TOASTMASTERS AND CONTROVERSIAL SUBJECT MATTER 

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

How many times have you heard the expression, “Never talk about sex, religion, or politics?”  Many Toastmaster members, including some experienced District officers, agree with this sentiment and act on it by discouraging members from presenting speeches containing controversial subject matter.  Founders District Governor Ken Sisco was so upset by this commonly held mind set that he formed a club that specializes exclusively in speeches about controversial topics; Toastmaster Taboos.  Following is some advice about controversial speeches within Toastmasters.     
JUST SAY NO?  NO!  It is understandable that some Toastmasters in leadership roles actively discourage speeches containing controversial subject matter.  They express concern that such presentations may cause dissention amongst the club membership.  Although a friendly atmosphere is essential to club prosperity, it is inappropriate for clubs to explicitly or implicitly ‘ban’ controversial speeches.  Toastmasters International does not approve.  For example, one of the Advanced Communication Manuals, Persuasive Speaking, contains a project that requires that the speech subject is about a controversial subject!  Some of the other advanced manuals contain projects that offer instruction about diffusing a potentially hostile audience, handling criticism, and expressing dissatisfaction.  These projects offer excellent advice, and it is important that members are encouraged to learn these skills.  
Except for the Ice Breaker, none of the other projects in the Competent Communicator or advanced manuals require a member to speak on a specific subject matter, nor do they deny access to certain topics.  Topic selection is left up to the member.  However, some topics don’t fit well with some projects.  For example, controversial or argumentative subject matter is not appropriate for most of the speech projects in the advanced manual Special Occasion Speeches.  In order to become better informed and promote greater understanding about the variety of Toastmaster training tools designed to improve member communication skills, I encourage club members to review all of the advanced manual titles and projects.  Go to the Toastmasters International website and search “Advanced CC Manuals” for information.  
EVALUATORS, HELP SPEAKERS BETTER COMMUNICATE THEIR OPINIONS:  Upon occasion many of us have evaluated a speaker whose subject matter we strongly opposed.  No doubt that evaluating a speech with content that we find objectionable is a challenge, but Toastmasters is about taking on challenges.  The key is to not focus all of your attention on the subject matter, but to stay focused upon how effectively the speaker presented his or her topic.  Never criticize or attempt to rebut a speaker’s opinions!  Remember, the focus of an evaluation is always on the speaker, not the evaluator.  Injecting your opinions into your evaluation is not only rude, it undermines the speaker.  The evaluator’s function is to help the speaker communicate his or her ideas effectively, whether or not we agree.  
Allow your club to turn a potentially negative situation into one more positively directed.  A healthy Toastmasters environment must encourage tolerance and respect for the rights of its members to express differing points of view.  I suggest that we look upon listening to and evaluating controversial speeches as a means to strengthen our individual character, encourage tolerance, and enhance leadership skills.
ADVOCATE VARIETY AND VERSATILITY:  All of the above notwithstanding, Toastmasters was not designed to become a soapbox for members to repeatedly vent strong opinions.  The question arises, how does one decide when too much of the same is too much?  The red flag rises when members start complaining.  In such situations, the speaker’s mentor or the appropriate club officer should speak privately with the offender and offer guidance.  For example, explain that when a speaker continues to dwell on the same opinions or controversial subjects over and over again the desired result usually backfires.  Instead of becoming persuaded, the audience eventually turns off to the message.  No one wants to be verbally harangued.  This is ineffective communication!  
As an antidote to repetitive speeches I offer a twist to an old adage; “Variety is the spice of—Toastmasters!”  Toastmasters International offers sixteen advanced manuals, each designed to hone in on a specific aspect of public speaking.  Each manual contains five projects geared toward addressing the manual’s overall theme in a different way; that’s 80 different projects in all!  Indeed, the Competent Communicator and advanced manuals along with their associated projects are designed specifically to help members become versatile and well rounded speakers.  Encouraging all club members to explore Toastmasters diverse manual projects provides a positive side benefit; accruing a broad range of skills and approaches to addressing subject matter will enable members who chose to speak on controversial subjects the ability to sell or persuade that much more effectively!  For example, suppose you are making an important, but controversial point.  Perhaps incorporating a relevant joke (advanced manual, Humorously Speaking) or story (advanced manual, Storytelling) may resonate better with your audience than a dry argument.  


In summary, Toastmaster clubs, acting under the guise of civility, should not discourage speeches about controversial subject matter; unless they become habitual amongst certain members of the club.  Some Toastmaster manual projects provide instructional information for speaking to audiences that may be hostile to a given point of view.  Persuading an audience to consider or at least understand a controversial viewpoint is one of the toughest challenges in public speaking, and should not be discouraged!  Toastmasters training ground is the ideal place for members to hone and practice these skills.  At the same time, all clubs should encourage their membership to take advantage of the plethora of speech projects available from Toastmasters International.  Our communications skills are best served by choosing a variety of speech subjects and presenting them in a variety of different ways.      

