
Defi nition

Some might say that the rhetorical situation, 
an expression coined by Lloyd Bitzer, is the 
most important concept in writing. 

According to Bitzer, all writing occurs 
within a rhetorical situation, and every rhe-
torical situation has three components. 

First, a rhetorical situation includes 
what he calls an “exigence,” or occasion for 
writing. More specifi cally, such an occasion 
carries with it both a sense of urgency and 
a promise that through writing, a composer 
can make a change to that situation. 

Second (and while it may seem obvi-
ous), a rhetorical situation includes an audi-
ence that can be infl uenced by or react to the 
writing. 

Rhetorical Situation

Third, a rhetorical situation by defi ni-
tion has constraints, and they come in two 
forms. An author may bring certain con-
straints to the writing, for example certain 
beliefs that infl uence how the author under-
stands a given issue. Likewise, there are con-
straints associated with the situation itself, 
for instance the frame of mind of the audi-
ence or the environment in which they hear 
or read a text. Both of these constraints are 
part of the rhetorical situation because they 
can infl uence audience response and the po-
tential of the writer to make change. 

Importance in the Field

Although scholars disagree on which comes 
fi rst—the writing or the rhetorical situation—
they agree that effective writers use the con-
cept of the rhetorical situation throughout their 
composing processes. They use it as a way to 
frame a writing task, for example. And they use 
it as they compose, to be sure that their writing 
keeps its intended focus. 

In sum, the rhetorical situation is the 
situation in which we all write—be it a text 
message; a resume; or a research project and 
poster. 
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To compose is to create. Artists compose 
paintings, photographers compose images, 
and computer programmers compose soft-
ware. Likewise, writers—also called compos-
ers—create texts for others to read, review, and 
respond to. During the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, 
researchers in rhetoric and composition, 
working with adults and students, developed 
several models of composing—models that 
are currently undergoing review given the 
influence of digital technologies. Still, at the 
heart of all these composing models, the re-
searchers found, was a composing process that 
varied according to at least three factors: the 
individual writer, the genre being composed, 
and the rhetorical situation. Shorter tasks and 
time-sensitive tasks, for example, often permit 
only a limited composing process, while lon-
ger writing tasks include a recursive mix of 
invention, drafting, review, revising, editing, 
and publishing.

Although composition has been a school sub-
ject in the United States for over a century, the 
development of models of composing, based 
in the practices of writers, has meant that 
teachers could shift from teaching writing 
through analysis of other’s texts to teaching 
writing through engaging students in com-
posing itself. Equally important, as compos-
ing becomes increasingly digitized, the word 
composition—because of its relationship to 
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composing in other fields—helps us think 
about how we can compose with images, 
sounds, and video as well as with words.
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