
Rhetorical Terms 
 

1. Abstract language:  Qualities or characteristics that we conceive of mentally but cannot see, touch, or hear.  
Writers must illustrate terms with examples to clarify for readers.  Bravery, laziness, perseverance. 

 
2. Active Voice:  The opposite of passive voice, the active voice is essentially any sentence with an active verb. 

Johnny Appleseed planted his seeds in the garden. The active verb is “planted.” Active voice is usually 

preferred in writing because it expresses more energy and command of the essay than does the passive voice.  

3. Ad hominem argument:  Attacking another person’s argument by attacking the person rather than the 

issue. Seen as a common fallacy in an argument.  

 
4. Allegory:  A story or visual image with a second distinct meaning partially hidden behind its literal or visible 

meaning.  An allegory may be conceived as a metaphor that is extended into a structured system.  In written 

narrative, allegory involves a continuous parallel between two (or more) levels of meaning in a story, so that 

its persons and events correspond to their equivalents in a system of ideas or chain of events external to the 

tale.  Each character and episode in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), for example, embodies an 
idea within a pre-existing Puritan doctrine of salvation.  

 

5. Alliteration: The repetition of initial consonant sounds.   
“Freak of fancy in my friend.”  Edgar Allan Poe 

 

6. Allusion:  An indirect or passing reference to some event, person, place, or artistic work, the nature and 
relevance of which is not explained by the writer but relies on the reader’s familiarity with what is thus 
mentioned.  “Suffer not yourselves to be betrayed with a kiss.”  Patrick Henry 

 

7. Ambiguity:  Openness to different interpretations; or an instance in which some use of language may be 
understood in diverse ways.  Critic William Empson in Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930) defended it as a 

source of poetic richness.  Ambiguities in everyday speech are usually resolved by their context, but some 
statements (they are hunting dogs) or book titles (Scouting for Boys) or newspaper headlines (Generals Fly 
Back to Front) can remain ambiguous.  The verbal compression and uncertain context of much poetry often 

produce ambiguity.   

“Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness.” John Keats 

“Still” might mean “even yet” or immobile,” or both.  On a larger scale, a character or entire work may 
display ambiguity (Hamlet). 

 
8. Analogy:  Illustration of an idea by means of a more familiar idea that is similar or parallel to it in some 

significant features.  “As the caterpillar chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so the priest lays his curse 
on the fairest joys.”  William Blake 

 

9. Anaphora:  A rhetorical figure of repetition in which the same word or phrase is repeated in (and usually at 
the beginning of) successive lines, clauses, or sentences—seen often in political speeches. “Last night, 
Japanese forces attacked Hong Kong. Last night, Japanese forces attached Guam. Last night, Japanese forces 
attacked the Philippine Islands. Last night, the Japanese attacked Wake Island.” –Franklin D. Roosevelt 

Additionally, anaphora is a common poetic technique.  

 
Mine-by the Right of White Election! 
Mine-by the Royal Seal! 
Mine-by the Sign in the Scarlet prison! 
Bars-cannot conceal! 

-Emily Dickinson 

 

10. Anecdote:  A brief story used to illustrate a point. 

 

11. Antithesis:  An observation or claim that is in opposition to an author’s claim or a statement in which direct 
opposites are contrasted in the same sentence.  It may involve a contrast of ideas expressed in a 
grammatically balanced statement.   “A man desires the satisfaction of his desires; a woman desires the 
condition of desiring.”  Pam Houston 

 

12. Aphorism:  A statement of some general principle, expressed memorably by condensing much wisdom into 
few words.  “Give a man a mask and he will tell you the truth.”  Oscar Wilde 

 



13. Apostrophe: The speaker directly addresses someone dead, someone missing, an abstract quality, or 

something nonhuman as if she/he/it were actually present.   

 
14. Appeals: Greek philosopher Aristotle identified three types of appeals in persuasion labeling them ethos, 

pathos, and logos.   

a. Ethos (Ethical Appeal): A writer’s ethical appeal, or presentation of self, builds credibility for his or her 

audience. A successful writer seeks to convince his or her audience that he or she has the 

background, history, skills, and/or expertise to speak on the issue. For example, an essay advocating 

policy changes on drug rehabilitation programs is more powerful if the person is a former addict or 
counselor in a current rehab program. A writer can also build credibility by emphasizing that he or 

she shares the same values with the audience.  

b. Pathos (Emotional Appeal): The emotional moving quality of a literary work or of particular passages 

within it, appealing especially to our feelings. Pathos arguments may use loaded language to incite 

emotions in the audience such as feelings of guilt, sorrow, worry, insecurity, or compassion. A 
sympathetic audience is more likely to accept a writer’s assertions. For example, showing images on 

television of hardships and loss may provoke the audience to donate to a specific cause.  

c. Logos (Logical Appeal): Logos employs logical reasoning, combining a clear idea (or multiple ideas) with 

well-thought-out and appropriate examples and details. These examples are logically presented and 

rationally lead to the writer’s conclusion. This appeal often uses inductive or deductive reasoning and 

generally there is a rational tone to the argument. Examples of logical appeals include the presentation 
of facts, evidence, statistics, credible testimony, cogent examples etc. Logical appeals appear 

reasonable, but like all arguments, fallacies may exist that defeat the viability of the argument.  

 

15. Appeal to authority: Persuasive device in which the writer cites ‘authorities’ to lend greater credence to her 

or his own assertions.   
 

16. Asyndeton: This term will add stylistic force to writing by handling conjunctions in non-standard ways. 

Asyndeton will leave out conjunctions in a list or between clauses. “He was tall, dark, handsome”. When there 

are only two items, it can be used to define the second item as clarification of the first. “It was a great prize, a 

reward for years of service.” It can also give the impression that the list you have created was spontaneous or 

unfinished. This may force readers to come up with more items on their own. Finally, it can give the feeling of 

fast movement in writing. “They sat under one roof, princes, dukes, barons, earls, kings.”  

 
17. Authorial aside:  A written digression, a time in writing, when the author steps outside the story and speaks 

directly to the reader.   

 

18. Balanced sentence: A characterization of a writer’s specific style, usually accompanied with a semicolon 
with a balanced number of words on either side.  “The corners heap up with poetry; whole unfilled systems 
litter the ice.”  Annie Dillard 

 
19. Cacophony: Harshness or discordance of sound; the opposite of euphony.  Usually the result of awkward 

alliterations, as in tongue-twisters.   
 

20. Cause and Effect:  Rhetorical mode, used to explain or persuade through the illustration of relationships 
between actions and outcomes.  “Our country outing on the shores of the Rappahannock River had an 
unintended result, and although IU was taken completely by surprise, the news did not upset me.” Lewis B. 

Puller 

 

21. Chiasmus:  A figure of speech by which the order of terms in the first of two parallel clauses is reversed in the 

second.  This may involve a repetition of the same words, or just a reversed parallel between two 

corresponding pairs of ideas. 
“Pleasure’s a sin, and sometimes sin’s a pleasure.” Lord Byron 
Despised, if ugly; if she’s fair, betrayed.”  Mary Leapor 

 

22. Conceit:  An unusually far-fetched or elaborate metaphor or simile presenting a surprisingly apt parallel 

between two apparently dissimilar things or feelings.   
“Griefe is a puddle, and reflects not clear/Your beautiful rayes.”  T. Carew 

 

23. Colloquial language: The use of informal expressions appropriate to everyday speech.  It can differ from the 
formality of writing, in pronunciation, vocabulary, or grammar. 

 

24. Comparison/contrast:  A rhetorical mode, used to address similarities and or differences between 

concepts/ideas. 



 
25. Concrete Language: Terms that are understood because they appeal to the senses.  Rocky, Bright yellow. 

 

26. Connotative language:  Words that have implied meaning, emphasizing the feelings or subjectivity that 
surrounds the word. Words generally are negative (sadistic), positive (serendipitous), or neutral (instrument).  

 
27. Cumulative sentence:  One in which the emendations are added after the main clause is completed.  “I could 

live two days in a den, curled, leaning on mouse fur, sniffing bird bones, blinking, licking, breathing musk, my 
hair tangled in the roots of grasses.”  Annie Dillard 

 
28. Deductive reasoning:  A form of logical thinking to analyze when one is asked to evaluate the persuasive 

devices used by the author.  General statements (major premises) believed to be true are applied to specific 

situations (minor premises).  The result of deduction is a conclusion about a specific situation.   

 

29. Denotative language:  Literal, dictionary meaning, emphasizing an objective tone. 
 

30. Diction:  The choice of words used in a literary work.  It can be described according to the oppositions of 

formal/colloquial, abstract/concrete, and literal/figurative. 

 

31. Didactic:  Instructive; designed to impart information, advice, or some doctrine of morality or philosophy. 

 
32. Epigram:  A short witty turn of thought, or a wittily condensed expression in prose. “Lulls swears he is all 

heart, but you’ll suppose by his proboscis that he is all nose.” Martial (Roman Poet) 

 

33. Epistrophe: Closely related to anaphora. This is when the same word or phrase is repeated at the end of 

multiple clauses or sentences. “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I understood as child, I thought as a 

child, but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” Both anaphora and epistrophe act as parallel 

structure that emphasizes a single idea. 

 

 

34. Euphemism: The substitution of a mild or less negative word or phrase for a harsh or blunt one. The basic 

psychology of euphemistic language is the desire to put something bad or embarrassing in a positive or 
neutral light. Satirists often exploit this technique.  
“He was a middle-aged, simple-hearted miner who had lived in a lonely corner of California, among the birds 
and the mountains, a good many years, and he studies the ways of his only neighbors, the beasts and the 
birds, until he believed he could accurately translate any remark which they made.” Mark Twain 

 

35. Foreshadowing:  The author gives hints about future events. 
 

36. Hyperbole:  The author over exaggerates to accomplish a purpose.  
If I read a book and it makes my whole body so cold no fire can warm me, I know that is poetry.  Emily 

Dickenson, Letter to Col. Thomas Higginson 

 

37. Imagery:  Uses of language in a literary work that evoke sense-impressions by literal or figurative reference.   
 

38. Inverted syntax:  A reversal of the normally expected order of words. “When he the ambitious Norway 
combated,” Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

 

39. Irony:  A subtly humorous perception of inconsistency, in which an apparently straightforward statement or 

event is undermined by its context so as to give it a very different significance.  Verbal – a discrepancy 
between what is said and what is actually meant.  Structural – A naive or deluded hero or unreliable narrator, 

whose view differs widely from the true circumstances recognized by the author and readers.  Dramatic – The 

audience knows more about a character’s situation than the character does, foreseeing an outcome contrary 

to the character’s expectations, and thus ascribing a sharply different sense to some of the character’s own 

statements. 

 
40. Juxtaposition:  Placing two items side by side to create a certain effect, reveal an attitude, or accomplish a 

purpose. “Wealth and poverty, guilt and grief, orange and apple, God and Satan; let us settle ourselves 
and work and wedge our feet downward through the mud and the slush of opinion, and prejudice, and 
tradition, and delusion, and appearance.” Henry David Thoreau 

 



41. Metaphor:  The most important and widespread figure of speech, in which one thing, idea, or action is 

referred to by a word or an expression normally denoting another thing, idea, or action, so as to suggest some 

common quality shared by the two.   
 

42. Metonymy: Metonymy allows you to refer to something closely related to the actual object, and use that as a 

way of referring to the object itself. For example, many people talk about the ruler of a monarchy as “the 

crown.” “The White House answered its critics.” The White House cannot speak, so it must have been someone 

from the President’s administration. “The pen is mightier than the sword.” A sword could easily break a pen, so 

the idea must be that the concepts expressed writing can defeat an army. 

 

43. Oxymoron:  A figure of speech that combines two usually contradictory terms in a compressed paradox, as in 
the word bittersweet or the phrase living death.  

 
Why then, O brawling love, O loving hate, 

anything of nothing first create; 
heavy lightness, serious vanity, 

Misshapen chaos of well-seeming forms, 
Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health, 
Still-waking sleep, that is not what it is! William Shakespeare  

 

44. Paradox:  A statement or expression so surprisingly self-contradictory as to provoke us into seeking another 

sense or context in which it would be true.  
“The child is father of the man.” 

 
45. Parallelism (Parallel Syntax):  The arrangement of similarly constructed clauses, sentences, or verse lines in 

a pairing or other sequence suggesting some correspondence between them; balanced arrangement achieved 

through repetition of the same syntactic forms.   
“I’ll give my jewels for a set of beads, 
My gorgeous palace for a hermitage, 
My gay apparel for an almsman’s gown, 
My figured goblets for a dish of wood (. . .)” 

-Shakespeare, Richard III  

     

46. Personification:  A figure of speech by which animals, abstract ideas, or inanimate things are referred to as if 
they were human.  “Invention, Nature’s child, fled stepdame Study’s blows.”  Sir Philip Sidney 

 
47. Point of view: The position or vantage-point from which the events of a story seem to be observed and 

presented to us.  Third person narrator – may be omniscient; first person narrator – usually restricted to his 

or her partial knowledge and/or experience.  

 

48. Polysyndeton: The stylistic opposite of asyndeton in that it puts a conjunction between EVERY item. The 

general feel is to increase urgency or and power, with a hypnotic rhythm forming rather quickly. “The runner 

passed the ten-mile mark and the fifteen, and the twenty, and the finish line loomed in front of him.” The 

conjunctions being used become punctuated beats making a steady cadence that carries on throughout the 

list. “We listen to hear screams, and cries, and howls of rage.”  It is widely used in the Bible and other religious 

texts, and its use often brings to mind a comparison to scripture.  

 

49. Pun: An expression that achieves emphasis or humor, by contriving an ambiguity; two distinct meanings 
being suggested either by the same word or by two similar sounding words.  “I am too much in the sun.”
 William Shakespeare 

 

50. Repetition:  A device used by a writer to emphasize an important character trait, to reinforce a theme, to 

create parallel structure, to highlight the speaker’s attitude, to provide a transition between paragraphs, to 
maintain an idea of persistence, or to focus the reader’s attention on a person, place, thing, or idea. “”A soul 
washed and saved is a soul doubly in danger, for everything in the world conspires against such a soul.”  John 

Steinbeck 
 

51. Rhetoric:  The deliberate exploitation of eloquence for the most persuasive effect in public speaking or in 

writing; an important art and science in antiquity; the emphasis on sincerity in the culture of Romanticism 

helped to discredit rhetoric, so that the usual modern sense of the term implies empty and ineffectual 

grandness in public speech; modern critics sometimes refer to the rhetorical dimension of a literary work, 
meaning those aspects of the work that persuade or otherwise guide the responses of readers. 



 

52. Rhetorical question:   Used as a tool in persuasive writing, it is a literary device in which a question is asked 
that actually requires no answer, or the answer is obvious.  “Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be 
purchased at the price of chains and slavery?”  Patrick Henry 

 

53. Simile:  An explicit comparison between two different things, actions, or feelings, using the words “as” or 
“like.”  “I wandered lonely as a cloud.”  William Wordsworth 

 
54. Synecdoche: Synecdoche is the use of a part of something to represent the whole. “The rancher boasted about 

how many head of cattle he owned.” “The captain shouted, ‘All hands on deck.’” Both metonymy and 

synecdoche add stylistic flair to writing.  

 

55. Syntax:  The way in which words and clauses are ordered and connected so as to form sentences. 

 

56. Synthesis: To unite or synthesize a variety of sources to achieve a common end. We use this term almost 

exclusively to refer to the new synthesis question on the exam. 
 

57. Theme: Theme is the basic message or meaning conveyed through elements of character and conflict. The 

term appears often in literature and is paralleled in nonfiction prose by an argument’s thesis. 

 

58. Thesis:  The writer’s statement of purpose. Every well-written essay will have one. It is how the reader 

identifies what the writer is arguing, the position the writer is taking, and the action the writer is advocating. 
Essentially, it is the focal intent of the essay. 

59. Tone: A critical term usually designating the mood or atmosphere of a work, although in some more 

restricted uses it refers to the author’s attitude to the reader (intimate, pompous, etc.) or to the subject-matter 

(ironic, light, sentimental, satirical, etc.) 

60. Understatement: This creates exaggeration by showing restraint. It is the opposite of hyperbole. The knight 
said to the giant, “Please hand me the barrel of ale if it’s not too heavy for you.” 

 

61. Zeugma: A device in which unexpected items in a sentence are linked together by a shared word (can be a 

verb, adjectival phrase, etc.). Often, this is used to eliminate the repetition of a verb. For example, rather than 

saying: “The runner lost the race. The school then canceled his scholarship,” you could say: “The runner lost 

the race and his scholarship.” Zeugma is a great way to forge strong connections between different parts of 

your sentence. By making them share the same word to find their meaning, you make the reader see them as 

very closely related. Another stylistic use of zeugma is to postpone introducing the verb until near the end of 

the sentence. “The teenage sweethearts, the elderly couple, and the flickering candles all danced into the night.” 

 

Sentence Types: 

Periodic Sentence: A sentence in which the main clause or its predicate is withheld until the end; for example, 
“Despite heavy winds and nearly impenetrable ground fog, the plane landed safely.” The completion of the main 

clause is left to the end, thus creating an effect of suspense. All alone in the world, without any money, he died. 

 

Loose sentence: A sentence structure in which a main clause is followed by one or 

more coordinate or subordinate phrases and clauses. Contrast with periodic sentence. A writer may use loose 

sentences to give "the impression of spontaneity and vernacular immediacy" (The Autobiographical Subject, 1995). 

Use the loose sentence for its easy conversational effect. At its simplest the loose sentence contains a main clause 

plus a subordinate construction. “We must be wary of conclusions drawn from the ways of the social insects, since 

their evolutionary track lies so far from ours.” Robert Ardrey  “I knew I had found a friend in the woman, who herself 

was a lonely soul, never having known the love of man or child.” Emma Goldman 

 

Hortative Sentence: The definition of hortative is a choice of words that encourage action. An example would be: 
"Just try it at least once!" 

 

Imperative Sentence: A type of sentence that gives advice or instructions or that expresses a request or command. 

(Compare with sentences that make a statement, ask a question, or express an exclamation.) An imperative sentence 

typically begins with the base form of a verb, as in Go now! The implied subject you is said to be "understood" 

(or elliptical): (You) go now!  An imperative sentence ends with a period or an exclamation point. 
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