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Why Rhetorical 

Devices?

O For authors and speakers to make a 
persuasive argument, their work must 
have a clear thesis or purpose, sufficient 
evidence supporting the thesis, a logical 
and progressive organization, and, most 
importantly, an effective style. 



Rhetorical Devices

Definition:

O Rhetoric:  Language meant to persuade

O Rhetorical Device: Any stylistic device or 
use of language an author or speaker 
uses to help persuade or make a desired 
impact on their audience.



A Quick Review:

O Simile—a comparison using like or as

Example: “He is as brave as a lion.”

O Metaphor—a comparison without using like or as

Example: “Time is a thief” or “All the world’s a stage.”

O Personification—assigning human qualities to something 
that is not human

Example: “The stars danced through the moonlit sky.”

O Rhetorical Question—a question asked for effect, not 
requiring an answer

Example: “How should I know?”



Other Common 

Rhetorical Devices

O Allusion

O Hyperbole

O Euphemism

O Repetition

O Anaphora (beginning)

O Epistrophe (end)

O Parallelism

O Juxtaposition

O Understatement

O Oxymoron



Allusion
O A brief reference to a famous person, event, or work 

of art or literature. 

• “Plan ahead: it wasn't raining 
when Noah built the ark.”

• “He was a real Romeo with the 
ladies.”

• “She was a good Samaritan 
yesterday when helping the 
elderly woman carry her 
groceries.”
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Hyperbole

O An obvious and 
deliberate 
exaggeration used 
for emphasis.



Examples of Hyperbole

O I love you more than 
life itself!

O He’s so hungry, he 
could eat a horse!

O I told you a million 

times!!



Euphemism

O A mild or pleasant word or 

phrase used instead of 

one that is unpleasant or 

offensive.
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Examples of Euphemisms

O “Pass away” instead of “die”
O “Let go” instead of “fired”
O “Correctional facility”  

instead of “jail”
O “Restroom” instead of  

“toilet”



Repetition: 

Anaphora & Epistrophe

O Repetition:  the repetition of 
words or phrases to build to a 
climax or add emphasis. 

O Anaphora: the repetition of 
words at the beginning of a 
phrase.

O Epistrophe: the repetition 
of words at the end of a 
phrase.



Examples of Anaphora

From Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” Speech:

“I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the 
true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: 
that all men are created equal.’ 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of 
former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit 
down together at a table of brotherhood...

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation 
where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.”



Examples of Anaphora
From Winston Churchill’s “We Shall Fight on the Beaches” Speech, 1940:
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Examples of Epistrophe

“I swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, 

and nothing but the truth.”

“See no evil; hear no evil; speak no evil.”

"For no government is better than the 

men who compose it, and I want the 

best, and we need the best, and we 

deserve the best.”
From Senator John F. Kennedy’s speech at Wittenberg College, 1960



Parallelism

O Successive words, phrases, clauses 
expressed with the same or very similar 
grammatical structure. 
O Can add balance and rhythm and, most 

importantly, emphasis to argument.

O Often occurs with anaphora and 
epistrophe.



Examples of Parallelism

O "Let every nation know, whether it wishes 
us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, 
bear any burden, meet any hardship, 
support any friend, oppose any foe to 
assure the survival and the success of 
liberty.” –John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address

"...and that government of the people, by the 
people, for the people, shall not perish from 
the earth.”—Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address



Examples of 

Parallelism

O "I've tried to offer leadership to the 
Democratic Party and the Nation. If, in my 
high moments, I have done some good, 
offered some service, shed some light, 
healed some wounds, rekindled some 
hope, or stirred someone from apathy and 
indifference, or in any way along the way 
helped somebody, then this campaign has 
not been in vain.”

-- Jesse Jackson, 1984 DNC Address



Juxtaposition

O Placing two contrasting 
elements together that are 
so unlike the effect is 
surprising, witty, or even 
startling.

O Often occurs with 
parallelism.

“That's one small step for man; one giant leap 
for mankind.”    -- Neil Armstrong, Apollo 11 Moon Landing Speech



Examples of 

Juxtaposition
O "I have a dream that my four little children will one day 

live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color 
of their skin but by the content of their character.”

-- Martin Luther King, Jr., I Have a Dream

O "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 



Understatement
O A statement that minimizes the significance of 

something or says less than it means; often 
used for comedic effect.

“There is a novel type of warfare that brings no 
destruction, except to life.”   --E.B White

“I have to have this operation. It isn’t very serious. I have this 
tiny little tumor on the brain.” 

--J.D. Salinger, Catcher in the Rye

"I am just going outside and may be some time.” --Captain 
Lawrence Oates, (Antarctic explorer, before walking out into a 
blizzard to face certain death, 1912)



Understatement Example

Arthur: I command you as King of the 
Britons to stand aside!
Black Knight: I move for no man.
Arthur: So be it!

Arthur cuts off the Black Knight's left arm.

Arthur: Now stand aside, worthy adversary.
Black Knight: 'Tis but a scratch.
Arthur: A scratch? Your arm's off!
Black Knight: No, it isn't.
Arthur: Well, what's that then?
Black Knight: I've had worse.
Arthur: You liar!

Arthur cuts off the Black Knight's right arm.

Arthur: Victory is mine! We thank thee 
Lord, that in thy mercy...
Black Knight: Come on then.
Arthur: What?
Black Knight: Have at you!

Arthur: You are indeed brave, Sir Knight, 
but the fight is mine.
Black Knight: Oh, had enough, eh?
Arthur: Look… you've got no arms left.
Black Knight: Yes I have.
Arthur: Look!
Black Knight: Just a flesh wound.

Link to Video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZmIn
kxbvlCs

From the comedy film, Monty Python and the Holy Grail

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZmInkxbvlCs


Oxymoron

O The combination of two words of 
opposite meaning for dramatic, comedic 
or provocative effect

“Jumbo Shrimp”

“Greatest fear”

“O brawling love! O loving hate!”

(from “Romeo and Juliet”, Shakespeare)



PRACTICE

At this point, please complete the 
writing activity.  Your job is to 
choose one of the given topics and 
write two well developed 
paragraphs using at least FOUR of 
the rhetorical devices studied in 
class.  See assignment for details.


