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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 pathos.

WHAT IS PATHOS?                                       HOW DOES PATHOS WORK?

Pathos is the appeal to the emotions of 
the reader or audience in an argument.

Writers use elements of pathos, such as personal stories, 
individual experiences, and feelings, to persuade others.

Writers use pathos when they want readers to feel a certain way. 

Suppose a writer argues that the speed limit on a certain road 

should be lowered because too many people speed when they 

drive. The writer might use personal accounts of people who have 

been in speeding accidents to make readers feel angry, scared, 

or sad, and persuade them to agree. Or, suppose a writer argues 

that an empty lot in town be made into a park for people with 

special needs. The writer might use personal accounts of families 

with special needs children who enjoy such parks to make readers 

feel happy, joyous, or thankful, and persuade them to agree. An 

argument that connects to human emotions, whether positive or 

negative, uses pathos. 

Pathos is also called “emotional appeal” and is commonly used in 

commercials and advertising. Suppose a shoe company is selling a new style of running shoe. 

The company wants to give the idea that the running shoes not only help people run faster but 

also make people feel more confident. A commercial for the shoes might show something like 

this: a man wears some other brand of running shoes. He runs slowly and loses a race. Then he 

puts on a pair of the company’s new running shoes. He wins his next race easily and throws his 

arms up in the air in accomplishment and triumph. A commercial like this uses the emotional 

appeal of personal victory to get people to feel good about the running shoes (and hopefully 

buy them). 

Here’s a way to 

remember pathos: 

“Pathos” is the root of 

the words “sympathy” 

(the power to share 

feelings with others) 

and “empathy,” (the 

power to understand 

feelings in others).
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Here are some ways pathos may be used in an argument, a commercial, or an ad.

EMOTION EXAMPLE OF THIS EMOTION IN AN ARGUMENT

encouragement Emma’s journey in life has been difficult, but look at the wonderful success 

she’s had. You can have this success in your life, too!

sadness When tragedy strikes, everyone suffers. Let’s make sure this tragedy doesn’t 

happen again.

excitement Waterland is the area’s biggest water park! New rides open every day! Don’t 

miss out - buy your tickets now!

fear The town needs to install more public lights in that part of town. Once the sun 

goes down, it’s impossible to see who else is out in the pitch-dark streets.

comfort When it’s cold and snowy outside, nothing warms you better than a big cup of 

Freddy’s Famous Hot Cocoa. 

embarrassment FAB sneakers are the hottest new fashion trend! Don’t be the only person not 

wearing FAB sneakers!

patriotism I stand here, under the flag of our great nation, to assure you that I will work 

hard to ensure prosperity for all people. 

pity For only a dollar a day -- the price of a cup of coffee -- you can help feed a 

child in need.

sympathy It’s hard when a loved one is sick. That’s why the professionals at Main Street 

Medical Center make sure all patients get exactly the care they need.

disgust Are you fed up with thin, loose socks that never fit? You need Super Socks! 

Super Socks are super thick, super soft, and fit perfectly every time!

adventure Add more adventure to your life! Visit Sky-High Indoor Skydiving Center and 

experience the thrill of flying through the air!  

weakness Don’t waste your money on flimsy trash bags that break. Toughies Trash Bags 

can carry ten times the amount of regular trash bags without breaking.
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 ► Read the following statements and answer the questions that follow.

A natural disaster can happen anywhere, at any time, and can destroy entire 
communities. It is our duty to help others recover what they have lost and help them 
rebuild their lives.

1. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one) yes no

2. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

Dozens of technology companies have experienced an increase in the prices of their 
stocks during this past year.

3. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one)  yes no

4. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

Recent medical studies suggest that a person’s genes may play a role in the food 
allergies a person may develop in his or her lifetime.

5. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one) yes no

6. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

One of the top regrets most people have is not living their lives to the fullest. Don’t let 
this happen to you. 

7. Does the excerpt above use pathos?                (circle one) yes no

8. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.
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 ► Read the following statements and answer the questions that follow.

Our team of experts can design and install a top-of-the-line security system especially 
for you. Feel safe in your own home!

9. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one) yes no

10. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

People in ancient Egypt held many animals in high regard, often assigning them human 
characteristics and associating them with gods and goddesses.

11. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one)  yes no

12. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

Insects known as “walking sticks” are so named for their long, stick-shaped bodies and 
their resemblance to woody plants.

13. Does the excerpt above use pathos?  (circle one) yes no

14. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.

Thomas Edison once said, “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t 
work.” 

15. Does the excerpt above use pathos?                (circle one) yes no

16. If yes, describe the emotion and how it is used to persuade the reader.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow. 

This excerpt is taken from a debate about whether or not to keep the U.S. penny in use.

Many people see the penny as a cultural and historical symbol. That is because the 
penny shows the image of Abraham Lincoln. Many Americans say he is their favorite 
U.S. president. In 2009, a new Lincoln cent was issued on February 12, which is Lincoln’s 
birthday. The head side still has Lincoln’s image, but the tail side can have one of four new 
designs showing stages in the beloved president’s life. These pennies marked the 200th 
anniversary of Lincoln’s birth and the 100th anniversary of the Lincoln penny. In 2010, a 
Lincoln penny with the design of the Union Shield on the tail side was issued. It highlighted 
the president’s success in preserving the United States after the Civil War. Many people 
treasure these pennies as reminders of the importance of Lincoln’s presidency.

17. Is the argument in this paragraph for or against keeping the penny in use?

18. What is the pathos used in this paragraph, and how does it support the argument?

This excerpt is taken from a speech given by President George W. Bush in September 2008, on 

the seventh anniversary of the 9/11 attacks.

In my first inaugural address, I challenged all Americans to be “responsible citizens, 
building communities of service and a nation of character.” Eight months later, Americans 
were tested by the worst attack on our nation. In the midst of chaos and sorrow, 
Americans responded with courage and grace. In the weeks and months after the attacks, 
inspiring acts continued to unfold all across the country.... A lot of folks stepped forward 
to volunteer to protect our fellow citizens. Millions of Americans really wanted to help our 
country recover. And so to tap into that spirit, I call on every American to spend at least 
4,000 hours -- or two years in the course of a lifetime -- to serve our nation through acts 
of compassion.

19. What is the argument that President Bush makes in this speech?

20. What is the pathos used in this speech, and how does it support President Bush’s argument?
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