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Introduction  
 
  This essay attempts to give an overview of the way in which the human voice is used 
as a tool by public speakers, more specifically by politicians and religious leaders. 
How they capture and affect the crowds they address and how they put their message 
across through sound. 
 
Through my sound piece I explored the way in which different speakers use similar 
techniques in their vocal production to convey their message and reach the crowds 
they address. Whether it is a hate message against an enemy or a political message to 
gather support for their agenda, whether they speak English or a foreign language; 
public speakers have a lot in common when it comes to the effective use of their 
voice. 
  
In this essay I will also show that the sound of the voice, with its timbre, intonation, 
dynamics, emotional quality, musicality and other qualities, in many cases accounts 
more in the receivers perception than the actual words being said. Body language also 
accounts for a large part of this perception, but I chose to focus on the sonic elements 
given my field of interest and the magnitude of this essay. 
  
The Art of Oratory  
 
          The main tool used by the leaders to rule a country or to persuade the people is 
the use of rhetoric. According to the Oxford dictionary rhetoric is “the art of effective 
or persuasive speaking or writing, especially the exploitation of figures of speech” 
(2010) and oratory is the public speaking part of rhetoric. It is considered an art form 
because it has been practiced and perfected over thousands of years since the days of 
the Roman Empire and going back to the ancient Greeks. One of the most famous 
rhetoric artists of the Roman period was Cicero. He did not come from a family of 
rulers and therefore, had to rely on his remarkable oratory skills to become consul, 
which was the highest political office in Rome. (Yes We Can! The Lost Art Of 
Oratory, 2009) 

One of the means used by Cicero in his oratory was Anaphora, which means 
repeating the same word at the beginning of a series of successive clauses(Ibid). For 
example from Barack Obama’s victory speech (Veracifire, 2008) :” They said…they 
said…they said...” etc . This creates a rhythm to the speech and is used by speakers to 
this day, especially in the political context. This rhythm gives a feeling of order and 
musicality to the speech and therefore attracts people’s ears and attention, much like 
the pop songs of our era, which capture the listeners through the use of repeated 
rhythms. 

 The speaker is in many respects an actor; rehearsing his speech before hand, 
much like actors do, using certain cues in which he raises the volume of his voice to 
emphasize a point, makes the crowd chant a certain slogan (‘Yes we can!’ ‘Death to 
the enemy’ etc.) Or pause to signal that the next sentence would be of great 
significance. (Yes We Can! The Lost Art Of Oratory, 2009) 
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Former president Bill Clinton, who is considered an accomplished orator, 

reflects on the art of public speaking in an interview for the BBC film;  
“A lot of communications has nothing to do with the words people say and the way they are 

processed in the human brain. A lot of it is just your body language or your tone of voice or the way 
you look in your eyes…. People won’t remember even ten percent of the words that come out of your 
mouth exactly the way they come out. It’s a miracle if people come out of your speech with four or five 
points.” (Yes We Can! The Lost Art Of Oratory, 2009). 

 
     One of the well-known examples of the successful use of oratory are Hitler’s 
speeches at the Nazi rallies of the 1930’s. Hitler used his voice in the most aggressive, 
violent and uninhibited manner. By using a certain well-rehearsed dynamic in his 
voice and body language, he managed to capture his audience and assume great 
authority over them.  
“It is the relationship of the voice which makes him the Fürer, and the tie that links 
the subjects to him is enacted as a vocal tie…. it is the voice that makes the law”. 
(Dolar, 2006, p.116).  
            This is an interesting point; the dictator makes the law by use of his voice. His 
sheer energy and self-claimed authority delivered by his voice during his speech, 
becomes the absolute law and thereafter implemented by his captivated audience. It is 
equally interesting to observe the way in which he steps up to the stage and waits 
silently before beginning to speak. He waits for the crowd to settle down and by doing 
so heightens the expectations and intensifies the atmosphere. (Yes We Can! The Lost 
Art Of Oratory, 2009). This method of using silence rather than sound further 
dramatizes and enhances the oratory situation and produces the desired effect.  
       Barack Obama is an example of a politician, who owes much of his career to his 
successful use of oratory. He has used his voice in every rally leading up to the 2008 
presidential elections and utilized the “musicality” of his voice to capture the 
imagination of his voters. In his speeches he uses techniques of oratory in every step 
of the way. The borders between the art of oratory and the art of music have been 
blurred further, when artist ‘Will I am’ from the band ‘Black eyed peas’, recorded a 
song entitled ‘Yes We can’, using Obama’s New Hampshire speech and singing the 
words as a song lyric on top (while the speech is being spoken by Obama himself). 
The song went on to win an Emmy award in 2008, for ‘outstanding new approaches’ 
and has been viewed by over 26 million people worldwide (Dipdive.com, 2010). 
 It was an example of the power and effect the human voice has on people and the 
strong connection between the human voice and music. Combined with musical 
instruments like guitar and piano it is ever more effective.  
 
The idea of words and speech as music is summed up well in the words of the 
president of the United States, (as played by Martin sheen) in the hit television series 
‘The west wing’; “Words, words, when spoken out loud for the sake of performance, 
are music; They have rhythm and pitch and timbre and volume; these are the 
properties of music and music has the ability to find us and move us and lift us up in 
ways that literal meaning can’t.” (The west wing, 2001)  
It is this music, which fascinates listeners and ultimately brings about dramatic 
changes in the world of politics.  
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Voice and power 
 
          When trying to measure the liking or disliking of a person who is speaking 
about his feelings to an audience- 38% account for the vocal quality of the speaker, 
55% to the body language and only 7% to the actual words being spoken. This rather 
general assumption is known as Mehrabian’s rule, as cited in Pearson’s article 
(2006). However general this conclusion may be, it still demonstrates the utter 
importance of the voice in the establishment of the listener’s impression of the 
speaker. 
As Wishart (2002) cleverly observes, “A speech act may uniquely convey quantities of 
information about the state of mind of the speaker and his relationship to what is said 
(for example Irony and so on) which would be entirely lost if merely the words used 
were transcribed." (Wishart, 2002, P.13) in other words there is a lot to be learned by 
listening to the voice of a leader. 
 
In Charlie Chaplin’s film ‘The great dictator’ (1940) there is a famous scene in which 
the dictator (Hynkel) of the imaginary country of “Tomania” addresses the masses in 
a rally (Dolar .2006). Hynkel does not speak proper German but actually speaks 
gibberish; an unclear incomprehensible language. However, he makes it sound 
remarkably close to German. He uses nuances of the German language with its harsh 
dynamics and aggressive tone of voice to ridicule the real dictator. By exaggerating 
his Body language and form of speech, Chaplin captures precisely what makes the 
dictator so successful in addressing the masses. As previously mentioned, the actual 
words in this scene have no meaning. The astounding aspect of this scene is that we as 
viewers perfectly understand the message just by listening to the tone of voice and 
observing the body language of the speaker. 
 
   Another element of this scene is the English translator. It is obvious that the 
translator is not loyal to the source when he translates the dictator. He translates a 
rather soft message of peace (Ibid). That is precisely what makes this scene so absurd. 
It also states a comment on the real dictator’s (Hitler) method of addressing his people 
with one message (unity and war) while trying to convey an opposite message (Peace 
for eternity) to the listeners in the outside world (Yes we can! The lost art of oratory, 
2009). The truth as it turns out was inside the sound of the Fürer's voice, though it 
was not obvious for the European leaders listening to his speeches at the time. 
 
     One can learn about the effects of the voice by listening to comedian’s parodies 
about leaders or celebrities. Comedian usually take the characteristics of the voice and 
body language and accentuate them to the point where they become ludicrous and 
thus, funny. In doing so, the comedian may actually reveal the true (and sometimes 
the hidden) meaning behind the speaker’s voice. ‘The great dictator’ is one example 
of that. Another illustration of that is the extraordinary imitation of Sarah Palin played 
by comedian Tina Fey on the American show “Saturday night live”(Bipinsen, 2008). 
While the words may say one thing, the tone of the voice could be more revealing and 
so, the attentive and aware listener should also tune-in to the tonal qualities and other 
aspects of the voice of the speaker in order to form an educated opinion of him. 
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The melody of the voice 
 
     When addressing the public, a speaker uses certain vocal tools to help his message 
come across. One of those crucial tools is melody. 
Melodies express emotions, in speech as well as in music: ‘emotions are expressed in 
European vocal and instrumental music by a melody configuration, dynamics and 
rhythm similar to those of speech’. (Fonagy and Magdics (1972;304) As cited by 
Leeuwen ,1999. p. 94). Here are some examples of how melodies can express 
emotions as described by Leeuwen (1999); feelings of joy could be expressed by 
employing a wide pitch range at high pitch level, Tenderness, by a voice at high pitch 
level but with narrow pitch range. Surprise, by using a voice, which suddenly glides 
up to a high pitch level, then falls down again (example “what brings YOU here?” 
with a gliding up pitch on the word “You”). (Ibid,p.96) 
 
    Another way in which melody is used in speech is to convey continuity, to pose a 
question or to finalize a statement. When the end of a sentence uses the ‘non-terminal 
fall’ (Ibid, p.98), meaning that the pitch falls but not significantly, it signals that the 
idea is about to continue and does not represent finality. When the pitch does fall 
deeply, it is an indication of finality, an end of the statement. However, if we examine 
the dictator’s speech or a speech made by an authority figure (for example, a military 
general to his troops), we often find the sentences all have a tendency to fall in pitch 
at their end and suggest that there are no doubts or room to question the statements 
being made, the voice of authority is undisputable and therefore final in words as well 
as in melody. 
 
        When the pitch of a sentence rises, it usually indicates a question. The melody of 
a question expressed vocally is awaiting completion, it is an open-ended sentence, 
similar to a melody in music, which rises to the dominant and awaits a resolution 
(usually to the tonic). The answer to the question represents that tonic awaited for 
(Ibid, p.102). In general, when speakers use a large amount of open-ended sentences, 
they are seen as hesitant, uncertain and insecure. In contrast, speakers with more 
certain melodies and less open-end rising melodies are perceived to be more secure 
and self-confidant. However, they may also be perceived as people who leave less 
space for others to express themselves in a conversation. (Ibid) 
In some cases leaders use the open-ended melodies to ask rhetorical questions; 
questions, which are not meant to be literally answered, but serve as a rhetoric tool for 
the leader. This is common in religious settings where the leader (For example the 
Rabbi) asks the believers rhetorical questions that he assumes they already know the 
answers to, or when the answer is so obvious in the context of the situation that he 
does not expect a literal answer. 
    Pitch movement (rising/falling) is only one of the tools linguists use to classify 
melodic vocal phrases. Others would include pitch range (intervals), pitch level (the 
span of the pitch being used) and articulation of the melodic phrase (Leeuwen,1999 
pp. 105-110). All of those classifications are determined by analyzing the melodies of 
the speaking voice in an effort to pursue a better understanding of the emotions, the 
energy and most importantly, the intent of the speaker.  
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Vocal qualities 
 
Vocal qualities, which are investigated by linguists, described by Leeuwen (1999) 
include observation between; Tense/ Lax - how the throat muscles affect the feeling 
of tension of a voice, or the relaxation of it when the muscles are relaxed and the 
mouth is open. Rough/Smooth – The rough voice carries other sound qualities, which 
may or may not be desirable, while the smooth voice is clear, clean and more 
understandable. Soft/Loud – This is a crucial part of public speaking. A soft voice 
indicates closeness, intimacy and a revealing nature. A loud voice implies distance, a 
larger environment and the claiming of territory by the speaker. High/Low - 
Typically, lower pitch voices tend to be thought of as more authoritative, but in male 
speakers, the higher region of the voice is used to assert and indicate domination (Not 
too high as to be considered gender ambiguous). In an effort to achieve the same 
effect of assertiveness, woman use the lower end of their range, but unfortunately, the 
gender issues that arise from the discussion about voice qualities are beyond the scope 
of this essay. 
When combining all this information into an impression of one’s vocal quality it is 
important to realize that “every sound quality is a mixture of different features. A 
voice is never only high or low, or only soft or loud, or only tense or lax and breathy” 
(Ibid, p. 129). It is in fact a combination of those qualities, which needs to be 
investigated in order for us to make an educated assumption of one’s speaking voice 
in a public setting.  
 
 
The Impact of the voice and the dominance of visuals 
 
The most extreme example of the impact of the voice on the masses is their willing to 
go to war and risk their own lives, based on the speech of their leader. The leader’s 
use of the voice is a crucial element in persuading the masses to go to war. One of 
those leaders was Winston Churchill. His relentless speeches were broadcast over the 
radio during WWII and had a great impact on the listeners within Britain.It helped 
them remain strong in the face of the blitzkrieg (Yes we can! The lost art of oratory, 
2009). It is also interesting to realize how the voice of the leader, when broadcast 
through the radio, eliminates the body language factor, hence, the quality of the voice 
receives more emphasis and is therefore much more powerful when used correctly.  
 
Hampton (1997) relates to the importance of the ears in the process of 
communications by citing Kristin Linklater, who said “The eye is eating the 
ear”(Hampton,1997, p. 259). Linklater continues by saying the ear has much more 
nerve receptors than the eye and thus, the ear’s version of events is much richer 
(Ibid,p.259). Hampton pleads for people to hone their aural skills, even in a world 
where the dominance tends to be more on the visual. She explains her resistance to  
E-mails as a main form of communications by saying she relies on hearing the voice 
of the other person, his tone, choices of language and nuance that reveal his physical 
and emotional health, or as she puts it:” I get a far deeper connection with my 
communicator if I can hear the voice”.(Ibid,p.259)  
Through this point we may claim that perhaps it is not so obvious for the sound of the 
voice to be the most crucial aspect of communications in public speaking. There is a 
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“battle” for attention between the visual and the aural and the visual may  have the 
upper hand in some cases. 
  
 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
In this essay I have shown that the sonic elements of the voice in a public speaking 
situation are an immensely important tool in public speaking settings. 
I have also shown that public speakers are aware of the importance of their own voice 
and the fact that it is a key factor to their success or failure. Furthermore, I have 
reviewed how different qualities of the voice contribute to the meanings and messages 
conveyed by speakers and how it Is possible to understand meaning even when the 
language is not familiar to the listeners.  
 
In my view it could be useful for future research to investigate in the field of 
comparison between speakers. There seems to be a lack of research in this field. 
Making voice comparisons may help facilitate a more universal account regarding 
sonic aspects of the human voice in a public setting and contribute to a better 
understanding of the meaning and intent of speakers from different political or 
religious sides. 
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