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I N T E R M E D I AT E

Writers often use arguments to offer reasons and support for their opinions. The most successful 
arguments use rhetoric, which is the ability to use language in a highly effective way. Rhetoric 
is especially helpful when writers want to persuade readers. For example, a writer may want 
to convince a reader to change an opinion. Or, a writer may want to defend his or her position 
against an opposing argument. Both of these tasks would need to use effective rhetoric to be 
successful. 

Rhetoric is made up of three main parts: logos, ethos, and pathos. These words come from 
the ancient Greek language. Logos (LO-gos) comes from an old word that means “reason” or 
“speech.” Ethos (E-thos) comes from an old word that means “character” or “habit.” Pathos (PAY-
thos) comes from an old word that means “suffering” or “sorrow.” An effective argument usually 
uses these three parts together to make a strong case. Let’s look at ethos.

WHAT IS ETHOS?                                       HOW DOES ETHOS WORK?

Ethos is the appeal to ethics (the system of 
values in a society) in an argument. 

Writers use elements of ethos, such as authority 
and trustworthiness, to persuade others.

Ethos is the honesty and trustworthiness of the author, as well as the reliability of the sources 
that the author uses. For example, an author who presents all sides of an argument equally and 
fairly is more trustworthy than an author who uses false claims or has no proof. A source of 
information that is honest and respected -- such as a law, medical journal, or a research website 
-- has solid, proven information. But a source of information that is questionable or one-sided 
-- such as an unresearched website, a gossip column, or the friend of a cousin’s neighbor who 
read about it on a social media feed -- has little to no factual 
information.

Here are some examples of valid arguments and strong statements 
that use ethos effectively. Notice how the reasoning and support 
relate directly to the claim being made.

• Dan has been a doctor for more than 20 years. He has the 
knowledge and expertise to tell you which course of treatment 
will give you the best results.

• My grandfather opened this bakery in 1974, and my father 
expanded it to include other locations. As a third-generation 
baker, I can guarantee that we use only the freshest and 
highest-quality ingredients in our goods, and our service is outstanding.

• Jen has worked as a crime scene investigator for many years and has published papers in 
research journals. She is the most qualified witness to testify in court.

Here are some examples of false arguments and weak statements that use ethos ineffectively. 
Notice how the reasoning and support have little or nothing to do with the claim being made.

• Kenny’s had many businesses over the years. He went bankrupt a few times and has never 
worked in government, but he’s popular, and rich! He’d make a terrific governor.

• I don’t need to call an electrician. A friend of mine who works in a movie theater showed me 
how to wrap a live wire in tape. That will be fine.

• Lori was really mean to me the last time I talked to her. You just can’t believe anything she 
says.

Here’s a way to 

remember ethos: 

“Ethos” looks like the 

word “ethics,” which 

means “a system of 

moral pirinciples.”
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 ► Read these statements. Circle the numbers of the statements that show effective use of ethos.

1. Aidan’s commitment to the community and his decades of experience in public service make him 

an excellent choice for mayor.

2. If you need help fixing the broken window, call Maya. She worked as a carpenter for years before 

she opened her own construction company.

3. Dan said he had trouble with the math homework. I thought it was easy, so I don’t know why he 

didn’t understand it.

4. Four out of five dentists recommend Smile Bright toothpaste.

5. Why would anyone vote for Lucas to head the college’s homecoming committee? He’s too young 

to lead a committee.

6. Matt has studied sea turtles for years and works at the marine rescue center. He would be an 

interesting person to interview for your biology project.

7. I’m going to ask Zoe for advice on how to grow roses. I’ve seen her working in her garden, and her 

rose plants are always full of flowers. 

8. Riley said she read something on a blog about shampoo causing brain damage, so she’s decided 

to clean her hair using coconut oil instead. 

9. Alex said he was going to ask the new kid, Pete, if he wanted to work on the history project 

together. I can’t believe Alex would just drop me and all of his other friends like that.

10. Luis read an article published by the American Heart Association that helped him understand the 

risks associated with poor heart health.

 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

EZ Sleep cold medicine has everything you need to stop a cold, get rest, and help you 
feel better fast. It comes in two soothing flavors: honey lemon and wild cherry. It’s the 
official cold medicine of the National Tree Climbers Association.

11. Does the paragraph above use ethos effectively? Why or why not? Explain your answer.

Professor Randall has been nominated to serve as Chairman of the History Department. 
He has served as the department’s Assistant Chairman for the past five years and has 
excellent working relationships with the other professors. Plus, his research in the history of 
politics has been published in several academic journals worldwide.

12. Does the paragraph above use ethos effectively? Why or why not? Explain your answer.
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