Rhetorical Devices and Strategies 
 
Literary techniques refer to any specific, deliberate constructions or choices of language which an author uses to convey meaning in a particular way. An author’s use of a literary technique usually occurs with a single word or phrase, or a particular group of words or phrases, at one single point in a text. Unlike literary elements, literary techniques are not necessarily present in every text; they represent deliberate, conscious choices by individual authors.

Allegory – symbolic fictional narrative that conveys a second meaning not explicit in the narrative (Animal Farm – Russian Revolution)

Alliteration – beginning several consecutive or neighboring words with the same consonant sound (I saw a bee busy among the sweet bilberries)

Allusion – reference to a biblical, mythological, literary or historical person, place, thing or idea (He has the patience of Job.)

Anachronism – assignment of something to a time when it was not in existence (Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court)

Analogy – comparison between something familiar and something unfamiliar for the purpose of illuminating or dramatizing the unfamiliar (detailed description of how nuclear fission is like opening a break in pool)

Anecdote – short entertaining story usually personal or biographical

Antithesis – strongly contrasting words, clauses, sentences, or ideas (It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…)

Aphorism – brief statement of truth or principle given (A penny saved is a penny earned)

Apostrophe – statement addressing an absent person or abstract quality as though present (Judge, O you gods, how dearly Caesar loved him.)

Assonance – the repetition of vowel sounds in a series of words 

Catharsis – Moral and spiritual cleansing; an empathic identification with others.Dark or Black Humor – Use of the morbid or absurd for darkly comic purposes. (Catch-22 by Joseph Heller.)

Consonance – the repetition of a consonant sound within or at the end of a series of words

Epigram – short, witty poem expressing a single observation

Epiphany – Sudden understanding or realization which prior to this was to thought of or understood.

Epilogue – closing section added to the end of a novel, play, etc., providing further comment, interpretation, or information

Ethos – qualities and language in a work that builds trust or credibility in the author or speaker

Euphemism – substituting a mild/non-offensive word or expression for one whose meaning might be harsh or unpleasant (extensive burns vs. charred flesh)

Farce – humorous play based on improbably situations, gross incongruities, coarse wit, or horseplay rather than plot and character

Hyperbole – deliberate & outrageous exaggeration; serious or comedic (shot heard round the world)

Irony – words say one thing but mean another

Antiphrasis – Satirical of humorous use of a word or phrase to convey an idea exactly opposite to its real significance.) “Calling Caesar’s murderers “honorable men.” Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.)

Dramatic – Facts or events are unknown to a character in a play or piece of fiction but known to the reader, audience, or other characters in the work.

Situational – Event occurs that directly contradicts the expectations of the characters, of the reader, or of the audience.

Sarcasm – Caustic and bitter expression of strong disapproval. It is personal, jeering, intended to hurt.

Verbal – Words literally state the opposite of the writer’s (or speaker’s) true meaning. (I couldn’t care less.)

Juxtaposition – placing two or more things close together or side by side for comparison or contrast

Litotes – understatement in which a thing is affirmed by stating the negative of its opposite (not least for great; not to fail for succeed; not bad for good)

Logos – language that appeals to the reader’s sense of logic

Metaphor – a comparison of two unlike things not using ‘like’ or ‘as’ (time is money)

Metonymy – substitution of one word for another which it suggests (man of the cloth vs. priest)

Onomatopoeia – the use of words that mimic the sounds they describe (hiss, buzz, boom)

Oxymoron – combines a pair of opposite terms into a single unusual expression (jumbo shrimp)

Paradox – contradictory statement which has some truth in it (less is more)

Parable – a short, simple, illustrative story used to teach a moral or religious lesson

Pathos – Quality in a literary work that arouses feelings of pity, sorrow, or compassion in the reader or audience.

Personification – gives inanimate objects or inanimate ideas human characteristics (wind cried in the dark)

Prologue – an introduction to a poem, play, novel, etc.

Pun- play on words that are either identical or similar in sound but have sharply diverse meanings

Satire – a work that attacks human folly or a societal problem with humor and wit

Simile – a comparison of two different things or ideas using the words ‘like’ or ‘as’ 
Symbolism – object, person, place, action that has a meaning but also stands for something larger such as a quality, attitude, belief, or value

Synecdoche – a part of something represents the whole also the whole can represent a part (all hands on deck)

Synesthesia – description of one sense by words generally used to describe another (hungry eyes, blind mouths)

Literary elements refer to particular identifiable characteristics of a whole text. They are not “used,” per se, by authors; they represent the elements of storytelling which are common to all literary and narrative forms. For example, every story has a theme, every story has a setting, every story has a conflict, every story is written from a particular point-of-view, etc. In order to be discussed legitimately as part of a textual analysis, literary elements must be specifically identified for that particular text.
Archetype – character, action, or situation that is a prototype, or pattern of human life, occurring over and over again in literature, such as a quest, an initiation, or an attempt to overcome evil; two common archetypes involve setting and character

Characters – people or animals who take part in the action of a literary work

Conflict – tension between opposing forces; essential to plot (man v. man; v. self; v. fate; v. nature; v. society)

Diction – word choice intended to convey a certain effect


Connotation – refers to the emotions and attitude associated with a word; goes beyond the literal


Denotation – the dictionary definition of a word


Colloquial – refers to informal speech or writing; ordinary; not formal


Dialect – speech of a particular region or group as it differs from those of a real or imaginary standard speech


Elevated Diction – formal or lofty speech

Flashback – a scene that interrupts the action of a work to show a previous event

Foreshadowing – the use of hints or clues to suggest future action

Imagery – words or phrases appealing to the senses – descriptive diction a writer uses to represent persons, objects, actions, feelings, and ideas


Visual – sight


Auditory - sound


Olfactory – smell


Gustatory - taste


Kinesthetic - touch

Mood – emotional atmosphere in a literary work

Plot – the sequence of events or actions in a short story, novel, play or narrative poem


Exposition – author lays groundwork revealing the setting, character relationships, and situation before conflict begins


Inciting incident – interrupts the harmony & balance of the situation; sets in motion the rising action


Rising action – things that happen that build toward the climax


Climax – pivotal point


Falling action – leads toward a resolution; a revelation of meaning


Denouement – final unraveling of a plot; the solution of a mystery; an explanation or outcome

Stream of consciousness – Narrative technique that presents thoughts as if they were coming directly from a character’s mind, often seemingly disjointed.

Style – Combines the idea to be expressed and the individuality of the author and no two are alike. In discussing style, look for qualities such as diction, sentence structure and variety, imagery, rhythm, repetition, coherence, emphasis, and arrangement of ideas.

Suspense – quality of a short story, novel, play or narrative  poem that makes the reader uncertain or tense about the outcome of events

Point of view – the perspective from which a narrative is told; (1st person, 3rd omniscient, 3rd limited)

Purpose – Author’s reason for writing the selection.

Rhetorical Shift – a change or movement in a piece resulting from an epiphany, realization, or insight gained by the speaker, a character, or the reader

Setting – the time and place in which the events take place

Style – The sum of the choices an author makes in blending concrete devices to create his or her typical way of writing.

Theme – a simple or complex sentence that states the author’s idea about life or human nature; themes are implied, not stated

Tone – attitude of the writer or speaker toward a subject, character, or audience, and is conveyed through diction, imagery, details, language, and syntax 

Tone shift – change in attitude or the creation of a new attitude

Language refers to the entire body or words used in a text.

Ambiguity – Has more than one meaning, with resultant uncertainty as to the intended significance of the statement

Colloquialism – Use of slang informalities in speech or writing.

Connotation – Emotional implications and associations that words may carry. Connotations may be private and personal, group, or general or universal.

Denotation – Strict, literal, dictionary definition of a word, devoid of any emotion, attitude, or color.

Dialect – Form of a language spoken by people in a particular region or group.

Diction – Refers to the writer’s word choices, especially with regard to their correctness, clearness, or effectiveness.

Pun – Play on words based on different meanings of words that sound alike.

Syntax the way in which linguistic elements (as words) are put together to form constituents (as phrases or clauses)
Anadiplosis – Repetition of words in which the last word or phrase of one sentence or line is repeated at the beginning of the next. (“Reward me not unkindly: think of kindness, Kindness becommeth those of high regard” Bartholomew Griffin’s Fidessa)

Anaphora – repetition of a word or phrase at beginning of verses, clauses, paragraphs (I was pregnant with poverty, pregnant with dirt, pregnant with smells, pregnant with cold)

Anastrophe – Inversion of the usual, normal, or logical order of the parts of a sentence. (“midnight dreary” Poe)

Antecedent – Word, phrase, or clause referred to by a pronoun.

Antimetabole – Repetition of words in successive clauses in reverse grammatical order (“One should eat to live, not live to eat.” Moliere)

Antithesis – Involves a direct contrast of structurally parallel word groupings, generally fro the purpose of contrast. (Man proposes, God disposes.)

Asyndeton – deliberate omission of conjunctions between phrases, clauses, or words (I came, I saw, I conquered)

Balanced Sentence – Phrases or clauses balance each other by virtue of their likeness or structure, meaning, or length. Often seems to draw parallels in meaning or as contrasts. (The memory of authors is kept alive by their works; but the memory of Johnson keeps many of his works alive.” Macaulay)

Chiasmus – two corresponding pairs arranged in inverted order (Flowers are lovely, love is flowerlike)

Clause – Grammatical unit that contains both a subject and a verb. An independent or main clause expresses a complete thought and can stand alone as a sentence. A dependent, or subordinate clause cannot stand alone as a sentence and must be accompanied by an independent clause.

Ellipsis – omission of a word or phrase, while essential to grammatical structure, are easily supplied (my couch had not thorns in it that night)

Epanalepsis – Repetition at the end of a clause of a word or phrase that occurred at its beginning. “Blood hath bought blood, and blows have answer’d blows. Strength match’d with strength, and power confronted power.” Shakespeare’s King John)

Inverted order – typical sentence elements are reversed (house beautiful; lady fair)

Juxtaposition – Poetic and rhetorical device in which normally unassociated ideas, words, or phrases are placed next to one another.

Loose Sentence – Sentence grammatically complete before the end, the opposite of a periodic sentence. (I’m still hungry, although I just ate.)

Parallel Structure – repetition of the same grammatical structure; match noun with noun, verb with verb, etc.


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times; it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness.)
Periodic Sentence – subject and verb come at the end of the sentence. (Sitting in her lounge chair, sunglasses shielding her eyes, head tilting to the side, her book lying open on her lap, Susan patiently waited.)

Polysyndeton – the repetition of conjunctions in a series of words, phrases, or clauses (I had had no communication by letter or message with the outer world: school habits and notions and voices, and preferences, and antipathies)

Repetition – words, sounds, and ideas used more than once to enhance rhythm and to create emphasis 

Rhetorical Questions – question that requires no answer
Sentences:

Compound Sentence – Two independent clauses joined by a coordinate conjunction or semicolon.

Complex Sentence – Contains an independent clause and one or more subordinate clauses.

Compound-Complex Sentence – Contains two or more principal clauses and one or more subordinate clauses.

Syllepsis – one word is placed in the same grammatical relationship to two other words, each of which is understood differently (We must all hang together or we will all hang separately)

Transition – Word or phrase that links different ideas.

Zeugma – two different words linked to a verb or an adjective which is only appropriate to one of them (One or two years ago; To wage war and peace)

Structure The planned framework of a piece of literature.
Digression – Insertion of material often not closely related to the subject in a work.

Hypotaxis – Arrangement of clauses, phrases, or words in dependent or subordinate relationships to reflect logical, casual, temporal, or spatial relations.

Organization – Structure and/or manner in which an essay is developed.

Cause and Effect Order – Explains one point as the reason for or as the result of the other.

Categorical Order – Allows the writer to explain one large group as a collection of subgroups.


Chronological Order – Events are presented in the order in which they occur.


Oppositional Order – Arrangement opposes one point to another.

Order of Importance or Climactic Order – Points are arranged from the least important to the most important.

Spatial Order – Follows the order of objects in space and therefore works well in descriptive writing.

Parataxis – Arrangement of sentences, clauses, phrases, or words in coordinate rather than subordinate constructions, often without connectives (asyndeton), or with coordinate conjunctions (Polysyndeton).

Thesis – Main point of a writer expresses, explains, or tries to prove.

Argument

Ad hominem – appealing to a person’s prejudices and emotions rather than his intellect or reason

Argument – A process of reasoning and advancing proof about issues on which conflicting views may be held.
Assertion – see claim

Claim – statement that asserts a belief or truth; a thesis statement

Circular Logic- an attempt to support a statement by simply repeating the statement in different or stronger terms

Concession - give in to part of the other person's objections or views. You admit that he is half right, perhaps, or that he has a valid concern. 

Counter Argument - When you counter-argue, you consider a possible argument against your thesis or some aspect of your reasoning. It allows you to anticipate doubts and pre-empt objections that a skeptical reader might have; it presents you as the kind of person who weighs alternatives before arguing for one, who confronts difficulties instead of sweeping them under the rug, who is more interested in discovering the truth than winning a point.

Deductive Reasoning​ – moves from general to more specific (a duck = has bill, feathers, quacks, waddles) thesis first

Diction – word choice

Ethos – reasoning that attempts to build credibility with the audience; builds trust and gains respect

Evidence -  support for an assertion or claim; College Board refers to “reading, observation, or experience;” in 

research it will be your sources

Logical Fallacy – mistake in reasoning that sound logical, but use faulty reasoning or a flawed argument
Ad Hominem (attacking the character of the opponent) arguments limit themselves not to the issues, but to the opposition itself. Writers who fall into this fallacy attempt to refute the claims of the opposition by bringing the opposition’s character into question. These arguments ignore the issues and attack the people. 

Example: Candidate A claims that Candidate B cannot possibly be an advocate for the working people because he enjoys the opera more than professional wrestling. Candidate B’s personal entertainment preferences probably have little if anything to do with his stance on labor laws. 

Bandwagon Appeals (ad populum) try to get everyone on board. Writers who use this approach try to convince readers that everyone else believes something, so the reader should also. The fact that a lot of people believe it does not make it so. 

Example: "Fifty million Elvis fans can’t be wrong!" Of course they can. The merit of Elvis is not related to how many people do or do not like him or his music. 

Begging the Question (or circular logic) happens when the writer presents an arguable point as a fact that supports the argument. This error leads to an argument that goes around and around, with evidence making the same claim as the proposition. Because it is much easier to make a claim than to support it, many writers fall into this trap. 

Example: "These movies are popular because they make so much money. They make a lot of money because people like them. People like them because they are so popular." The argument continues around in the logical circle because the support assumes that the claim is true rather than proving its truth. 

Either—Or reduce complex issues to black and white choices. Most often issues will have a number of choices for resolution. Because writers who use the either-or argument are creating a problem that doesn’t really exist, we sometimes refer to this fallacy as a false dilemma. 

Example: "Either we go to Panama City for the whole week of Spring Break, or we don’t go anywhere at all." This rigid argument ignores the possibilities of spending part of the week in Panama City, spending the whole week somewhere else, or any other options. 

Equivocation happens when the writer makes use of a word’s multiple meanings and changes the meanings in the middle of the argument without really telling the audience about the shift. Often when we use vague or ambiguous words like "right," "justice," or "experience," we aren’t sure ourselves what we mean. Be sure to know how you are using a word and stick with that meaning throughout your argument. If you need to change meanings for any reason, let your audience know of the change. 

Example: When representing himself in court, a defendant said "I have told the truth, and I have always heard that the truth would set me free." In this case, the arguer switches the meaning of truth. In the first instance, he refers to truth as an accurate representation of the events; in the second, he paraphrases a Biblical passage that refers to truth as a religious absolute. While the argument may be catchy and memorable, the double references fail to support his claim. 

False Authority is a tactic used by many writers, especially in advertising. An authority in one field may know nothing of another field. Being knowledgeable in one area doesn’t constitute knowledge in other areas. 

Example: A popular sports star may know a lot about football, but very little about shaving cream. His expertise on the playing field does not qualify him to intelligently discuss the benefits of aloe. 

Faulty Analogies lead to faulty conclusions. Writers often use similar situations to explain a relationship. Sometimes, though, these extended comparisons and metaphors attempt to relate ideas or situations that upon closer inspection aren’t really that similar. Be sure that the ideas you’re comparing are really related. Also remember that even though analogies can offer support and insight, they can’t prove anything. 

Example: "Forcing students to attend cultural events is like herding cattle to slaughter. The students stampede in to the event where they are systematically ‘put to sleep’ by the program." While the analogy is vivid, the difference between cultural events and cattle slaughter is so vast that the analogy becomes a fallacy. 

Hasty Generalizations base an argument on insufficient evidence. Writers may draw conclusions too quickly, not considering the whole issue. They may look only at a small group as representative of the whole or may look only at a small piece of the issue. 

Example: Concluding that all fraternities are party houses because you have seen three parties at one fraternity is a hasty generalization. The evidence is too limited to draw an adequate conclusion. 

Ignoring the Question is similar to presenting a red herring. Rather than answering the question that has been asked or addressing the issue at hand, the writer shifts focus, supplying an unrelated argument. In this way, the writer dodges the real issues of the debate. 

Example: During a press conference, a political candidate is asked a pointed, specific question about some potentially illegal fund-raising activity. Instead of answering the allegations, the candidate gives a rousing speech thanking all of his financial supporters. The speech was eloquent and moving, but shifted the focus from the issue at hand. 

Non Sequitur arguments don’t follow a logical sequence. The conclusion doesn’t logically follow the explanation. These fallacies can be found on both the sentence level and the level of the argument itself. 

Example: "The rain came down so hard that Jennifer actually called me." Rain and phone calls have nothing to do with one another. The force of the rain does not affect Jennifer’s decision to pick up the phone. 

Opposing a Straw Man is a tactic used by a lot of writers because they find it easier to refute an oversimplified opposition. Writers may also pick only the opposition’s weakest or most insignificant point to refute. Doing so diverts attention from the real issues and rarely, if ever, leads to resolution or truth. 

Example: The debate over drink machines centers around cost and choice. Opponents of the new drink machines bring up their location as an important issue. This insignificant point has little relevance to the actual issues. 

Post Hoc, Ergo Propter Hoc (after this, therefore also this) arguments, or post hoc for short, assume a faulty causal relationship. One event following another in time does not mean that the first event caused the later event. Writers must be able to prove that one event caused another event and did not simply follow in time. Because the cause is often in question in this fallacy, we sometimes call it a false cause fallacy. 

Example: "Eating five candy bars and drinking two sodas before a test helps me get better grades. I did that and got an A on my last test in history." This arguer ignores other possible causes like how much he had studied and how easy the test was.  

Red Herrings have little relevance to the argument at hand. Desperate arguers often try to change the ground of the argument by changing the subject. The new subject may be related to the original argument, but does little to resolve it. 

Example: "Winthrop should pave the lot behind Dinkins. Besides, I can never find a parking space on campus anyway." The writer has changed the focus of the argument from paving to the scarcity of parking spaces, two ideas that may be related, but are not the same argument. 

Slippery Slopes suggest that one step will inevitably lead to more, eventually negative steps. While sometimes the results may be negative, the slippery slope argues that the descent is inevitable and unalterable. Stirring up emotions against the downward slipping, this fallacy can be avoided by providing solid evidence of the eventuality rather than speculation. 

Example: "If we force public elementary school pupils to wear uniforms, eventually we will require middle school students to wear uniforms. If we require middle school students to wear uniforms, high school requirements aren’t far off. Eventually even college students who attend state-funded, public universities will be forced to wear uniforms." 

Tu Quoque (you’re another) fallacies avoid the real argument by making similar charges against the opponent. Like ad hominem arguments, they do little to arrive at conflict resolution. 

Example: "How can the police ticket me for speeding? I see cops speeding all the time."

Logos – reasoning that tries to convince an audience using logic

Inductive Reasoning – begin with specific observations and measures, detects patterns, and formulates a broader generalization (waddles, quacks, has feathers, a bill = a duck) thesis near end
Non sequitur – conclusion or inference which does not follow logic; a remark having no bearing on what was just said

Pathos – reasoning that relies on emotional reactions or emotional responses

Plagiarism – copying words, ideas, or concepts from a source and using them as one’s own

Rebuttal – arguing against the opponents arguments; you must anticipate what the opponents will say

Refutation - When you refute an argument, you respond to it--you argue against it.

Syllogism – formula for logical argument: major premise, minor premise, conclusion (all public libraries should serve people. This is a public library. Therefore, this library should serve the people.)

Thesis – basic idea of an argument or essay usually stated in one sentence; all other information should support this statement

Warrant - an inference or assumption,  belief or principle taken for granted that allows the reader to make the 
connection between the support and the claim

