
The Rhetorical Triangle and the Three
Basic Persuasive Appeals

A Logical Appeal (logos) is sound reasoning that calls for using evidence well, analyzing cause
and effect correctly, and using patterns of deductive and inductive reasoning.  Most importantly,
logical appeals distinguish between fact and opinion, and avoid logical fallacies.  While a reader
may or may not agree with the reasons or types of evidence presented in a logical appeal, the
reader can respect the rational basis of the argument.

An Emotional Appeal (pathos) persuades readers by arousing and enlisting their emotions.  It
often arouses the “better self” of the readers by eliciting sympathy, civic pride, and other feelings
based on values and beliefs.  Effective emotional appeals use description and examples to stir
emotions, but they leave the stirring to the reader.  Restraint is more effective than excessive
sentimentality.

An Ethical Appeal (ethos) persuades by establishing the ethics and credibility of the writer. 
Credibility is gained if the writer used correct facts, undistorted evidence, and accurate
interpretations of events.  A writer might also work to create an ethical appeal by treating his or
her ideological opponents fairly and with courtesy, accommodating the concerns of readers,
avoiding a harsh or unfairly biased tone in his or her writing, or through presenting his or her
ethical standpoint on the issue at hand.  A successful ethical appeal will not be based on opinions
or claims that cannot be supported.  Readers will not trust a writer who attempts to argue in this
way.  Ethical appeals cannot take the place of logical appeals, but the two types of appeals work
well together.  One effective way of making an ethical appeal is to draw on personal experience,
which can say as much about a writer as it does about the topic at hand.
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Identify and describe the appeals in each of the following addresses:

1.
We observe today not a victory of party but a celebration of freedom—symbolizing an

end as well as a beginning—signifying renewal as well as change.  For I have sworn before you
and Almighty God the same solemn oath our forebears prescribed nearly a century and three
quarters ago.

The world is very different now.  For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish
all forms of human poverty and all forms of human life.  And yet the same revolutionary beliefs
for which our forebears fought are still at issue  around the globe—the belief that the rights of
man come not from generosity of the state but from the hand of God.

We dare not forget today that we are heirs of that first revolution.  Let the word go forth
from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new
generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war; disciplined by a hard and bitter
peace, proud of our ancient heritage—and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of
those human rights to which this nation has always been committed, and to which we are
committed today at home and around the world.

—John F.  Kennedy  
“Inaugural Address”

2.
According to a recent publication of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, at

the present rate of “progress” it will take forty-three years to end job discrimination—hardly a
reasonable timetable.

If our goal is educational and economic equity and parity—and it is—then we need
affirmative action to catch up.  We are behind as a result of discrimination and denial of
opportunity.  There is one white attorney for every 680 whites, but only one black attorney for
every 4,000 blacks; one white physician for every 659 whites, but only one black physician for
every 5,000 blacks;  and one white dentist for every 1,900 whites, but only one black dentist for
every 8,400 blacks.  Less than 1 percent of all engineers—or practicing chemists—is black. 
Cruel and uncompassionate injustice created gaps like these.  We need creative justice and
compassion to help us close them.  

—Jesse Jackson
“Why Blacks Need Affirmative Action”

3.
Our tragedy today is a general and universal physical fear so long sustained by now that

we can even bear it.  There are no longer problems of the spirit.  There is only the question:
When will I be blown up?  Because of this, the young man or woman writing today has forgotten
the problems of the human heart in conflict with itself which alone can make good writing
because only this is worth writing about, worth the agony and the sweat.

He must learn them again.  He must teach himself that the basest of all things is to be
afraid; and, teaching himself that, forget it forever, leaving no room in his workshop for anything
but the old verities and truths of the heart, the old universal truths lacking which any story is
ephemeral and doomed--love and honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice.   Until
he does so, he labors under a curse.  He writes not of love but of lust, of defeats in which nobody
loses anything of value, of victories without pity or compassion.  His griefs grieve on no
universal bones, leaving no scars.  He writes not of the heart but of the glands.  

—William Faulkner
Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech
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