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FANNIE LOU HAMER
The Unquenchable Spirit of the Civil

Rights Movement

JANICE D. HAMLET
Shippensburg University

She was not some ethereal being who lived unscathed amid poverty.
Her health and formal education were severely stunted by her
surroundings; her penetrating analysis of society was at times
dismissed by those who picked apart her unlettered grammar or
could hear only her Delta dialect. She was thoroughly human: she
snored, she cracked earthly jokes, she mimicked bigoted people. She
understood the fears held by violent whites&mdash;suffered as a result of
them&mdash;but she did not hate them for she was a true Christian. She
often was undiplomatic: she could flay a public official or those less
resolute than she on a moment’s notice. She was not perfect, but she
was, to many who worked with her, the most inspirational person
they ever knew. They drew from her and Mississippians like her a
self-confidence that helped them later in facing their own difficul-
ties, achieving their own successes.

&mdash;Mills (1993, p. 3)

Fannie Lou Hamer was a poor, stocky, uneducated woman who
had spent most of her life as a sharecropper in rural Mississippi.
She was 45 years old when civil rights workers came to her town
in 1962 to encourage African Americans to register to vote. Al-
though she was aware that any African Americans who attempted
to register would be doing so at a tremendous risk to themselves
and their families, she was among the first to volunteer. The
experience changed her life. Consequently, she spent the remaining
15 years of her life as a civil rights activist and emerged as one of
the most compelling spokespersons in the civil rights movement.
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This essay focuses on the exemplary work of Hamer. In so doing,
it examines the power of ethos and image in public address as
illustrated in Hamer’s rhetorical behavior.

THE ROLE OF ETHOS

AND IMAGE IN PUBLIC ADDRESS

A rhetor’s ethos, how he or she is regarded by society, is based
on the individual’s public image as constructed in the minds of an
audience. What contributes to ethos? Historical and contemporary
research pinpoints four components that go into the shaping of one’s
ethos: character, intelligence, goodwill, and charisma (Golden,
Berquist, & Coleman, 1989). These components are significant
because when an audience comes to believe that a gap exists
between what a rhetor says and how he or she behaves, the rhetor
loses much of his or her persuasive affect or credibility.

First, a rhetor’s character is made up of his or her mental and
ethical traits. Audiences are more likely to trust and believe a rhetor
who is perceived to be honest, trustworthy, dependable, strong, and
steadfast (Verderber, 1993, p. 412).

Second, when listeners conclude that a rhetor is not knowledge-
able or that he or she has not probed deeply into the subject matter,
listeners lose interest and respect (Golden et al., 1989).

Goodwill, also referred to as identification, occurs when a rhetor
shares common values with an audience. The rhetor associates the

hopes, aspirations, and beliefs of the audience with those of his or
her own (Golden et al., 1989).

Finally, there exists a powerful quality called charisma. Charisma
may be derived from a rhetor’s observable talent, achievements,
occupational position and status, personality and appearance, style,
and overall experience. The relevance of charisma as an aspect of
ethos is especially strong in politics where &dquo;the decision of a single
individual may have profound effects on the lives of millions&dquo;
(Boulding, 1971, p. 98).
When these four components-character, intelligence, good-

will, and charisma-are combined, they form a public image that
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affects the outcome of the rhetor’s communication efforts (Golden
et al., 1989).

If the message is the most important aspect of rhetoric, it is the
source’s perceived relationship with the message that seems to be
the prime persuasive factor. Whatever the setting, the audience
hopes to see in the rhetor a lifestyle and communication perfor-
mance that conforms to these components (Golden et al., 1989).
An examination of Hamer’s rhetorical behavior and speeches

reveals that, in seeking to mobilize African Americans and to
transform all Americans for the cause of civil rights, Hamer’s best
rhetorical strategy was her use of ethos communicated through her
rich contralto voice.

What an audience believes about the personal qualities of a rhetor
is viewed as a major factor in how it responds to the message. The
extent to which character, intelligence, goodwill, and charisma are
attributed to the rhetor is determined by his or her reputation with
the audience and the audience’s subsequent perception as a result
of its exposure to the rhetorical act (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991).

Concerning audience perceptions of Hamer’s rhetorical behav-
ior, one observer noted,

She was something to watch. Here was this badly educated, won-
derful woman who was able to communicate at a most comfortable
level with people who were infinitely more educated than she, more
traveled than she.... Our kids were then in high school and junior
high school and the two of them were at her feet soaking it up. She
was funny, and she was loving. She was a very endearing person.
Everybody felt special about Mrs. Hamer. Everybody had that
connection with her, and she obviously gave it back to you. She gave
it to you and she got it right back. It was that kind of love connection
that was her trademark. (Mills, 1993, p. 178)

THE DEVELOPMENT OF
HAMER’S ETHOS AND PUBLIC IMAGE

Hamer’s participation in the civil rights movement seemed to
have come from an intense desire to do something about the way
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she and other African Americans had been forced to live (Reagon,
1990).

Born Fannie Lou Townsend in rural Montgomery County, Mis-
sissippi, in 1917, Hamer was the youngest of 20 children. Watching
her parents struggle in a system designed to keep them oppressed,
Hamer came to realize at an early age that something was wrong
in Mississippi. She grew up determined to change things, even at
the expense of her own life (Locke, 1990). She longed for the time
when African Americans would stand up and be respected as
humans and counted in the political process. Hamer’s aim was not
mere inclusion in the political process but also freedom. She would
settle for nothing less than liberation. This was her vision for
African Americans, and she spent all of her adult life fighting to
make this vision a reality. Although her entry into the struggle for
civil rights came several years later, she was a young woman with
a vision of freedom and an unrelentless drive to obtain it.

After marrying Perry Hamer in 1944, Hamer worked as a share-
cropper and timekeeper on a plantation for 18 years. In August
1962, she went to her first civil rights mass meeting held in her
hometown of Ruleville, where James Forman of the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and James Bevel of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference spoke. Hamer had spent
all her life in Sunflower County, Mississippi, not knowing that
African Americans elsewhere had the right to register to vote. But
when she heard the civil rights workers, it was as if a whole new
vision of the world opened up to her (Raines, 1977, p. 249). Hamer
was so inspired by their speeches that she volunteered along with
17 others to go to the Indianolo County courthouse to try to register
(Locke, 1990).
On August 31,1962, Hamer and the other members of the group

arrived at the Indianolo courthouse. They were met with hostility.
The applicants had to take literacy tests by reading and interpreting
sections of the Mississippi state constitution, a process that took all
day for the group to complete. On completion, they were not
informed if they had passed or failed (Locke, 1990).

After leaving the courthouse, the group’s bus was intercepted by
local authorities, who ordered them back to the courthouse. The
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driver was fined $100 for driving a bus of the wrong color. He was
taken back to Indianola. While the driver was away, the people on
the bus became restless and afraid.

They didn’t know what was going on. They began to talk about their
fear, to worry. In the midst of all their grumbling about the problems,
a voice, a song, a church song, just kind of smoothly came out of
the group. &dquo;Down by the Riverside,&dquo; or &dquo;Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody
Turn Me Around.&dquo; &dquo;This Little Light of Mine.&dquo; That voice was
Fannie Lou Hamer’s. Her singing calmed many of the riders on the
bus. It carried over the nervous chatter and it soothed even as it

inspired. (Mills, 1993, p. 37)

This was the first time that Hamer used her singing talent as a
source for public service. The driver returned to the bus after paying
a $30 fine, and the group continued its journey back to Ruleville
(Mills, 1993).
When Hamer arrived home, she learned that her boss was angry

that she had tried to register and ordered her to remove her name
from the list. Because she refused, she was fired and ordered off
the plantation. Then, 10 days later, somebody fired 16 bullets into
the house to which friends had taken her. She also received word
that she had failed the literacy test, but she informed the register
that she would return every 30 days until she passed. She eventually
passed the test in January 1963 (Locke, 1990).

Because she stood up for her rights, Hamer and her family
frequently faced intimidation and harassment. Her husband and
daughter were arrested and lost their jobs. She received a $9,000
water bill for a house that did not have running water. She was shot
at from a speeding car, and police entered her home without a search
warrant (Locke, 1990).

But the most devastating experience that Hamer endured hap-
pened in 1963. Hamer left Mississippi with a few SNCC workers
on June 3 to attend a voter registration workshop in Charleston, South
Carolina. The workshop lasted until June 8, when her group
boarded a Continental ’I~railways bus for the return trip to Rulesville.
She and another female worker were arrested in Winona and viciously
beaten at the hands of Mississippi law enforcement officers.
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Hamer recalled,

I was carried out of that cell into another cell where they had two
Negro prisoners. The state highway patrolman ordered the first
Negro to take the blackjack. The first Negro prisoner ordered me,
by orders from the state highway patrolman for me, to lay down on
a bunk bed on my face, and I laid on my face. The first Negro began
to beat, and I was beat by the first Negro until he was exhausted,
and I was holding my hands behind me at that time on my left side
because I suffered from polio when I was six years old. After the
first Negro had beat until he was exhausted, the state highway
patrolman ordered the second Negro to take the blackjack.
The second Negro began to beat and I began to work my feet, and
the state highway patrolman ordered the first Negro who had beat
[me] to set on my feet to keep me from working my feet. I began to
scream and one white man got up and began to beat me in my head
and tell me to hush. One white man-my dress had worked up high,
he walked over and pulled my dress down and he pulled my dress
back, back up. (quoted in Mills, 1993, p. 120)

Hamer’s beating left her with a permanent kidney injury and a
blood clot in the artery in her left eye (Rubel, 1990, p. 74). Despite
this, she became an activist of the civil rights movement, serving
as a field secretary for the SNCC, working with voter registration,
helping to develop welfare programs, and circulating petitions to
secure federal commodities for needy African American families
(Locke, 1990). But it was her forceful oratory and her personal
courage that would remain stamped in the minds of many Missis-
sippians and other Americans during the coming years of the
movement.

HAMER’S MANAGEMENT OF ETHOS

Hamer believed that what she had experienced was not for her
alone. Others could be moved by the power of her experiences and
the sincerity in which she told about them. This was her most
important attribute in mobilizing African Americans in Mississippi
and across the South.
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The worth of a rhetorical act is measured in terms of how well
the rhetor’s management of ethos with the audience, the occasion,
and the construction of the message is able to elicit a response from
the audience (Rybacki & Rybacki,1991 ). An evaluation of Hamer’s
management of ethos considers both the credibility she brought to
each speaking situation and what she added to each rhetorical
situation. Hamer drew her inspiration from several sources: her
mother, surviving poverty, the desire to help others, believing in the
promises of the U.S. Constitution despite her brutal experiences
with racism at the hands of law officers, and her talent as a gospel
singer. Her greatest source of inspiration, however, was her un-
quenchable spirituality and honesty.

The Nashville conference of the SNCC launched Hamer into the

spotlight as a spokesperson for the civil rights movement. Her
rhetorical strategy consisted of combining her own experiences
with a shrewd analysis of economic and political power in the
United States and of steps that African Americans and poor Whites
needed to take to obtain equal benefits in America. Her unlettered
voice gave her words a power that no amount of grammatical
correctness could have infused (Mills, 1993, p. 85).
As a rhetor, Hamer exemplified a high level of intelligence in

crafting messages that were based on African American culture and
Christian principles. She rarely spoke from a prepared text (Mills,
1993, p. 44) but allowed her ideas to flow through riveting personal
testimonies and hard truths about the state of America. She usually
ended each message with a song in the tradition of the African
American church, thus creating a bond with other African Americans.

According to Eleanor Holmes Norton, who recalls hearing vir-
tually all of the major orators of the civil rights movement, Hamer
may have had no equal, save only Martin Luther King, Jr. (Mills,
1993). What captured Norton’s respect was Hamer’s capacity to
put together a mosaic of coherent thought about freedom and justice
so that, when it was all through, you knew what you had heard
because it held together with wonderful cohesion.

Her speeches had themes. They had lessons. They had principles.
And then when you had heard all that said with such extraordinary
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brillianc~like wow, that’s what it is. She had put her finger on
something truly important that all of us had felt but she had said.
You heard that all the time. What really gets you is that person
somehow concretizes an idea that you had never quite been able to
fully form. And she did that in this extraordinary ringing style and
then endedup singing &dquo;This Little Light ofMine.&dquo; You never needed
to hear anybody else speak again. (p. 85)

Intriguing evidence of Hamer’s management of ethos is found
in the speeches themselves. Hamer often acknowledged public
concern with what was wrong in America and demonstrated the

power of goodwill in offering solutions. For example, she often told
audiences that she never knew what would happen to her from day
to day in her quest for political freedom, but she was convinced that
political freedom was worth achieving. In one speech, she noted
that

the ballot is good. If it wasn’t good, how come he [Whites] trying
to keep you from it and he still doing it? Don’t be foolish, folks.
They go in there [courthouse] by the droves and they have guns to
keep us out of there.... And if that’s good enough for them I want
some of it too. (Hamer, 1963a)

In another speech, she advised,

We have to build our own power. We have to win every single
political office we can, where we have a majority of black people.
... The question for black people is not, when is the white man
going to give us our rights, or when is he going to give good
education for our children, or when is he going to give us jobs-if
the white man gives you anything-just remember when he gets
ready he will take it right back. We have to take for ourselves.
(Hamer, 1972, p. 609)

Looking at the economic reality of slavery and racism, Hamer
blended a familiarity with God with her personal history and
Christian principles to make her point.

A house divided against itself cannot stand. America is divided
against itself and without them considering us as human beings one
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day America will crumble! Because God is not pleased! God is not
pleased with all the murdering and all the brutality and all the killing
for no reason at all. God is not pleased that the Negro children in
the state of Mississippi are suffering from malnutrition. God is not
pleased because we have to go raggedy and work from ten to eleven
hours for three lousy dollars! And then how can they say that in ten
years’ time we will force every Negro out of the state of Mississippi.
But I want these people to take a good look at themselves, and after
they have sent the Chinese back to China, the Jews back to Jerusa-
lem, and give the Indian their land back; they take the Mayflower
back from where they came, the Negro will still be in Mississippi!
We don’t have anything to be ashamed of in Mississippi and actually
we don’t carry guns, because we don’t have anything to hide.
(Hamer, 1963b)

As noted by Rybacki and Rybacki (1991), most contemporary
speaking, particularly public speaking, is addressed to multiple
audiences. The rhetor who seeks to avoid offending any segment
of an audience may create a bland, indecisive rhetorical act, which
can decrease his or her ethos and would constitute mismanagement
of whatever resources of ethos the rhetor had with various segments
of the audience (p. 45). But it is equally important to note that this
was a trivial matter to a Hamer, and she never allowed what other

people thought about her to influence or discourage her.
Part of Hamer’s main agenda was to get White people to under-

stand that they could not destroy African Americans without de-
stroying themselves (Grant, 1990). In one speech, she noted,

We have the same problems from coast to coast. The future for black
people in America is the same as the future for white people in
America. Our chances are the same. If you survive, we will too. If
we crumble, you are going to crumble too. (Hamer, 1968)

In another speech, she talked about women. In the opening part
of the speech, she spoke to White women.

You know I work for the liberation of all people, because when I
liberate myself, I’m liberating other people. But you know, some-
times I really feel sorrier for the white women than I feel for
ourselves because she been caught up in this thing, caught up feeling
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special, and folks, I’m going to put it on the line, because my job is
not to make people feel comfortable. You’ve been caught up in this
thing because you know, you worked my grandmother, and after
that you worked my mother, and then finally you got ahold of me.
(Hamer, 1972, p. 609)

In speaking to issues like this, Hamer was timeless and relentless
in her honesty. Coming out of the poorest state in the nation, from
one of the poorest classes, Hamer was also relentlessly frank about
the way some college-educated African American women had
difficulty embracing her as their sister (Reagon, 1990).

A few years ago throughout the country the middle class black
women-I used to say not really black women, but the middle class
colored women-didn’t respect the kind of work that I was doing.
But you see now baby, whether you have a Ph.D., DD, or no D,
we’re in this bag together. Not to fight to liberate ourselves from the
men-this is another trick to get us fighting among ourselves-but
to work together with black men. And then we will have a better
chance to just act as human beings and be treated as human beings
in our sick society. (Hamer, 1972, p. 609)

Hamer’s view on the partnership between African American
men and women was not a congenial one. But, as a leader in the
movement and in her community, she did not hesitate to criticize
men who wanted to lead but lacked the courage. She believed that

leadership came from hard work and commitment and was not
preordained by gender as was believed by many of the male leaders
of the movement. She clearly stated her position on this issue when
urging people to face the danger: &dquo;You see the thing what so pitiful
about it, the men been wanting to be the boss all these years, and
the ones not up under the house is under the bed&dquo; (Hamer, 1963a).

Hamer also had a realistic sense of how she was perceived by
the African American community as a whole. She understood and

spoke about the power of class in paralyzing people to organize
against their own oppression (Locke, 1990).

You see in this struggle, some people say, well she don’t talk too
good. The type of education that we get here, years to come, you
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won’t talk too good. The type of education that we get in the state
of Mississippi will make our minds so narrow, it won’t coordinate
with our big bodies. We know we have a long fight, because our
leaders, like the preachers and the teachers, they are failing to stand
up today. But we know some of the reasons for that. This brain-
washed education that the teachers have got. (Hamer, 1963b)

Through Hamer’s messages, she sought to bring America face
to face with its hypocrisy and bring to the forefront the notion that
no one group is truly free unless everyone is free.

She would cajole audiences, scold them for not daring to take action,
then embraced them by sharing their own hopes and fears with them.
She poked fun at cowardly men. She mimicked people others would
dare not mimic like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. She criticized

presidents and she shamed people who had suffered less than she
had into daring to do as much as she and others were doing. She
berated educated people who were not doing what she was trying
to do with less schooling. She urged her neighbors not to hate whites
but to help them-sometimes suggesting that they help them out of
office. She urged her northern friends to contribute money or time
to that effort. (Mills, 1993, p. 44)

Many were drawn to the movement because of the sincerity of
Hamer’s character and the power of her testimonies. Because of
her ability to capture the essence of the struggle in Mississippi in a
forceful language that all could understand, Hamer was in demand
as a public speaker throughout the United States as well as abroad.
The peak of Hamer’s political activism, however, came at the

1964 Democratic National Convention. It was here that Hamer and
several others set the wheels in motion for the formation of the

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). The formation of
the MFDP in 1964 was one of the most compelling actions taken
as a part of the &dquo;Freedom Summer&dquo; program initiated by the
Council of Federated Organizations (Locke, 1990).

Because the all-White Democratic Party would not let them in,
Mississippi’s African Americans formed their own integrated party.
Hamer was elected its vice chairperson. This was considered a great
honor for Hamer because it showed how important she had become
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to the civil rights movement in Mississippi. The goal of the orga-
nization was to dramatize to the nation the exclusion of African
Americans in the voting process by the Mississippi Democratic
Party. In so doing, the party wanted to be seated as Mississippi’s
legal delegation. A compromise was offered: Of the 68 MFDP
delegates, 2 would be given seats. After an emotional speech by
Hamer, however, the MFDP rejected the compromise. &dquo;We didn’t
come all this way for no two seats when all of us is tired, said
Hamer&dquo; (quoted in Rubel, 1990, p. 35).
On the first day of the Democratic Convention, Hamer spoke on

behalf of the MFDP. Addressing the Credentials Committee, she
recounted the atrocities committed against the African American
citizens of Mississippi. She also spoke of the abuse she had suffered
at the hands of Mississippi law enforcement officers when she was
beaten in a jail cell.

After her dramatic testimony, Hamer wept before the committee
and before the millions of Americans watching the proceedings on
television. In her closing statement, she challenged the committee
to do the right thing (Williams, 1987).

All of this is on account we want to register, to become first-class
citizens, and if the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now, I
question America.... Is this America? The land of the free and the
home of the brave? Where we have to sleep with our telephone off
the hook, because our lives be threatened daily because we want to
live as decent human beings in America? (Hamer, 1964, p. 549)

President Lyndon B. Johnson attempted to block the live cover-
age of the Credentials Committee by hastily scheduling a press
conference to preempt the proceedings. Although he managed to
block the committee proceedings, he was unable to prevent the
broadcast of Hamer’s testimony on evening news programs. This
coverage led to a deluge of calls and telegrams to the Credentials
Committee in support of the MFDP challenge. Later at the conven-
tion, Hamer captivated the American consciousness by singing Go
Tell It On the Mountain. At that moment, she became a national

symbol of the movement (Williams, 1987).
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Under Hamer’s leadership, the MFDP continued its fight for
legitimacy in the Democratic Party. The party had candidates run
against the regular candidates in the following congressional elec-
tion. Hamer was one of these candidates. She knew that her chances
of winning were slim, but she argued that she was running because
she wanted to show people that African Americans could run for
public office. When confronted by a White man who said that
Whites were getting tired of the civil rights movement, Hamer
responded,

I have been tired for 46 years and my parents were tired before me
and their parents were tired; and I have always wanted to do
something that would help some of the things I would see going on
among Negroes that I didn’t like then and I don’t like now.... All
my life I’ve been sick and tired. Now I’m sick and tired of being
sick and tired. (Hamer, 1964, p. 549)

Hamer challenged the political structure of Mississippi. Although
she was unsuccessful in gaining a seat in Congress, her struggle
was not in vain. Under her leadership, the MFDP left its mark on
national Democratic Party politics. African Americans became
tireless in their efforts to win their rightful position in the political
process (Reagon, 1990).
By the late 1960s, Hamer and the civil rights movement strug-

gled to consolidate their gains. In the process, the movement lost
key leaders and others who had been active in the voting rights
movement were shifting directions. Although she was often ill,
Hamer stayed active in the movement, especially with voting
registration (Mills, 1993). She continued to encourage people to
take control over their lives by registering to vote and then going
to the polls.
A rhetor’s ethos is not constant. It can vary over time, particu-

larly as it pertains to his or her prior reputation. It may also vary
from audience to audience, simultaneously being seen as possess-
ing character, intelligence, goodwill, and charisma by one audience
while being reviled as incompetent, a charlatan, and a demagogue
by another (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991, p. 45).
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In spite of Hamer’s experiences and accomplishments, some
people-both African Americans and Whites-remained at odds with
her. Some of this antipathy stemmed from her speeches, and some
stemmed from the uneducated way in which she delivered them.
Mills notes that Hamer butchered grammar, so much so that when she
was invited to receive an honorary degree at 7bugaboo College
(Mississippi) in 1969, some of the middle class &dquo;bourgeois&dquo; alumni
from the school objected. But she was awarded the degree anyway
as well as one from Howard University 3 years later (Rybacki &

Rybacki, 1991, pp. 248-249). Hamer told an audience that because
of her poor education, King’s widow, Coretta Scott King, did not
want to appear on the same platform with her on one occasion.
Hamer said, &dquo;I may not have all the education but I do have common
sense, and I know how to treat people&dquo; (p. 249). Statements such
as this were Hamer’s trademark in creating and maintaining good-
will and charisma among audiences, especially those at the grass-
roots level.

As noted earlier, Hamer was also a powerful song leader and
communicated through song the need for African Americans to
control their own destiny. Whether she was the invited keynote
speaker or not, she opened many mass meetings, turning the audi-
ence into a rhetorical community by singing songs such as the
following:

I wandered far way from God
Now I’m coming home
The path of sin too long I’ve trod
Now I’m coming home.
Coming home,
Coming home,
Never more to roam

Open wide, thine arms of love
Now I’m coming home. (Reagon, 1990, p. 216)

Hamer’s interpretation of this song was simple: People who
were not Christians should try to go beyond the specific text of the
song and think about the idea of being lost from themselves.
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According to Hamer, they cannot understand what the civil rights
movement means or their part in it if they do not have a space within
themselves where, out of the heat of the activity, they can sit and
ponder, removed from the situation. Hamer’s reality of representing
600,000 people in Mississippi was her home base. But she also
believed that committing herself to this longtime struggle for civil
rights required the search for herself. The embracing of a vision of
the world and herself in it at her fullest development was also
&dquo;home&dquo; (Reagon, 1990, p. 216).
Hamer was well aware that there were cultures in which people

engaged in singing without having their inner selves aroused, but
she knew this was never the case within the African American
tradition. So she used songs out of the African American church to

help eliminate fear among African Americans and to motivate and
inspire them.

Hamer embodied the essence of the civil rights movement. She
was a grassroots person who had been awakened to her own
power to mobilize and effect change not only in Mississippi but
nationally.

This discussion of Hamer’s impact on the civil rights movement
leads back to the definition of ethos-the perception an audience
has of a rhetor. The extent to which character, intelligence, good-
will, and charisma are attributed to the rhetor is determined by his
or her reputation with the audience and the audience’s perception
of the rhetor as a result of its exposure to the rhetorical act(s)
performed by the person (Andrews, 1990, p. 40).

CONCLUSION

Much has been written about the civil rights movement. One
historian wrote,

In terms of the magnitude of the evils that needed to be corrected,
the number of persons who were directly affected, the courage of
the leaders and participants, the concern felt by a national audience,
and the corrective measures proposed or taken by the government,
the effort the Civil Rights Movement made to gain equality for
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African-Americans in mainstream society engaged the nation more
than any other issue of our times. (Friedman, 1967, p. xvii)

Hamer played a significant role in that movement. She was
courageous and spiritual. She positioned herself so that she was
constantly in great danger; she operated in the open, confronting
an entire system that was organized to keep her and all African
Americans subjugated (Reagon, 1990). She encouraged others to
join in the fight to battle racism, poverty, and injustice. She allowed
herself to be used as a sacrifice through police brutality to make
known America’s hypocrisy and injustices. Although she lacked a
formal education, she was more intelligent than most about the evils
of American society and the hypocrisy of politicians’rhetoric. Most
importantly, she embodied a strong sense of character, intelligence,
goodwill, and charisma, components that governed her life and the
work she felt compelled to do.

Unfortunately, it was not until her illness and death in 1977 that
the media and others began to acknowledge her stature and signifi-
cance in the movement. Hamer had a fighting spirit that guided her
life and allowed her to serve as a model for social change to poor
African Americans who felt the system had excluded them. The
legacy of her leadership can be noted today in the political presence
of African Americans across the South and North and particularly
the rapid political emergence of African American women.
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