
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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Definition

Importance to the Field
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Historically, literacy as been thought of as the 
ability to read, but a fuller definition of literacy 
includes writing as well. Perhaps the fullest 
definition of literacy is that provided by the Na-
tional Council of Teachers of English in their 
definition of  twenty-first century literacies:
 Literacy has always been a collection of 
cultural and communicative practices shared 
among members of particular groups. As so-
ciety and technology change, so does literacy. 
Because technology has increased the inten-
sity and complexity of literate environments, 
the twenty-first century demands that a liter-
ate person possess a wide range of abilities 
and competencies,  many literacies. These 
literacies—from reading online newspapers to 
participating in virtual classrooms—are mul-
tiple, dynamic, and malleable. As in the past, 
they are inextricably linked with particular 
histories, life possibilities, and social trajec-
tories of individuals and groups. Twenty-first 
century readers and writers need to

•	 Develop	proficiency	with	the	tools	of	tech-
nology 

•	 Build	relationships	with	others	to	pose	and	
solve problems collaboratively and cross-
culturally 

•	 Design	 and	 share	 information	 for	 global	
communities to meet a variety of purposes 

•	 Manage,	analyze,	and	synthesize	multiple	
streams of simultaneous information 

•	 Create,	critique,	analyze,	and	evaluate	
multi-media texts 

•	 Attend	to	the	ethical	responsibilities	re-
quired	by	these	complex	environments

As the definition above suggests, proficiency 
in literacies has historically provided for “life 
possibilities” for individuals. Such proficiency 
has also supported individual and collective 
efforts on behalf of social justice. As scholars 
of literacy have demonstrated, such proficien-
cy does not guarantee success or happiness, 
but without it our individual and collective 
humanity is diminished.

Barton,	David,	and	Mary	Hamilton.	Local Litera-
cies: Reading and Writing in One Community. 
New York: Routledge, 1998. Print.

Brandt,	Deborah.	Literacy in American Lives. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001. Print.

Chiseri-Strater,	Elizabeth.	Academic Literacies: 
The Public and Private Discourse of University 
Students. Portsmouth: Heinemann-Boynton/
Cook, 1991. Print.

Lunsford,	Andrea	A.,	Helene	Moglen,	and	James	
Slevin, eds. The Right to Literacy. New York: 
MLA,	1990.	Print.

National Council of Teachers of English. “The 
NCTE	Definition	of	21st	Century	Literacies.”	
NCTE, 15 Feb. 2008. Web. 18 Aug. 2010. 

l400-407-Dec10-CCC.indd   400 11/10/10   3:32 PM

selson
Text Box
Copyright © 2010 by the National Council of Teachers of English. All rights reserved.




