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READING & LANGUAGE 
STANDARDS
3 Read with comprehension 
informational materials, including 
strengths/weaknesses of argument 
9 Analyze for parallelism in 
selections

How do you persuade someone to change his or her mind? Persuasion is built 
on the power of words—the types of words that grab your attention, keep you 
riveted, and finally influence what you think. Persuasive rhetoric is the art of using 
language to argue effectively for or against a set of beliefs or course of action, and 
to convince others to adopt a position or act in a certain way

A Cause for Argument
America’s history of persuasive rhetoric 
began with the impassioned pleas of 
statesmen, writers, and orators who held 
strong beliefs about the future direction 
of the colonized states. In the early days 
of the developing country, freedom—from 
tyranny,from taxes, and from censorship— 
was vigorously debated. Several writings, 
such as Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of 
Independence (page 236), were not only 
official state documents, but also well- 
crafted arguments that would set the 
foundation for democracy in the United 
States. A 1792 British caricature of Thomas 

Paine, who was ridiculed in England for 
his appeal to overthrow the monarchy

In designing their arguments, statesmen 
like Jefferson,Thomas Paine, and Patrick 
Henry used the basic elements of an argument (see sidebar on page 223), framed 
them in a variety of structures, and dressed them with persuasive rhetoric to 
build strong, eloquent cases. The way ideas are organized in an argument can be 
key to its persuasive power. A writer can develop an argument deductively, by 
beginning with a generalization, or premise, and proceeding to marshal examples 
and facts that support it (as in the Declaration of Independence), or inductively, by 
beginning with examples or facts and proceeding to draw a conclusion from them.

The Power of Language
To be effective, a persuasive work should engage both the minds and the emotions 
of its audience. A writer may therefore use some words to arouse emotions and 
other words to develop sound reasoning. However, it is not the words alone 
that are persuasive, but how the words are put together that gives them power 
and strength. These persuasive techniques fall into three basic types.

• Logical appeals rely on logic and facts to support a claim. For example, 
“ injuries and usurpations” committed by King George III are cited as evidence 
for the need for independence in the Declaration of Independence.
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• Emotional appeals present ideas and images that elicit strong feelings. 
For example, Jefferson's statement that King George is attempting “to 
complete the works of death, desolation, and tyranny” would likely evoke 
a strong reaction from its audience.

• Ethical appeals use values or moral standards that are widely accepted as 
a way to persuade an audience. For example, to call forth his audience’s 
sense of right, justice, and virtue, Jefferson reminded people that 
independence was a last resort, after the failure of other measures: “ In 
every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress, in the 
most humble terms; our repeated petitions have been answered only
by repeated injury.”

In addition to persuasive techniques, writers will often use rhetorical
devices to enhance their arguments:

• A rhetorical question is a question that does not require a reply. Writers 
use rhetorical questions to suggest that the answer to the question is 
obvious or self-evident. In her letter to her husband, John Adams (page 
258), Abigail Adams writes, “Shall we not be despised by foreign powers, 
for hesitating so long at a word?”

• Antithesis is a device in which contrasting ideas are expressed in a 
grammatically balanced statement. Notice the juxtaposition of ideas in 
this phrase from Thomas Paine’s “The Crisis” (page 246): “ I call not upon 
a few, but upon all.”

• Repetition is the use of the same word or phrase more than once for 
emphasis. Parallelism, a form of repetition in which a grammatical 
pattern is repeated, is used effectively in this famous passage from the 
Declaration of Independence.

We hold these truths to be self-evident:—That all men are created equal; 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that 
among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

—Thomas Jefferson, the Declaration of Independence

Rhetorical devices and persuasive techniques can be used to create 
arguments that are valid and sincere or artificial and insincere. It is up to 
the reader or listener to evaluate whether the argument is based on sound 
reasoning, and therefore credible and convincing, or whether the words 
and appeals are the sole strength of the argument.

BASICS OF AN  
ARG U M EN T

r
To be effective, an argument
should include

• a claim, or clear statement 
of a position on an issue

• support for the claim, 
which consists of reasons 
and evidence

• counterarguments, or
statements that anticipate 
and refute opposing views

• sound logic and effective 
language

• aj:onclusion that sums 
up the reasons or the call 
for action

Close Read
In this passage, note the 
parallel clauses beginning 
with that. What is the effect 
of this parallel structure?
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