments and disease, there were women who challenged conventional religious, and medical practice in medieval Europe and in colonial America. For their audacity, tens of thousands of these women were burned at the stake as witches. Like children, women were expected to be quiet and listen to their fathers, husbands, and church fathers; in other words, to be seen and not heard. Women’s silence was golden when men did all the talking. 

Historical documents confirm that women’s speech was the object of mockery and perceived as a demonstration of their emotional and irrational nature. For example, news reports, essays, fiction, and church documents describe women speakers as guilty of idle chatter. Women accused of gossiping about other people were forced to wear a headdress called a “scold’s bridle” as punishment. This device placed a bit in the woman’s mouth with a nail placed in such a way as to pierce her tongue if she tried to speak.
 

Interestingly, women were denied a right to free speech in a country that began with high principles. In colonial America, property (and public speaking) rights were only awarded to men. Women could not speak in public without fear of being hit with rotten vegetables or worse. Even today, you can find “the silent woman” in New England, which is a hand-carved wooden sculpture depicting a woman carrying her head under her arm as if it were a pumpkin. This is a telling reminder that husbands once thought that beheading wives was the only—and legitimate—way to silence a woman. 

Hold Your Tongue Or . . .

A woman who asked questions or was critical of the early American establishment was told to “hold your tongue.” Speaking up was so dangerous that most women swallowed their feelings and ideas, particularly if their words would lead to conflict and argument. One chilling example of why women may have agreed to become, in effect, a mute group, stands out. In 1640, Ann Hibbens argued with carpenters whose work she found poor and rates excessive. After they complained to the church fathers about her slanderous behavior, a lengthy church trial was held in Boston. Her embarrassed husband told the court that he had advised her to be quiet and sit still, but the court concluded that she “still demonstrated a restless spirit, and could not hold her tongue, as if she had more wit and care than her husband.” 
 For this sinful act of asking others to evaluate the true value of the carpenter’s work, and thus usurping her husband’s authority, she was described as a leper who needed to be cast out of her congregation, and was excommunicated. In 1656, two years after her husband’s death, Mrs. Hibbens was accused and convicted of witchcraft and executed. 

In early New England two centuries later, religious dogma disallowed women from having a voice in church affairs. Mistress Ann Hutchinson, a Calvinist, and Margaret Brent, a Catholic, shattered the barriers of religious dogma and social custom that had silenced women from speaking in public. Hutchinson organized quilting parties in her home and discussed religious beliefs with other women. Her eloquence and capacity for questioning conventional religious practice became public. Taking this role upon herself was seen to be heretical; she was accused at a trial that was described as more of an inquisition and at which she was accused of consorting with Satan. Hutchinson later left for a more liberal colony and was tragically killed by Indians. Seen as a forerunner to today’s modern “liberated” woman, Hutchinson accepted the role of wife and mother but also gave herself permission to speak for herself.

Brent, a Catholic, is best known for her appearance before the Maryland General Assembly in 1648 when she petitioned the assembly for the right to vote based on the fact that she was a landowner and an attorney for Lord Baltimore.  The members of the assembly were shocked that a woman would make such a request. Brent was refused, and Lord Baltimore used this opportunity to withdraw his favor from the Brent family, a politically beneficial move for him.  Following this action, life became very difficult for Brent and her family.  She eventually moved to Virginia, where she remained until her death. 

The statement made by Margaret Brent when she appeared before the Assembly was not, "Women should vote," but "Taxation without representation is tyranny,” which has since become well esteemed in American political philosophy.  
 The public speaking of these two women--Hutchinson and Brent--was not intended to and did not change the social or legal position of women, and it didn’t, until the Quakers allowed women to speak in public and, amazingly enough for the time, to be ordained as ministers.
 However, because women were not thought to possess the capacity for reason, Quaker women didn’t make the rules that governed their meetings.
 

Women’s Commencement into Public Address

The study of rhetoric has been a standard part of men’s education for many centuries, although such a course was not easily introduced into women’s schools. In A History of Women’s Education, Barbara Miller Solomon writes:

The basic contradiction between women’s education and their probable futures became obvious at their school commencements . . . . If ever a girl forgot her place at a graduation (from eighteenth century women’s academies), she was reminded, for usually young women were not allowed to read their parts at this public event; rather, their speeches were read by adult substitutes or were delivered personally at their private session.

Priscilla Mason, in her salutatorian oration at the Philadelphia Academy’s 1793 commencement, declared bluntly:

They have denied women a liberal education and now if we should prove capable of speaking, where could we speak? The Church, the Bar, the Senate are closed against us. Who shut them? Man, despotic man.

Public speaking was an important expression of masculinity associated with ministers, lawyers, and statesmen— not an occasion for ordinary men much less ordinary women. Even at liberal colleges such as coeducational Oberlin, the act of public speaking remained controversial for women. Nineteenth-century faculty remained divided on whether to permit women to speak in public. A few of the young women at Oberlin, led by abolitionist and feminist Lucy Stone, organized the first debating society ever formed among college girls. At first they held their meetings secretly in the woods, with sentinels on the watch to give warming of intruders and later at the home of an old black woman at the edge of the woods. Stone opened the first formal meeting with the following statement:

We shall leave this college with the reputation of a thorough collegiate course, yet not one of use has received any rhetorical or elocutionary training. Not one of us could state a question or argue it in successful debate. For this reason I have proposed the formation of this association.

Stone, who graduated from Oberlin in 1847, refused to write a commencement speech since she would not be allowed to read it. Ten years later, in 1857, Oberlin College finally allowed a woman to read her part at the public ceremony.
 The first woman from Massachusetts to receive a college degree, Stone swept through the country with her wonderful gift of oratory, interlacing her talks for the rights of slaves with her pleas for women’s rights.

For centuries, the women who spoke in public and displayed assertive traits have not only been seen as masculine and inappropriately aggressive but have been called lepers, described as consorting with the devil, and said to be in all ways sexually deviant. Those going against “nature” who did have the courage and wherewithal to raise their voices were mocked, humiliated, punished severely, or even killed for their outspokenness. Perhaps women know, deep down, that speaking in public about what they believe to be true and right can be a dangerous act in which we must be willing to risk everything, even our lives. But what is the alternative for an intelligent woman? Is it better to be silent, ignored, and dismissed? In earlier centuries, many women understandably chose safety and silence and lived with the consequences. Others had the courage to speak out and change society to improve the lives of blacks as slaves, the poor, and white middle class women who lacked legal status.

Women speakers have proposed what some would say are “radical” ideas for public debate and consideration that might uplift humanity, and yet books on American public address ignore their contributions and instead focus on outstanding male orators. Why? Stereotypes and prejudices acted as severe constraints in the rhetorical situation that few women dared to enter.
 Speaking in public was the height of assertiveness and attacked the most fundamental values of the cultural context in which it occurred.
 Speaking in a public voice meant that you were an aberration of the cult of true womanhood,” a collection of attitudes that associated “true” womanhood with the home and family.
  As a result, women speakers were given little recognition in the press, which is why it’s so difficult to find documentation of speeches given by women in early America. 

No surprise then that there is a paucity of historical material on women and speechmaking. The body of knowledge about public address has been impoverished by the general lack of interest in women’s role as advocates for change. There is also a lack of interest concerning particular women who have raised the country’s consciousness on a wide range of social problems beyond those commonly thought of as “women’s issues.” Until the 1970s and ’80s, editors of public address anthologies and textbooks didn’t include many (and certainly not) comprehensive references to women speakers.

Role Models Marched Throughout History

Women involved in political and social movements overcame sexist attitudes in order to speak their minds about controversial issues of the day, many of which remain controversial even today: race relations, the status of women, the use of alcohol and its impact on the family, property rights, and laws governing marriage and divorce. Economic, social, and political conditions changed enough by the nineteenth century that there were new opportunities for women to challenge the status quo. More often than not, religious women first dared to raise their voice. Their history is also ours, and it will help provide a context for understanding why it is a risky business indeed for American women to speak up, even today, in our more liberated era.

If you took an American History class, you are at least somewhat familiar with women leaders such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucy Stone who were conventional in their speech, dress, and behavior so as not to distract from their radical message, but there were many other courageous and eloquent women defied the same social prohibitions against women’s public speech. For example, Deborah Sampson Gannett fascinated audiences by lecturing about her experiences serving in the Revolutionary War disguised as a male. In 1828, Frances Wright, a Scot, used her dress and appearance to help shake up the public consciousness and gain attention. At six feet tall and described as attractive, she dressed in ways that were considered distinctly unfeminine in those days, wearing pants and short curly hair. 
 She shocked audiences of men and women, with her views against slavery, interracial marriage, free love, universal education, religious freedom, and equality for women. 

Wright was the first woman to ascend the platform and have her remarks publicly recorded. An extraordinary intellectual considered a radical for her ideas, she was vilified by the church and the press as being a threat to the family unit. She drew large audiences but aroused immense hostility as a “disgusting exhibition of female impudence,”
 and was called “the Priestess of Beelzebub,” “voluptuous preacher of licentiousness,” and the “Great Red Harlot of Infidelity.”
 Scholars now believe that Wright recognized that women are historically “invisible” in history; in order to address this bias, she urged women to participate in the construction of knowledge and not merely to receive knowledge that has been created by men. She was a woman ahead of her time. In the sixties, she would have been a member of the radical “Redstockings” group that picketed the Miss America Pageant and tossed bras in the trash. Today she'd probably have a column in Ms. magazine. 
Four years later, Maria W. Stewart addressed controversial issues. She was a black woman who became a respected speaker who was probably the first woman in the U.S. to speak publicly to both men and women, addressing black audiences. The fact that she was paid for her speeches in that era was amazing, and a comment on how her audiences valued her eloquence. The opposition she encountered was enough to cause her to finally cease speaking in public in 1833. Before she did, however, she defended women’s right to speak in public by referring to the scripture:

What if I am a woman; is not the God of ancient times the God of these modern days? Did he not raise up Deborah to be a mother and a judge in Israel? Did not Queen Esther save the lives of the Jews? And Mary Magdalene first declare the resurrection of Christ from the dead? . . .  God should raise up your own females to strive, by their example both in public and private, to assist those who are endeavoring to stop the strong current of prejudice that flows so profusely against us at present. No longer ridicule their efforts, it will be counted for sin.

Most of us wouldn’t know that there were nineteenth-century women who were willing to risk everything to speak up for equality--first for black slaves and temperance and then for women’s right to vote, to own property, to divorce, and to reform standards of dress. The vicious opposition that they encountered was leveled not just at their causes, but at them personally as women.  Stewart delivered only five speeches from 1831 to 1833 and then disappeared from the stage.

Lucy Stone was the eighth of nine children born into extreme poverty. Her biography indicates the attempts to break her spirit and how her father mocked her looks and denied her access to education and books. Stone became a great orator and was called the “morning star” of the women’s rights movement, giving her first public lecture in 1847, many years before it was permissible for women to speak publicly. Saving enough money to attend college, she challenged the double standard that allowed young men to study and hold debates as part of their studies in rhetoric while women were only allowed to sit in the audience. She and her best friend persuaded the head of the department to let them debate. Even though their performance was found to be brilliant, the college authorities forbade any repetition of the experiment.
 Later, Stone organized a debating society for women that met clandestinely in the woods because even at Oberlin it was considered outrageous for women to practice public speaking. It was acceptable for women to speak on the same platform with other women but not with other men; the latter action would have been considered a direct defiance of a divine command.

Grass roots activism began the struggle for women’s rights in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. Women were beginning to take to platforms across America and lead reform movements because they had certain beliefs about what was right and fair and just. They believed that it was worth taking the risks necessary to criticize the establishment if their speeches could improve society for the better. Their history provides a frame of reference for evaluating women’s position in the modern world. 

As women evolved as speakers and learned more about the political process, they began to address the issues that were tied to technological advances and industrialization. The woman’s suffrage movement, which began in the northeastern United States, developed in the context of antebellum reform. Many women including Sarah and Angelina Grimke, Abby Kelly, Lucretia Mott, and Lucy Stone began speaking out for women's rights when their efforts to participate equally with men in the great reform movements of the day--including antislavery and temperance--were rebuffed. These early feminists demanded a wide range of changes in woman's social, moral, legal, educational, and economic status; the right to vote was not their initial focus. Indeed, those present at the Seneca Falls Convention regarded the resolution demanding the vote as the most extreme of all their demands, and adopted it by a narrow margin at the insistence of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Frederick Douglass. 

After the Civil War, women's rights leaders saw enfranchisement as one of the most important, perhaps the most important of their goals. They were extremely disappointed when the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments did not provide universal suffrage for all Americans, but extended the franchise only to black men. Indeed, the women's rights movement divided acrimoniously in 1869 largely over the issue of whether or not to support ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment.
By the dawn of the twentieth century, women were addressing issues such as prison reform, birth control, the labor movement, sex education, childcare, and peace. Many spoke on behalf of the poor and downtrodden. Women became more familiar figures pictured at the front of a crowd, leading reform efforts.

When nineteenth century women asserted themselves, they took advantage of a basic right of all U.S. citizens: the right of free speech. Most women were reformers who perceived political and economic issues as moral. By speaking out for themselves, women began to expose the hypocrisy that permeated government. Women brought attention to the underlying moral inconsistencies in the American social, economic, and political system as well as the narrowness of the American mind with its prescribed definition of male and female roles.
 As opposed to male speakers in every period of American history, women’s rhetoric is nonviolent even when the appalling social conditions they described would take a revolution to change.

Angelina and Sarah Grimke were the ultimate role models and mentors for early American women. They began by speaking to women in sewing circles and private parlors on the subject of slavery. Angelina soon took the position that women could certainly be effective agents of change--they could read, pray, speak, and act. She urged them to try their hands at private persuasion: 

Speak to your relatives, friends, acquaintances and be not afraid . . . to let your sentiments be known.

Later, the Grimke sisters trained others to become public speakers by presenting, discussing, and refuting all objections to abolitionism and then preparing model speeches to take on the road. They broke the barriers to having women speak in public places by speaking to packed houses, first addressing only women and then later both women and men. During a twenty-three week period of intense travel, they spoke to at least eighty-eight groups in sixty-seven towns and to a minimum of 40,500 people.
 They disappeared mysteriously from the public stage shortly thereafter. 

The members of the clergy, who did not appreciate their criticisms, launched a tirade against disagreeable women in general and against the Grimke sisters in particular, reminding them that their only power lay in dependency on men. The press described them as old maids anxious to attract men, or as cranks. You might agree that Sarah Grimke was disagreeable in that, at the time:

She does not ask, she demands; she does not flatter, she decries; she does not appease, she defies. She makes no allowances for male pride or vanity but instead frequently indulges in an expose of them and holds them up to ridicule.

Sarah Grimke argued that women have been coaxed into believing that they need to remain backstage, to be “private and unobtrusive,”
 and that she has “let her light be hidden underneath the bushel basket.”
 She was the first intellectual to identify the “double-standard”--that is, what is virtue in man is vice in woman. As long as men define women in relation to themselves and their own needs, she believed that men cannot advise women about their lives.

Sojourner Truth modeled the successful use of extemporaneous speaking skills. She was one of a small group of African Americans involved in efforts to abolish slavery, to achieve women’s rights, and to plan economic assistance for freed slaves after the war. She also worked on religious causes.
 She was the first woman’s rights activist to attempt to refute claims that women were intellectually inferior to men and therefore didn’t need as many opportunities in life. Her style was colloquial and extemporaneous, heavily laced with humor. Challenging the nineteenth century view of femininity, she asserted at an Ohio Women’s Rights Convention in 1852:

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?

In the 1850s, women speakers used intellectually sophisticated and contemporary techniques, such as paradoxical thinking, to show listeners how their behavior was the very opposite of what they said they believed in. They challenged their listeners to reconsider whether their lives reflected principles of truth, justice, and fairness. They were particularly committed to elucidating the ways lawmakers, church leaders, and politicians rationalized God’s law to support (1) women’s unequal status and (2) the persistence of slavery as part of the economy.

Susan B. Anthony demonstrated the ability of women to pursue public speaking as a profession. As a leader of the women’s rights movement, Anthony spoke in many public settings, including the state legislatures and the U.S. Congress, in order to focus public debate on the issue of women’s right to vote. Issues related to marriage and divorce, including property rights, figured into debates of women’s selfhood and remain provocative and relevant even today. Susan B. Anthony, who has been acknowledged as an eloquent and brilliant speaker, became the first woman to earn her living through public speaking.
Elizabeth Cady Stanton exposed public speaking as an ideal forum to present intellectual and brilliant commentary. She worked closely with Susan B. Anthony, attacked male superiority, and confronted the problem of socialization, arguing that man “had been educated to believe that she…differs from him so materially that he cannot judge her thoughts, feelings, and opinions by his own.” She believed profoundly that a “fundamental right of woman was to describe the world, in her own terms, and to have her description treated as valid.”
 Stanton overcame her reticence to speak out in public because she believed so deeply in the cause of women’s suffrage. Stanton spoke about being inspired by Joan of Arc, someone who overcame hostility, contempt, and ridicule when she led her crusade for the King of France. As a result, Stanton began to refer to what she then called ‘the crusade’ to achieve women’s full equality. She and Susan B. Anthony were joined deeply in the political struggle; they offered one another support and synergy as they creatively analyzed how to overcome obstacles to achieving their mutual goals. Lucretia Mott, another speaker at the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 became a role model for Stanton because she saw that Mott could not be intimidated by abuse, ridicule, or ostracism by members of ‘polite society,’ including the Quakers. 

Did you know that Anthony and Stanton had public speaking careers that spanned nearly fifty years? You wouldn’t be alone if you didn’t. For most of us, the speeches, debates, and trials of the nineteenth and early twentieth century were not included in most public school textbooks and we were ignorant of the brilliantly assertive women who came before us. Many of their radical ideas about marriage, child-rearing, racial equality, civil rights, and the separation of church and state continue to be controversial and timely as we continue to debate when life begins (e.g., in vitro fertilization and reproductive choice) and ends (e.g., euthanasia). 


This trend of ignoring women speakers continues. What journal or website is recording contemporary women’s speeches on these subjects for posterity? Even Vital Speeches, the established monthly journal that provides texts of speeches, rarely presents speeches delivered by women; rather, it includes speeches by men who are corporate and political leaders with few exceptions. A librarian at Sweet Briar College became so frustrated at the difficulty of accommodating student’s requests for examples of speeches given by women that she was instrumental in creating Gifts of Speech, which now provides Internet access to speeches by women on their website.
 

Women who spoke up in the nineteenth century had at least one issue that they cared about which motivated them to speak up. They were even criticized by men who agreed with their position but who disagreed with their outspoken behavior. That was the last straw, and they became activists for women’s right to speak. Women today don’t encounter the same level of opposition that our foremothers did but audiences today remain inclined to not take women seriously as leaders – even if they have the experience and qualifications to be leaders- simply because they are women. 

In this chapter, we presented a brief overview of women speakers whose lives as activists were doubly difficult simply because they were women. However, they were also heroic figures who challenged the status quo and spoke up against slavery, for temperance, women’s legal rights, and the low pay and position of teachers. Ultimately, they helped free the slaves and won the right to vote. The abolitionists’ and suffragettes’ capacity for eloquence remains inspiring. A recent book on the subject of women’s speechmaking by Kennedy and O’Shields found that nineteenth century speakers were not just outstanding orators but possessed three personal traits such as personal credibility, intelligence, and devotion to their work.
 These three traits are not perceived as typical of “feminine” characteristics. 

What lessons do we learn from women’s lives as speakers in colonial America? First, public speaking was and still is a man’s domain of authority and influence, as it was during the first three centuries of American history. Being trivialized, marginalized, and criticized based on a double standard for male and female speakers may understandably make you more reticent to speak up, or more nervous when you do. However, women did change the course of history when they debated the most critical social issues of their time. Second, if you have a message that you care about, you will be more prepared to withstand criticisms about your presentation or speech that occur simply because you are a woman. Your remarks may be ignored at first, you may feel invisible and discouraged, even when you’ve secured a place at the table; however, if you persevere and remain tenacious, you will eventually be seen and heard. Third, like the pioneering nineteenth century women who asserted their radical ideas for creating a more equal society through public speaking, you, too, can have an impact on public opinion-in your workplace, neighborhood, or public school system--and effect significant social change. If you care more about your issue than what people think, so much so that you believe it is important to speak up, you now know that you are in good company.
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