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The Three Rhetorical Appeals

The communication triangle we’ve just discussed was derived from Aristotle’s fourth-
century B.C. Treatise on Rhetoric, which describes three different modes of persua-
sion—one focused on the sender of the message, one on the receiver, and one on the 
message itself. We categorize these classical appeals that Aristotle describes using the 
Greek words ethos, pathos, and logos.

In Aristotle’s words, 
Of the modes of persuasion furnished by the spoken word there are three kinds. 
The first kind depends on the personal character of the speaker [ethos]; the 
second on putting the audience into a certain frame of mind [pathos]; the 
third on the proof, or apparent proof, provided by the words of the speech itself 
[logos].1  

ethos: moral character. In an appeal to ethos, also known as an ethical appeal, the 
speaker emphasizes the strength of his or her own moral character and experience in 
order to establish personal credibility. 

pathos: emotion. An appeal to pathos attempts to elicit an emotional response 
from the audience.

logos2: reason, logic, words. An appeal to logos relies on the use of rational analy-
sis and persuasive language. 

Earlier, we arranged the elements of communication around 
the three points of a triangle. We can now replace the elements 

of speaker, audience, and message with their corresponding 
classical approaches. Ethos is an approach that’s focused 

on the speaker, pathos on the audience, and logos on the 
message.

   Although we describe each of these appeals as 
a separate mode of persuasion, the most effective 
communications are those that subtly and seam-

lessly combine all three of these approaches. Ideally, 
an argument should establish the speaker’s credibility (whether directly or implic-
itly), engage the emotions of the audience, and be founded in solid logic, eloquently 
expressed. To gain a better understanding of each of the three rhetorical appeals, 
we’ll discuss each appeal separately in the following chapters.
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1 From Aristotle’s Treatise on Rhetoric. The words “ethos,” “pathos,” and “logos” have been added. 
2 The word “logos” has a variety of meanings, but we have limited our definition to fit the context of rhetorical appeals. 
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1. Related to the audience’s feelings. 

	 Answer: pathos

2. “The art of ruling the minds of men.”

	 Answer: rhetoric

3. Emphasizes reason and proof.

	 Answer: logos

4. The individual(s) on the receiving end of the communication.

	 Answer: audience

5. The individual presenting the argument in speech, writing, or another medium.

	 Answer: speaker

6. The ideas being communicated.

	 Answer: message

7. Emphasizes the speaker’s character.

	 Answer: ethos

Exercise: Identification
Identify the term from the word bank that best matches each description. 

logos, pathos, rhetoric, audience, ethos, message, speaker


