what is exigence in literature

what is exigence in literature is a fundamental concept that helps readers
and scholars understand the driving force behind a text. Exigence refers to
the issue, situation, or problem that prompts an author to write a piece of
literature. It is the catalyst or spark that motivates the creation of
literary works and shapes their themes, tone, and purpose. In literary
analysis, understanding exigence allows for a deeper appreciation of the
context and the author’s intent. This article will explore the definition of
exigence in literature, its role and importance, how to identify it within
texts, and examples from various literary works. Additionally, the discussion
will include related rhetorical concepts to provide a comprehensive
understanding of exigence in the realm of literature and rhetoric.
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Definition of Exigence in Literature

Exigence in literature refers to the specific issue, problem, or event that
compels an author to compose a literary work. It is the underlying reason or
motivation that triggers the writing process. The term originates from
rhetorical theory, where exigence is considered the pressing need or urgency
that the speaker or writer aims to address. In literary contexts, exigence is
what drives the narrative or argument, prompting an author to explore
particular themes, conflicts, or ideas. Understanding this concept is
essential for interpreting the purpose and message behind a text.

Origins of the Term “Exigence”

The word “exigence” comes from the Latin “exigere,” meaning to demand or
require. In rhetoric, it describes the problem or situation that demands a
response. Literary scholars have adapted this idea to analyze texts by
focusing on the circumstances that made the writing necessary.



Exigence vs. Theme and Purpose

While exigence is closely related to a text’s theme and purpose, it is
distinct. The exigence is the specific trigger or urgent issue, whereas the
theme is the broader message or idea explored in the work. The purpose refers
to the author’s intent in communicating the message to the audience.

The Role and Importance of Exigence

Exigence plays a critical role in shaping literary works by providing context
and urgency. It influences an author’s choice of subject matter, style, and
tone. Recognizing exigence helps readers understand why a text was written
and what it seeks to address or solve.

Guiding the Writing Process

The presence of exigence directs the author’s focus, determining the
narrative’s direction and the arguments presented. It ensures that the work
responds meaningfully to a real or perceived need.

Enhancing Reader Engagement

When readers identify the exigence behind a text, they are better equipped to
engage with its content. This understanding bridges the gap between the
author’s intent and the audience’s interpretation, enriching the reading
experience.

Providing Historical and Cultural Context

Exigence often reflects the historical, cultural, or social circumstances
surrounding the creation of a work. This context is vital for literary
analysis, as it situates the text within a particular moment or movement.

How to Identify Exigence in Literary Texts

Identifying exigence within literature requires careful analysis of the text
and its context. Various strategies and clues can help uncover the driving
force behind a work.

Analyzing the Introduction and Opening Scenes

The beginning of a literary work often introduces the problem or situation
that serves as exigence. Paying attention to how the author sets up conflicts



or questions can reveal the motivating issue.

Examining Authorial Statements and Prefaces

Prefaces, introductions, or author’s notes sometimes explicitly state the
reasons for writing. These sections can provide direct insight into the
exigence.

Contextual Research

Exploring the historical, social, or political background during which the
work was written can uncover external exigencies influencing the author.

Looking for Recurring Motifs and Conflicts

Patterns within the text, such as repeated themes or central conflicts, often
point to the core exigence the author addresses.

Key Questions to Determine Exigence

e What problem or situation does the text respond to?
e Why might the author feel compelled to address this topic?
e What urgency or need does the text communicate?

e How does the work seek to affect its audience?

Examples of Exigence in Literature

Examining specific literary works can clarify how exigence functions as a
motivating force. Below are examples from different genres and periods.

Harper Lee’s “To Kill a Mockingbird”

The exigence behind “To Kill a Mockingbird” is the pervasive racial injustice
in the American South during the 1930s. Harper Lee wrote the novel to address
social inequality and promote empathy and moral courage. This pressing social
issue motivates the narrative and themes.



George Orwell’s “1984"

Orwell’s dystopian novel responds to the exigence of totalitarianism and
political oppression prevalent in the mid-20th century. The book was written
to warn readers about the dangers of authoritarian regimes and loss of
individual freedoms.

Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein”

The exigence in “Frankenstein” arises from the rapid advancements in science
and technology during Shelley’s time. The novel explores the ethical
implications and responsibilities of scientific innovation, driven by
contemporary concerns.

Examples of Exigence in Poetry

Many poems respond to personal or societal exigencies, such as grief, war, or
injustice. For instance, Wilfred Owen’'s war poems react to the horrors of
World War I, aiming to communicate the brutal reality to readers.

Related Rhetorical Concepts and Exigence

Exigence is closely linked to several rhetorical ideas that deepen its
understanding in literature and communication.

Audience

The audience is the group the author addresses in response to the exigence.
Understanding the audience helps clarify how the exigence shapes the message
and tone.

Constraints

Constraints are factors that limit or shape the author’s response to
exigence. These can include cultural norms, genre conventions, or the
author’s own beliefs.

Rhetorical Situation

The rhetorical situation encompasses exigence, audience, and constraints,
forming the context in which a text is created and understood. Analyzing
these elements together provides a fuller picture of the literary work’s
purpose.



Pathos, Logos, and Ethos

These rhetorical appeals often serve as tools for addressing exigence.
Authors use emotional (pathos), logical (logos), and ethical (ethos) appeals
to respond effectively to the motivating issue.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is exigence in literature?

Exigence in literature refers to the issue, problem, or situation that
prompts an author to write a particular piece. It is the catalyst or reason
behind the creation of a text.

How does exigence influence a literary work?

Exigence shapes the purpose and message of a literary work by addressing a
specific concern or moment that the author wants to respond to, thereby
guiding the tone, content, and structure of the text.

Can exigence be both personal and societal?

Yes, exigence can stem from personal experiences or broader societal issues.
It reflects the writer's motivation to engage with a particular topic,
whether intimate or communal.

Is exigence the same as theme in literature?

No, exigence is different from theme. Exigence is the reason or problem that
inspires the writing, while the theme is the underlying message or main idea
conveyed through the literary work.

How can readers identify the exigence in a literary
text?

Readers can identify exigence by examining the context in which the work was
written, the issues it addresses, and the questions it seeks to answer or the
problems it aims to highlight.

Does exigence affect the rhetorical strategies used
in literature?

Yes, exigence influences the rhetorical choices an author makes, such as
tone, style, and appeals, to effectively address the issue and persuade or
inform the audience.



Can exigence change over time for a literary work?

While the original exigence reflects the author's immediate motivation,
readers and critics may find new exigencies or relevance in a work as social
and cultural contexts evolve.

Is exigence a concept used only in literature?

No, exigence is a rhetorical concept used in various fields, including
speech, writing, and communication studies, to understand the motivation
behind any communicative act.

Why is understanding exigence important for literary
analysis?

Understanding exigence helps readers grasp why a text was created, providing
deeper insight into its purpose, context, and the issues it addresses, which
enriches interpretation and critical analysis.

Additional Resources

1. Rhetorical Situations and Exigence: Understanding Literary Impetus

This book delves into the concept of exigence as it relates to rhetoric and
literature. It explores how authors respond to pressing issues or moments
that demand attention through their writing. By examining various literary
works, the text highlights how exigence shapes the purpose and urgency behind
a narrative or argument.

2. Reading Between the Lines: Exigence and Context in Literary Analysis
Focusing on the importance of context, this book teaches readers how to
identify exigence within literary texts. It emphasizes the relationship
between an author’s motivation and the social, political, or historical
circumstances surrounding a work. The book provides tools for critical
reading and deeper interpretation of exigent themes.

3. The Power of Exigence: How Literature Responds to Crisis

This collection of essays investigates how literature functions as a response
to societal crises and urgent issues. The contributors explore various genres
and periods, demonstrating how exigence drives authors to engage with
problems such as war, injustice, and cultural upheaval. It offers insight
into the dynamic interaction between text and exigent moments.

4. Exigence and Audience: Crafting Persuasive Literature

This title analyzes the role of exigence in shaping not only the content but
also the intended audience of literary works. It discusses strategies authors
use to appeal to readers’ emotions and reasoning in order to address urgent
matters effectively. The book is useful for understanding persuasion
techniques in literature.



5. Writing with Purpose: Exploring Exigence in Creative Expression

Aimed at writers, this guide explains how to identify and incorporate
exigence in creative writing. It encourages authors to connect their work
with timely issues, making their stories or poems more impactful. The book
includes exercises to help writers find and express their own exigent
motivations.

6. Historical Perspectives on Exigence in Literature

This scholarly work traces the evolution of the concept of exigence
throughout literary history. It examines key periods where exigence was
particularly influential, such as during the Renaissance, Romanticism, and
Modernism. Readers gain an understanding of how historical context affects
literary urgency and purpose.

7. Exigence and the Literary Imagination: Motivations Behind the Text
Exploring the psychological and imaginative dimensions of exigence, this book
looks at how internal and external pressures inspire literary creation. It
discusses how authors translate exigent feelings into narrative forms,
characters, and themes. The work offers a nuanced perspective on the origins
of literary impetus.

8. Rhetoric and Reality: Exigence in Literary Criticism

This book bridges rhetoric and literary criticism by focusing on exigence as
a key analytical concept. It presents methodologies for critics to uncover
the exigent circumstances that shape a text’s meaning and effectiveness. The
text is valuable for students and scholars seeking to deepen their critical
approach.

9. Voices of Urgency: Exigence in Contemporary Literature

Focusing on modern and contemporary works, this book highlights how current
authors use exigence to address pressing global issues like climate change,
inequality, and identity. It showcases diverse voices and genres,
illustrating the ongoing relevance of exigence in literature today. Readers
are encouraged to consider how contemporary exigence influences narrative
form and content.
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