
Rhetorical Strategies 

Rhetorical strategies start with the elements of the rhetorical triangle, teaching students to focus on their purpose for writing a particular piece while giving less attention to the mode (see “Modes of Writing Tutorial 40”). The rhetorical triangle is made up of the writer, who must ask, “What do I know about this subject?”; the subject, which leads the writer to ask, “What about this subject do I want my reader to know?”; and the reader, about whom the writer must ask, “Who is my reader?”. 

The rhetorical strategies shape the subject/topic for the essay, but a variety of modes can be used to fulfill the same assignment. For example, an essay assignment that asks students to remember an event may have as its purpose to give a philosophical, in-depth examination of the importance of an event in their lives or instead may have as its primary purpose to simply entertain readers.  For either purpose, students will have a variety of events to choose from; therefore, they will have to carefully decide which event best suits the purpose.  To consider audience, students will have to determine what specifically their audience needs to know about the event.  To accomplish the purpose of this type assignment, students could use a variety of modes, such as narration, definition, or comparison/contrast.

1. Remembering an Event is basically writing an autobiography in which you reflect on the significance of an event in your life and how that event has shaped you into the person that you have become. To be effective, you will need to vividly portray places and people, which will most likely require the modes of narration and description.

2. Remembering a Person requires you to describe someone who has played an important role in your life and to discuss his/her overall significance in your life. Your description of this person should include physical and behavioral characteristics, and you should give anecdotes to show the person’s character, your relationship with him/her, and his/her significance in your life.

3. Profiling gives readers a visual image of the subject—whether a person, place, or activity. The concrete and vivid details should appeal to the readers’ senses, conveying the subject’s significance and meaning. Profiles are different from remembering an event/person because a profile presents newly acquired knowledge.

4. Explaining a Concept informs readers without giving the writer’s own experiences or feelings. Explaining moves beyond describing specific objects and events in order to explain general principles and patterns of behavior. It is not an argument; instead, it presents information as if it is generally believed to be true.

5. Arguing a Position depends on giving reasons instead of quarreling over opinions. Positions must be supported, not just asserted. Even though positions on a controversial issue cannot be proven right or wrong, arguments can convince others to accept or to reject a particular position.

6. Proposing a Solution informs readers about problems and suggests actions that can correct them. Like position papers, proposals analyze a controversial subject, take a stand on it, and give reasons and support. However, proposals urge readers to take a specific action rather than simply to take a position.

7. Justifying an Evaluation involves making judgments and backing them up with reasons and support. Evaluations can be argued successfully in several ways: provide examples, demonstrate knowledge, and/or show how the subject relates to similar subjects. You must look critically at the standards underlying judgments, discovering how important values are in determining what we think and how crucial it is for us to examine our established values.

8. Speculating about Causes means that you must examine, ponder, question, be curious, and take risks when exploring a subject. You must first describe your subject and then propose some causes as well as argue for one (or more) as the best available explanation. While you do not have to prove that your explanation is right, you must attempt to convince your readers that your speculation is plausible by supporting it with examples, statistics, or anecdotes.

9. Interpreting Stories—see “Writing About Literature (71a and 71b)”
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