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Rhetorical Reading1

Introduction
❖ Rhetorical reading involves reading a text with an eye toward the rhetoric of what you are

reading. Rhetoric is the available means of persuasion at a writer's disposal. When you read
something rhetorically you are paying particular attention to how certain elements of the text
influence you as you read. By paying attention to those elements as you read, you become more
aware of how a text persuades you or acts upon you. This awareness can also help you as a writer
make choices about how you will use rhetoric to influence those who read your work, whether it
is something you have written or a multimodal project you have created.

❖ When reading rhetorically, there are at least four rhetorical elements to which you should pay
attention by asking yourself the following questions about purpose, audience, claims, evidence,
and appeals. As you read rhetorically, annotate a text by making the parts of the piece that help
you determine the following:
➢ What is the author's purpose? Is the author arguing a point? Bringing awareness to a

problem? Trying to make sense of an experience? Calling people to action?
➢ Who is the intended audience? To whom does the author seem to be writing?
➢ What are the author's claims? What claims and what kind of claims does the author

make?
➢ What kinds of evidence are used? Scientific data, anecdotes, personal experience?

The Appeals
❖ The Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle taught his own students that there are three specific

types of appeals that orators might make in order to persuade their audiences. These appeals that
readers can recognize as ways that texts persuade them. These three persuasive strategies make up
the rhetorical triangle.
➢ Ethos. Appeals to credibility. Notice how the author tries to persuade readers by

establishing his/her credibility
➢ Logos. Appeals to logic. Notice how the author uses the logic of his argument or his

claims to persuade readers.
➢ Pathos. Appeals to emotions. Notice how the author tries to persuade readers by engaging

their emotions.

1 Ideas in this handout are taken/adapted from Carillo, E. (2017). A Writer's Guide to Mindful Reading.
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Rhetorical Reading Practice
1. Choose any piece of writing - digital or print. You might choose a blog entry, a

newspaper, an excerpt from one of your textbooks, or even a piece of your own writing.
Rhetorically read it by answering the four questions on the previous page.

2. Think of a cause that you believe in (e.g. civil rights, environmental issues; campus
issues). Design two flyers advertising the meeting of a campus group that will support the cause.
Maybe the cause is something as well-known as global warming or as localized as dorm curfews.
The audience for the first flyer is students who have already signed a petition indicating their
commitment to the cause. The audience for the second flyer is new, first-year students who likely
don't know about this group on campus. How do these different audiences affect the other
rhetorical aspects of your flyers? Look back at the four questions for guidance to determine how
the content and the design of the flyers might be impacted by these different audiences.
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