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INTRODUCTION: BEYOND THE SURFACE OF THE
WRITTEN WORD

In an age of information overload, the ability to simply decode
words  on  a  page  is  no  longer  sufficient.  We  are  constantly
bombarded  with  articles,  advertisements,  social  media  posts,
academic papers, and news reports, each vying for our attention
and agreement. The true skill that separates a passive consumer
of text from an empowered, critical  thinker is  the practice of
reading rhetorically. This approach transforms reading from a
simple act of comprehension into an active, investigative process.
Instead of asking only "What does this text say?", a rhetorical
reader asks a more powerful set of questions: "Why is this text
saying it in this particular way? Who is the intended audience?
What is the author's purpose, and what strategies are being used
to achieve it?" This article will serve as your comprehensive guide
to mastering this essential skill, providing you with the tools to
analyze any text with depth, nuance, and a critical eye.
Reading rhetorically is not a technique reserved for university
literature courses or professional critics. It is a fundamental life
skill that enhances your ability to evaluate arguments, recognize
persuasive techniques, and make informed decisions. Whether
you are reading a political speech, a marketing email, a research
study, or a complex business proposal, a rhetorical lens allows
you to see the architecture of the argument beneath the surface.
It empowers you to resist manipulation, engage more deeply with
ideas,  and  become  a  more  effective  communicator  yourself.  By
understanding  how  language  works  to  persuade,  inform,  or
entertain, you gain a significant advantage in both your personal
and professional life.

THE FOUNDATION: WHAT DOES "READING
RHETORICALLY" ACTUALLY MEAN?

At  its  core,  reading  rhetorically  means  reading  with  an
awareness  of  the  rhetorical  situation.  This  concept,  rooted in
ancient  Greek  philosophy  and  refined  over  centuries,
acknowledges that every act of communication occurs within a
specific  context.  A  text  is  not  a  standalone  artifact;  it  is  a
deliberate response to a particular need, audience, and set of
circumstances. To read rhetorically is to reconstruct this context
and understand how it shapes the text you are holding.
This  approach  moves  beyond  simple  literary  analysis.  While
literary  analysis  often  focuses  on  theme,  character,  and
symbolism, rhetorical analysis focuses on persuasion, argument,
and effect. A rhetorical reader is a detective, searching for clues
about the author's intentions,  the intended audience, and the
specific strategies used to bridge the gap between them. This is
an active, questioning, and often skeptical mode of reading. It
requires you to set aside passive acceptance and engage in a
dynamic conversation with the text, challenging its assumptions
and evaluating its effectiveness.

The Core Questions of a

Rhetorical Reader
Before you begin any text, a rhetorical reader primes their mind
with  a  specific  set  of  investigative  questions.  These  questions
form  the  foundation  of  the  entire  analytical  process.  They
include:

Who is the author? What is their expertise, background,
and potential bias? Are they writing as an authority, a peer,
or an advocate?
What is the text's purpose? Is the primary goal to
inform, persuade, entertain, or call to action? Often, texts
have multiple, layered purposes.
Who is the intended audience? Is the text written for
experts, beginners, a specific demographic, or a general
public? The audience dictates everything from word choice
to complexity of argument.
What is the context? When and where was this text
published? What were the social, political, or cultural
circumstances surrounding its creation?
What appeals are being used? Is the author relying
primarily on logic (logos), emotion (pathos), or their own
credibility (ethos)?

DECONSTRUCTING THE RHETORICAL TRIANGLE:
ETHOS, PATHOS, AND LOGOS

Any discussion of rhetorical reading is incomplete without a deep
dive into Aristotle's three modes of persuasion. These are the
fundamental building blocks that authors use to construct their
arguments. By learning to identify and evaluate these appeals,
you gain a powerful vocabulary for describing how a text works
on its audience. Reading rhetorically means constantly asking:
"How is this author building trust, appealing to my emotions, and
making a logical case?"

Ethos: The Appeal to
Credibility and Character
Ethos is all about the character of the speaker or writer. It is how
an  author  establishes  their  authority,  trustworthiness,  and
credibility with the audience. A reader who is reading rhetorically
will  scrutinize how ethos is constructed. This can be achieved
through various means, including demonstrating expertise (e.g.,
citing  relevant  credentials,  research,  or  personal  experience),
showcasing good character (e.g., using fair, respectful language),
and building a sense of shared values with the audience. When
you encounter a text, ask yourself: "Do I trust this author? Why or
why  not?  What  specific  signals  are  they  sending  to  earn  my
trust?" A weak ethos, such as an over-reliance on unsupported
claims  or  a  condescending  tone,  can  immediately  undermine
even a logically sound argument.

Pathos: The Appeal to

https://old.setefer.com/


2

2 Reading Rhetorically 2024-08-25

Emotion
Pathos is the attempt to evoke an emotional  response in the
audience.  This  is  one  of  the  most  powerful  and  prevalent
rhetorical strategies. It can be subtle or overt, ranging from a
politician's hopeful and inspiring language to a charity's use of
heart-wrenching imagery.  A  skilled  rhetorical  reader  does  not
dismiss pathos as mere manipulation. Instead, they analyze it as
a strategic choice. What specific emotions is the author trying to
trigger? Fear, anger, pity, joy, nostalgia, or a sense of belonging?
How  does  this  emotional  appeal  serve  the  author's  overall
purpose? Recognizing pathos allows you to see the emotional
landscape of an argument and question whether the emotional
weight is being used to distract from a weak logical core.

Logos: The Appeal to Logic
and Reason
Logos  is  the  appeal  to  logic,  reason,  and evidence.  It  is  the
structure  of  the  argument  itself,  supported  by  facts,  data,
statistics, case studies, and logical reasoning. A text strong in
logos will present a clear, coherent argument with premises that
lead to a convincing conclusion. When reading rhetorically, you
must  evaluate  the  quality  of  this  evidence.  Are  the  sources
credible? Are the statistics cited appropriately or taken out of
context? Is the reasoning sound, or are there logical fallacies?
The presence of an appendix, footnotes, or a bibliography is a
clear signal of an appeal to logos. However, remember that a text
can  appear  logical  while  still  being  flawed.  Critical  reading  of
logos is about testing the argument's internal consistency and
the reliability of its supporting evidence.

KEY ELEMENTS OF A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS

To go beyond the basic triangle, a more thorough practice of
reading  rhetorically  involves  analyzing  several  other  key
elements of any text. These components work together to create
the text's overall effect and meaning.

Purpose and Audience: The
Driving Forces
These are the two most fundamental contextual elements. An
author's  purpose is  the reason they created the text.  Is  it  to
convince you to vote for a candidate, to teach you how to bake a
cake,  or  to  persuade  you  to  buy  a  product?  The  intended
audience is the specific group of people the author has in mind. A
text  written  for  fellow  experts  will  look  very  different  from  one
written  for  a  popular  magazine.  The  vocabulary,  sentence
structure, level of detail, and even the types of evidence used are
all  calibrated  for  a  specific  audience.  A  rhetorical  reader  is
constantly  trying  to  infer  the  author's  mental  model  of  their
audience and how that model shapes every choice in the text.

Tone and Style: The Voice
of the Text
Tone refers to the author's attitude toward the subject and the
audience. It can be formal, informal, sarcastic, urgent, humorous,
or  academic.  Style  encompasses  the  author's  word  choice
(diction),  sentence  structure  (syntax),  and  use  of  figurative

language. A sarcastic tone might be used to ridicule an opposing
viewpoint,  while  a  formal,  academic  style  is  used  to  project
authority and seriousness. When you are reading rhetorically,
pay close attention to the emotional and intellectual atmosphere
created by the tone and style. A jarring shift in tone can be a
signal  that  the  author  is  trying  to  change  the  audience's
emotional state or pivot the argument.

Genre and Medium: The
Container of the Message
A genre  is  a  category  of  communication  with  its  own set  of
conventions  and  expectations.  A  political  speech,  a  scientific
article,  a  personal  blog  post,  and  a  film  review  are  all  different
genres. Each genre has its own rules about length, structure,
evidence, and tone. The medium is the channel through which
the text is delivered, whether it is a printed book, a website, a
podcast, or a video. The medium heavily influences how a text is
consumed  and  what  strategies  are  effective.  For  example,  an
essay published online might use hyperlinks to provide evidence,
a strategy unavailable in a print newspaper. Reading rhetorically
means understanding the constraints and opportunities of  the
genre and medium the author has chosen.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR READING RHETORICALLY

Knowing the theory is only half the battle. You need a practical,
repeatable  process  to  apply  these  concepts  to  any  text  you
encounter. The following strategies will help you develop a strong
habit of rhetorical reading.

Preview the Text Before
You Read
Do  not  jump  straight  into  the  first  paragraph.  Spend  a  few
minutes  surveying  the  text.  Read  the  title,  headings,
subheadings,  any abstract or summary, the author biography,
and the publication venue. Look at the table of contents or any
visual elements like charts or images. This preview gives you a
high-level map of the text's structure and purpose. It primes your
brain  for  the  information  to  come  and  allows  you  to  start
formulating your initial rhetorical questions. Who is the publisher?
What  does  that  tell  you  about  the  text's  potential  bias  or
perspective?

Annotate as You Go
Active reading requires that you mark up the text. Underline key
claims, circle important terms, and write questions or comments
in the margins. Use symbols to flag different types of appeals: a
"L" for logos, an "E" for ethos, and a "P" for pathos. Note any
logical fallacies you spot. Note moments that confuse you or that
you  strongly  agree  or  disagree  with.  This  annotation  process
forces you to engage with the text on a sentence-by-sentence
level,  transforming  you  from a  passive  reader  into  an  active
analyst. The physical act of writing reinforces your understanding
and creates a permanent record of your analytical thinking.

Summarize the Argument
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in Your Own Words
After  you  finish  reading,  try  to  summarize  the  author's  main
argument in one or two sentences. This forces you to distill the
core  of  the  text.  Then,  go  a  step  further  and  describe  the
rhetorical  situation.  Who  is  the  author,  and  what  is  their
credibility? Who is the intended audience, and what are their
likely values or beliefs? What is the text's primary purpose? This
act  of  summarization  and  contextualization  solidifies  your
understanding and reveals any areas where your comprehension
may be weak. If you cannot clearly articulate the argument, you
likely need to reread more carefully.

Trace the Line of Reasoning
Go back through the text and map the logical structure. How
does the author build their case step by step? What are the major
claims, and what evidence supports them? Identify the transitions
between points. Look for the "so what" question: why does each
point matter in the context of the overall argument? This process
reveals the skeleton of the text. A well-structured argument will
have a clear, progressive line of reasoning. A poorly structured
argument  may  be  repetitive,  contradictory,  or  filled  with
irrelevant  digressions.  Understanding  the  architecture  of  an
argument is a core component of reading rhetorically.

APPLYING RHETORICAL READING ACROSS DIFFERENT
TEXT TYPES

The  beauty  of  reading  rhetorically  is  that  it  is  a  universally
applicable  skill.  However,  the  specific  emphasis  of  your  analysis
will shift depending on the type of text you are examining. Here
are a few common examples.

Reading Rhetorically in
Academic and Scholarly
Texts
When reading academic articles or  books,  your primary focus
should be on logos and ethos. Scrutinize the methodology, the
quality of the literature review, and the logical validity of the
conclusions. Pay close attention to how the author situates their
work within the existing scholarly conversation. Whose research
are they building upon, and whose are they challenging? The
language will be formal and specialized, so be prepared to look
up key terms. The purpose is primarily to advance knowledge, so
the appeals will prioritize evidence and reasoning over emotional
impact. Understanding the specific disciplinary conventions


