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SPE 1: The Rhetorical Situation

A speech is as much dependent upon context as it is upon content.  Like any piece of performed writing, a speech has its greatest effect when the speaker, audience, and message are in harmony.  
What to Consider
Situation:  The situation is the specific context in which a speech is given.  Generally, a speech is created with a particular situation in mind and is intended for a particular audience.  Think about what audience(s) would be present at the following: 

· A corporate board meeting


· A political rally

· An awards ceremony

· An introductory speech

· An acceptance speech

There are, of course, several more examples.  Think about what your situation entails: Who is your audience?  Why are they there? Why is it that you are addressing them?

Rhetorical Situation: Rhetoric can be defined as the study of how messages in language affect people.  A rhetorical situation, then, is the set of circumstances in which people’s understanding can be changed through (spoken) messages.  Examples include:

· A president speaking to a country in a time of crisis

· A coach addressing players in the midst of losing a game

· A professor lecturing

When you give a speech in class, your rhetorical situation is influenced by the audience and by the values its members hold. Take the opportunity to modify your audience’s beliefs and values by what you say. Use your opportunities and your constraints to achieve your purpose.

Purpose: The purpose is the broad goal of a speech; i.e., to inform, to persuade, or to entertain.  Keep your audience in mind at all times.  A good way to focus your purpose is to form a basic statement: “To _______ my audience….”  Examples:

· To inform my audience of the history of polar bears.

· To inform my audience of the dangers of playing with polar bears.

· To persuade my audience that polar bears enjoy Coca-Cola™.
· To persuade my audience that polar bears need legislation that will protect their habitat.
· To thank conservationists for working to help polar bears. 
Similar to an essay, which revolves around a thesis statement, your speech will revolve around a purpose statement. 
Adapted from: Lucas, Stephen E. The Art of Public Speaking. 9th Ed. (Chapters 14-17) and

Zarefsky, David. Public Speaking: Strategies for Success. 4th ed. (Chapter 4:Choosing a Topic and Developing a Strategy)


