
Lesson Plan on Fannie Lou Hamer and Rhetoric 
(submitted to The Delta Center by Nicole Sarrocco, 2016) 

�  This lesson will be part of  my American Studies 
curriculum at NCSSM. The course follows a cultural 
studies approach to teaching American history and 
literature to NCSSM juniors, incorporating art, music, 
popular culture and other aspects of  American identity 
into a year-long course. This course is the only course that 
all NCSSM students take during their two years here, and 
it serves as the foundation for all other Humanities 
courses with it s strong focus on analytical reading and 
writing. 



Fannie Lou Hamer and 
American Rhetoric 

 
The Sermon and the Secular Conversion Experience 



Introduction 
For many years, Fannie Lou Hamer 
struggled but endured, working as a 

sharecropper in the Mississippi 
Delta. An even greater ordeal faced 
her, however, as she embarked on a 
perilous and terrifying journey as a 
champion of  voting rights for her 

community, and eventually as a 
champion of  human rights for 

people everywhere.  



Introduction, 
continued 

In her speeches, we see Hamer constitute 
herself  over time as a leader, the voice for 
the voiceless. We will examine several of  

these speeches as they follow many of  the 
conventions that run through American 
political and social discourse. Though 
Hamer may not have been educated 

formally as an orator, her familiarity with 
the American sermon and with the 

conversion narrative (testimony) connects 
her to a long tradition of  effective, unifying 

and uplifting public expression. 
 



Read this short biography of  Fannie Lou Hamer for background before 
beginning Part One: http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/

sayitplain/flhamer.html 
 



Instructions 

� Complete Parts One through 
Three, writing your answers to 
the guiding questions in your 
notebook. You’ll use these notes 
for an essay at the end of  the 
project. 

� The speeches and recordings 
needed for Parts One, Two and 
Three can be found here: http://
www.jsums.edu/hamerinstitute/
resources/flhspeeches/ 



Part One 

�  Read and listen to Fannie Lou Hamer’s speech “I Don’t Mind 
My Light Shining.” Take note of  the Bible verses she uses as 
support for her argument. What rhetorical strategies have you 
seen in the works of  previous American writers and speakers 
we’ve studied? 

�  Consider John Winthrop’s “A Modell of  Christian Charity.” 
What themes do the speeches share? Which Bible verse serves 
as a foundation for both? Think about Winthrop’s metaphor of  
the “ligaments of  love” – what points about unity and 
community to you see in both speeches? 



Part Two 

�  Read and listen to Fannie Lou Hamer’s speech “America is a 
Sick Place and Man is on the Critical List.”  How does Hamer 
use elements of  biography to bring her audience into her 
argument? In what ways is this speech following the 
conventions of  American conversion narratives?  

�  Consider the first two chapters of  Benjamin Franklin’s 
Autobiography. We know Franklin draws from both the Puritan 
conversion narrative tradition, but also from Rousseau’s writings 
about childhood, literacy, and the intentional construction of  
personal identity. In what ways do Franklin’s and Hamer’s works 
reflect both sacred and secular epiphanies?  



Part Three 

�  Read and listen to Fannie Lou Hamer’s speech “Until I 
Am Free, You Are Not Free, Either.” Who is her audience 
here? In what ways does she address the question of  
audience?  

�  Consider Frederick Douglass’s 1852 speech, “The 
Meaning of  July Fourth for the Negro.” Compare both 
speakers’ awareness of  audience. What rhetorical 
techniques do the speeches share? 



Essay 

�  Review your notes on these three speeches, then compose 
a 3-5 page essay with a thesis addressing Fannie Lou 
Hamer’s role as a master of  American rhetoric. You may 
wish to consider other aspects such as: the history of  
protest and reform movements in America, American 
workers’ movements, the history of  suffrage/political 
enfranchisement, American political identity (Federal and 
State levels), American folk culture and music. 

�  Please remember to cite all sources. 


