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 The Reader and the Writer 

English is a complicated language. The average American can only read at about a “7th 

to 8th grade level”(Kurtz-Rossi). Over 10% of people in the U.S cannot even read and just over, 

“20% of adults read at a 5th grade level.”(Crum) For the most part I like to keep things simple, I 

do not want to use big words if they’re going to confuse my readers. Journalist and professors 

do this all the time, but a good marketer never would. For example, if a marketer is trying to sell 

something to a lot of people they’re not going to explain how to use it by using words like 

dendrofilous, ribazuba and glabella. I’ll admit, when I do use formal words I feel a lot more 

intellectual, but it probably won’t help me get my point across. I try to keep my definitions of 

words similar to the majority to avoid confusion. English is already complicated enough, but 

sometimes we have to change how we view our language in order to gain a better 

understanding of the world. 

The article, 'Big Picture People Rarely Become Historians,’ discusses genre, genre 

systems and uses models to show how it works in recurring situations. Russell and Yañez 

define genre as, “expected ways of using words to get things done in certain recurring 

situations.” (14) They use quite a bit of models called genre systems to show what they mean 

by this.  

In their article, I think the model they used the most is what they called the activity 

system. It is a triangular model that shows the connections between tools, subjects, rules, 
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community, division of labor, motives and outcome. This would be considered a genre system 

since events used in the system could reoccur. 

I think genre is something that we use to organize types of things like books and movies 

(like I said, I try to keep things simple). Going into my first college English class I didn’t even 

have a basic grasp of genre. However, after reading this article –and rereading it- I’m slowing 

learning to understand a different meaning of genre that is not well known. Most people do not 

make models of reoccurring events often, but now I think we should use genre or genre systems 

to help give us a better understanding of our day to day lives. We do not really think about how 

aspects of our environment and of ourselves can affect what we do and what is done around us. 

I think their idea of genre systems can help us gain a better understanding of that.  

 In Bitzer’s article, The Rhetorical Situation, talks about his definition of rhetorical 

situation and what different situations it applies to. He also gives plenty of examples of what he 

thinks rhetorical situation is to help the reader understand it better. He defines rhetorical 

situation as, “a complex of persons, events, objects, and relation presenting an actual or 

potential exigence which can be completely or partially removed if discourse introduced into the 

situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about the significant 

modification of exigence.” (6) Bitzer used this key term to describe many different situations. 

Some of the more known ones are President addresses such like the Lincoln’s Gettysburg 

Address. He even stated that a rhetorical situation could be used in fiction or poetic writing –

given the right circumstances. He claimed that it is also used in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s brief 

Declaration of War speech.  

In my own words, I think the largest aspects of rhetorical situation are: the author, the 

audience and the writing itself. Those are the three most basic parts of a rhetorical situation, 

now let’s dive a little deeper. To understand the word rhetorical, one must first understand what 

a rhetoric means. A rhetoric is persuasive speaking or writing, that is most commonly used in a 

figure of speech. I think the figure of speech part is what confuses most people. The majority of 
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us know what it means to persuade someone, but what does it mean to persuade and use a 

figure of speech at the same time?  For example, a rhetorical question is a figure of speech. So, 

if someone says in a cruel way, “why are you reading so much?” That would be a rhetorical 

question in which that person is trying to persuade you to stop reading. To me, the deepest 

meaning of a rhetorical situation would be something with an author, an audience and a context. 

That is used as a means of persuasion and may contain figures of speech. However, not 

everyone will define rhetorical situation this way, but I use it due to its simplicity.  

For people who are struggling to understand this article, remember that language is 

changing constantly. Do not think that what Bitzer said about rhetorical situation must be the 

right definition. Remember that this is our language too and no one person can control what 

each word means to us. Of course, I say this due to the fact that I still don’t understand what he 

is trying to say, but I am hopeful that once I control the frustrations I have towards his text I will 

be able to truly understand his perspective. One component he uses that I believe I am 

struggling to understand is “exigence” (6). In my mind, I believe he used exigence in his writing 

merely as a synonym for persuasion. I think there was something else in his writing that I have 

allowed to irritate me. However, now I have made myself look past it. For example, he’d write 

something like, “to clarify rhetoric-as-essentially-related-to-situation,” he could have just used 

rhetorical situation and it would have meant the same thing. I know texts like this one might 

bother a lot of people, but we have to remember that Bitzer has different standards for himself 

then we do for him. It seems in his time the writing standards were: write lots of formal words 

and make the context as wordy as possible so the writing sounds intellectual. In moderns times 

its: make the writing look interesting or no one will read it. I do think there were some topics he 

mentioned that I found helpful and after learning to control my state of mind I think I’m starting to 

see what he is trying to discuss. At first, I thought he was trying to give a set of rules in which he 

believed rhetorical situation should be defined. Then I discovered he had just written examples 

of rhetorical situations and explained why he thought they were so. The way he had structured 
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his writing didn’t help me gain that great of an understanding of rhetorical situation. It was not 

until I read On Reflection by Kathleen Blake Yancey that part of his writing clicked for me. She 

stated his article was, “guided by heuristics rather than rules.” (12) I have found that heuristics 

means an aid to learning or discovering. I went back and read certain parts of his text (9-13) and 

realized that he was not creating a definition of rhetorical situation that should be considered 

permanent. Rather, simply ideas that we could consider to help us get a better understanding of 

the term.  

If I’m being honest, there’s a lot of in the English language I’ve never really used and 

rhetorical situation is one of them. I’ve heard of it before going into college and I’ve seen it in a 

few texts, but I never genuinely understood what it meant until now. If I ever used the words 

rhetorical situation in the future I still will not be nearly as picky about the meaning of those two 

words as Bitzer is. There’s just too much to the English language already and I don’t think it’s 

fair to add more to it. I live by Ernest Hemmway’s way of thinking, he states that he, “knows the 

ten dollar words… But there are older and simpler and better words, and those are the ones I 

use.” (Goodreads) Simplicity is what will reach the majority, fancy words and adding 

complicated meanings to words will only reach a few people. I think his perspective on this 

could be one of the most effectives ways of communicating. I want people to understand what 

I’m trying to say, I don’t want to confuse them.  However, I’m still aware that understanding 

words –formal or informal- is what truly simplifies our language. Doing so can allow us to figure 

out which words have the same meaning so we can condense our language to a simpler 

revised version.  

Genre and rhetorical situation can both be simplified too. They are both made up of 

different aspects of things. Genre is made up of categories, while rhetorical situation is made up 

of a speaker, an audience and a context. In a way, they could both be combined together. A 

genre system could be made up of a rhetorical situation. What I mean by this is, since rhetorical 
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situation uses the aspects: speaker, audience, and context is can and does make up a 

reoccurring event. Therefore, rhetorical situation is a genre system.  

Anzaldua’s article, How to Tame a Wild Tongue, reaches a different audience than the 

last two articles. She talks about her struggle with identity and how she struggled to remind 

herself that the first languages she learned weren’t as degrading as other people made them 

out to be. I think Anzaldua would define audience as not merely a group of people, but a group 

of individuals who are reading or watching a context. I think she would define audience this way 

due to the fact that she takes on multiple perspectives.  

It’s an article that seems to expand the reader’s mind rather than restrain it. After reading 

this article my definition of audience is still anyone who reads, watches, or listens to a context, 

play, song etc. However, as most of us know not everyone reads the same thing or listens to the 

same music. For a deeper meaning of audience, I would say it isn’t just anyone who reads, 

watches, or listens to something. A true audience is anyone who is willing to read, watch or 

listen. A writer doesn’t have an audience if they do not have their attention. That’s why people 

are quiet at plays and jot down notes on book because their attention is directed towards it. 

Someone can have a book in their hand, but if their thoughts are somewhere else then they are 

not reading. Therefore, they are not the reader. A writer cannot have an audience if the people 

that are trying to be the audience cannot understand what the writer is trying to tell them. I do 

not think I can emphasize this enough, if the reader is trying to read a writer’s text and it goes in 

one ear and out the other it’s like the text was never written in the first place. This is one of the 

most important aspects of writing. However, I understand that in certain situations the writer is 

not always to blame. Sometimes the reader either hasn’t read enough to understand the text or 

simply just is not interested in reading.  

Audience is a word I use often and I plan to use it the by using the same definition I’ve 

always used-although, it may have been revised slightly. However, normally I use the word 
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reader instead. I write quite a bit and I don’t go to plays or see movies that much. So, I use 

reader since it is not as broad as the term audience. 

Each of these terms all have different branches to them. Genre, as I have discussed, 

can be made up categories. Rhetorical situation is made up of a speaker, an audience and a 

context. I have discussed that rhetorical situation is in a way, a genre system. Audience is made 

up of individuals that may or may not be opened to what the speaker has to say. Audience can 

make up a small –but important- branch within it. However, I think that sometimes audience 

could actually be the bigger picture rather than the smaller one. As an audience is listening to 

whomever, they can subconsciously create a rhetorical situation in their mind. Although it could 

be different than the ones we see in the outside world. To put this into perspective, image 

someone is listening to a speaker that is trying to persuade them to do something. Although in 

the listeners mind they are their own speakers internally. Meaning that even though they are not 

speaking at the moment, their perspective is still hidden in their subconscious. I say this not to 

confuse people, but to show people that in each adult’s mind they usually have opinions that are 

strong and therefore when people get older sometimes it’s harder to convince them how they 

should view beliefs and facts. A child’s mind, however, looks the same as the outside world. 

They are young with no experiences of their own to reflect upon. Therefore, they will look to 

adults –people with more experiences- to guide them. What I am trying to get people to 

understand is sometimes an individual will view themselves as the speaker in most situations 

and sometimes they will not listen to what others have to say. Allowing only themselves to be 

the speaker and forcing everyone else to be the audience. Now, I don’t think the majority of 

people are like this to a huge extent –but I do think most adults are like this to some degree.  

I found that each article tried to give people a better understanding of genre, rhetorical 

situation and audience. However, if we are closed minded we will never be able to understand 

what they are trying to tell us. We have to keep looking back at the text and research in order to 

understand it best. Just as we need to read in order to become a better reader.  
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I hope I thoroughly broke down these terms. I do not claim to be one of the most 

intellectual people, but I do know what it means to struggle as a reader (yes, even native 

English speakers struggle with their own language.) I needed help with my English classes up 

until my freshman year of High School. I hope this context gives those who aren’t good at 

reading at least a basic understanding of these complicated terms. I do not believe in throwing a 

bunch of complicated terms on a paper so only a few people can understand it. I think a writer 

will not get there point across if the reader cannot understand what they are trying to convey. It 

should be a 60% to 40% relationship. Meaning that the writer should focus on what their readers 

need in order to understand their writing rather than the other way around. However, I 

understand that most writers probably read fairly often and they will use highly evaluated terms. 

Intellectual people are used to intellectual conversations and sometimes aren’t fully aware that 

the majority don’t always understand the point they are trying to make. I think introducing people 

to basic terms and then writing harder terms later is the best way for new readers to 

comprehend what they’re trying to say -especially if the writing is used for learning purposes. 

That way the writer gets a larger audience rather than just a handful of scholars and readers of 

different levels can be rejuvenated by learning.   
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