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REASON TO WRITEThis handbook is a practical guide designed to offer students the means to
apply critical thinking to academic writing.

Critical thinking is a challenging term. Sometimes it is presented in
relationship to formal logic, which is too rigid to use as a strategy for writing
instruction. Sometimes critical thinking is made synonymous with analysis,
although they can be clearly differentiated as separate cognitive activities.
Sometimes critical thinking is reduced to writing prompts on selected readings,
or exemplar asides.

Reason to Write introduces the critical question, a pre-writing strategy that
both stipulates a working definition for critical thinking, and, in doing so,
reorients the approach to academic writing as fundamentally inquiry-based.

Critical thinking provides specific strategies designed to help student writers
to work through the relationship between thinking and writing. When given the
opportunity to develop a line of inquiry based upon a question, students
acquire not only critical thinking skills, but also the means to be
self-corrective in their writing, and to transfer those skills into new contexts.

In three major sections, students are guided through steps that build upon
foundational critical thinking skills, and that reinforce academic writing as a
practice designed to answer a question, solve a problem, or resolve an issue.

Gina L. Vallis received her Ph.D. in Literature with an emphasis in critical
theory, and teaches Writing at the University of California, Santa Barbara.
She writes and presents on topics concerning rhetoric, communication,
critical and literary theory, and film and visual studies. She is certified in
graphic design, has published poetry, and vendors an intervention program
for children with ASD, in relationship to which she contributed a chapter for a
book on autism intervention. She is currently completing a pending
publication of a collaborative web-text for the praxis category of Kairos, as
well as preparing a manuscript concerning writing about film, titled Screening
Arguments.



SECTION III • CHAPTER 8 Communication and Rhetoric 171

 It includes an essay that tries to persuade a reader that a given question has a given 
answer, but it also includes a police offi  cer waving a driver around an accident in 
order to dissuade the driver from blocking traffi  c. 

 It includes a political speech designed to persuade people to vote for a certain candi-
date, but it also includes an advertisement in a popular magazine that is designed to 
persuade people to buy a certain product. 

 It includes a scientifi c treatise published in a scientifi c journal that proposes  
experimentation in stem cell research, and it also includes a conversation at a 
dinner table between two friends about whether or not stem cell research is ethically 
sound. 

 Strange as it may seem, you don’t need language to have rhetoric. It is not that every 
act of communication is persuasive, but rather that persuasive acts of communica-
tion can occur in a lot of diff erent ways. One of the fi rst steps to understanding rheto-
ric is being able to identify which messages are designed to persuade, and which 
serve another purpose. Let’s take some examples:

  Images  

•   An image of a child on a fundraising pamphlet can be designed to 
persuade people to donate money.  

•   A painting of a landscape may not be designed to persuade, but 
merely to give pleasure.   

 Gestures  

•   A gesture that involves someone pointing to a door may be designed 
to persuade a person to get out of the room.  

•   A rude gesture on the freeway, to another driver, may not be designed 
to persuade anyone, but merely to comment.   

 Road signs  

•   A road sign can be designed to persuade drivers to obey a traffi  c law, 
such as stopping at a stop sign.  

•   A sign on the road giving directions to a party may not be designed 
to persuade, but merely to give information.   
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 Clothing  

•   A man dressing in a suit to meet his future in-laws for the fi rst time 
may be trying to persuade them that he will be a suitable spouse.  

•   A person dresses in jeans to do housework may merely be practical.     

   2 appeals 

 We rarely persuade someone just by telling them to do something. We have to 
appeal to that person in some way. To take just a few examples, we may appeal 

to a person’s sense of loyalty, or we may threaten that person, or we may show the 
rightness of our message to a person through sound reasoning. Some are fair, and 
some are not. 

 Th ere is nothing inherently wrong with appeals in and of themselves. Th ere is noth-
ing wrong with attempting to persuade someone to act or believe a certain way. We 
do it all the time. We reason with our parents or friends, present our political views 
to our peers, dress to impress a potential love interest, talk about our professional 
experience at job interviews, etc. 

 Nevertheless, the discipline of rhetoric is very clear about the diff erence between 
an ethical and sound use of persuasive appeal, even if it is particularly skillful, and 
an unethical appeal that is designed to deceive another, or to hide our true inten-
tions. In other words, rhetoric studies strategies of persuasive trickery in order to 
recognize when they are being used. In rhetoric, these are called  fallacies : unethi-
cal ways of getting your way. Examples of fallacies would be to lie, to distract an 
audience from the real issue, or simply to use outright force to compel action or 
belief. 

 Rhetoric breaks down the ways we can persuade into three basic kinds of appeals: 
an appeal to logic ( logos ), an appeal to emotion ( pathos ), or an appeal that attempts 
to persuade an audience through the use of the speaker’s personal credibility 
or authority ( ethos ). In most cases, all three appeals will be combined to create 
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persuasion; it is rare to see only one kind of appeal used in a single persuasive 
message. 

 While logic may seem like it would be the strongest of the appeals, it is more eff ective 
in certain contexts than in others. In advertising, for example,  logos  can be very dull. 
Imagine an advertisement for a cell phone that simply listed, in a series of lines, the 
uses for the device. In fact, advertising is best served by an  ethos  appeal, such as a 
testimonial endorsement of the product by a famous fi gure. Secondary in effi  cacy in 
advertising is a  pathos  appeal, which arouses desire for a product by evoking, or even 
simply staging, a pleasurable or fearful emotional situation. 

 In academic writing, in contrast, the most eff ective appeal is  logos , because the rhe-
torical situation involves an audience that tends to expect reasoning to be the primary 
way in which persuasion will occur. However,  ethos  also comes into play, because 
one must sound reasonable and because certain speakers will already have credibility 
within their fi eld, in the form of previous publication, and their writing will tend to be 
given more credence in the general readership on the basis of that authority. While 
 pathos  is not absent within academic writing, any overt usage will tend to diminish 
the  ethos  of the writer as an authority who can be trusted to be scrupulously objective. 

 Any appeal can be used in a way that is ethical, and any appeal can be used dishon-
estly, too. It depends on whether the intention is an honest eff ort to communicate, or 
if the intention is to deceive or make one’s point through unfair means. 

 One can twist logic to suit one’s own ends, or make it appear as if something is sensi-
ble, when it is not. One can divert the attention of the audience from the true issue at 
hand by creating an emotional response that is disconnected from the issue, or pres-
ents it in an unfair light that evokes strong emotion. One can use one’s own power or 
authority to force another to believe or act a certain way. Whether used ethically or 
not, the three appeals are broken down in the following ways: 

  logos : Appeal to Logic  

   Logos  produces suasion by appealing to the reasoning of a given mes-
sage. Th is is where logic comes into play when persuading another: If 
one can show that one’s reasoning is sound, others may agree with what 
one has to say. 
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 For example, if a political candidate was delivering a speech while 
running for public offi  ce, he or she might off er a message that demon-
strates how, if he or she wins the election, he or she plans to reduce the 
budget defi cit. He or she may persuade someone to vote for him or her, 
based upon the soundness of his or her plan.   

  pathos : Appeal to Emotion  

   Pathos  produces suasion by appealing to the audience’s emotions. 

 For example, if a candidate was delivering a speech while running for 
public offi  ce, he or she might: 

•   Speak passionately about the importance of civic duty.  

•   Talk about overcoming personal adversity.  

•   Bring a spouse/children onto the stage.    

 Th is appeal does not have to be unethical; it can be an expression of pro-
foundly honest emotional intent. When Martin Luther King Jr. opened 
his famous speech with “I have a dream…” he was not referring to a 
sleep state. He used the line—and the repetition of that line—to evoke 
emotion in his audience.   

  ethos : Appeal to Personal Credibility/Authority  

  While at fi rst glance one might think that  ethos  refers to appealing to the 
audience’s sense of ethics, it is not. Appealing to an audience’s sense of eth-
ics is still an appeal to  pathos . If a speaker were to evoke patriotism in order 
to talk about enlistment in the armed forces, the speaker is attempting to 
evoke a sense of duty in the audience, which is an emotional response. 

  Ethos  appeals to the audience by establishing the  credibility of the 
speaker . If one can establish that one has authority to speak on a given 
matter, one can persuade one’s audience, in part, through that authority. 

 For example, if a candidate was delivering a speech while running for 
public offi  ce, he or she might talk about experiences in the Senate, or as 
a policymaker, that make him or her especially qualifi ed for public offi  ce. 
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 Ethos—credibility and authority—can be drawn from a lot of sources: 

•   Police offi  cers, judges, teachers, and priests draw their credibility 
from  institutional authority  that is granted to them.  

•   Someone who has had a particular experience may gain credibility 
by virtue of that experience. For example, a person who has had a 
broken leg may be perceived as more qualifi ed to speak on the topic 
of the pain of broken bones than someone who has not.  

•   One may gain credibility with an audience if the audience is gradually 
persuaded through one’s communication that one as fair and reason-
able, and that one is taking all sides of an issue into account.      

   3 fallacies and other fallacies 

  “Th e realms of advertising and of public relations, and the nowadays closely 
related realm of politics, are replete with instances of bullshit so unmitigated 

that they can serve among the most indisputable and classic paradigms 
of the concept. And in these realms there are exquisitely sophisticated 

craftsmen who—with the help of advanced and demanding techniques of 
market research, of public opinion polling, of psychological testing, and so 
forth—dedicate themselves tirelessly to getting every word and image they 

produce exactly right.”
   —Harry G. Frankfurt 

  Understanding persuasion—which is the function of an appeal within a 
communication—does not just make people eff ective thinkers and writers. If 

people are not taught about how persuasion functions within communication, and 
how such persuasion can be used in ways that are both honest and dishonest, people 
remain vulnerable to very powerful and carefully rendered appeals that ultimately 
may not be in their best interest. Public education may have forgotten rhetoric, but 
politicians and advertising representatives know it very well. 

 On the following page is a short list of common fallacies that one sees in usage all of 
the time. Look them over; you should be able to think of a time when such a fallacy 
was demonstrated for you.  
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   4 getting our darned ice cream cone 

  “What if there were no hypothetical questions?”
           —Anon 

  To quickly learn about rhetorical appeals, let’s take a very simple example: a child 
wants a parent to buy an ice cream cone. Th e  speaker  (a child) may produce a 

rather simple  message  (“buy me ice cream”) through a  vehicle  (verbalization) with 
the  intention  (to persuade) of getting the  audience  (a parent) to buy the ice cream. 
However, the  appeals  that the child uses may vary in complexity and strategy.     

•   Th e child may appeal through logic ( logos )  

•   Th e child may appeal through emotion ( pathos )  

•   Th e child may appeal by invoking his or her authority ( ethos ).    

 Th e child may, in making his or her appeal, also employ an unfair persuasive tactic, or 
 fallacy . Th ere are fallacies in each kind of appeal. For example, a fallacy that is used 
while appealing through logos is called a  logical fallacy . 

 Here are some examples of diff erent appeals that the child might attempt. Each 
example will demonstrate the child using a certain appeal. Th at appeal may be fair 
and valid, or it may be unfair or invalid (a fallacy). 

 Before reading the answer, see if you can identify what appeal is being used, and 
whether or not the appeal is a fallacy, drawing from the list on the previous page. If 
you believe that the appeal is a fallacy (or  fallacious ), state which fallacy you believe 
is being used. 

  “Give me ice cream because I ate a healthy lunch”  

 Appeal being used: Logos _____ Pathos _____ Ethos _____ 

 Is this a fallacy?  No _____ Yes _____ 

       Fallacy ____________  

  ANSWER 

 In this case, the child is using an appeal to logic, or  logos . Th ere is no fallacy 
involved. 
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 In a nutshell, the child is saying: “I know that your reason for denying me the 
ice cream is probably not based on the fact that you do not have the money, 
or that you hate that particular ice cream vendor. Rather, I have inferred, from 
past experience, that you might deny it to me because ice cream is not nutri-
tious, and you are concerned about my health. Yet, because I already con-
sumed a nutritious lunch, this dramatically weakens your reason for denying 
me the ice cream cone, and strengthens my logic for receiving it.” Not bad for 
a kid, huh?     

  “Give me ice cream, or I’ll whine”  

 Appeal being used: Logos _____ Pathos _____ Ethos _____ 

 Is this a fallacy?  No _____ Yes _____ 

      Fallacy ____________  

  ANSWER 

 Sometimes a message is not outright stated. It is  implied . If the question at 
hand is the purchase of a motorcycle, and occurs between a parent and a child 
of age to drive, and the parent says: “I still pay your rent, Mister,” the threat is 
implied (“If you buy a motorcycle, I will no longer support you”), but still has 
an eff ect. 

 Th us, in this example, the child may not directly  say  he or she is going to whine 
until he or she gets the ice cream cone, but the parent “gets it” that this is the 
situation at hand, and the child “gets it” that this is the appeal he or she is 
off ering. 

 In this case, the child is using  pathos , and also employing what is called a 
 pathetic fallacy : an appeal that uses unfair means, through an appeal to emo-
tion, in order to compel action or belief. 

 In this case, the fallacy is called  argumentum ad baculum . It translates, liter-
ally, into “argument with a club.” Its common name is: “Appeal to Force.” 

 While  argumentum ad baculum  is an appeal that can be used in diff erent 
ways by diff erent people (“Do you like your job?”/“Give me your wallet, or 
I’ll shoot you”), its functions is to compel a person to action or belief through 
direct threat (to withdraw livelihood, to harm the body, or, in the case of the 
ice cream, a threat to parental sanity) instead of dealing with the issue on its 
own merits.   
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  “Give me ice cream because it will make my time with you special”  

 Appeal being used: Logos _____ Pathos _____ Ethos _____ 

 Is this a fallacy?  No _____ Yes _____ 

      Fallacy ____________ 

  ANSWER 

 In this case, the child is again using  pathos : appeal to emotion. Th e child is 
basically saying: “I know that you value my feelings toward you, and I am off er-
ing a way for you to ensure that I will view you in a favorable light. I’ll get the 
ice cream, you’ll get to know that I like you for it, and that will make both of 
us feel good.” 

 It’s tempting to think of this one as a fallacy, because the child is being so out-
right manipulative in making his or her aff ection dependent upon receiving ice 
cream. However, this does not make this argument a fallacy. Poor persuasion 
is not the same as deceptive persuasion. In addition, most of us expect chil-
dren to employ such obvious tactics, considering: 

•   How little power a child has within this particular relationship  

•   Th at the child is relatively new to the game of persuasion, and may not yet 
recognize the transparency of the appeal to its audience.    

 In other words, if you think about it, such an appeal would be less likely to 
work between adults. 

   “Give me ice cream, because I always get ice cream when we come here.”  

 Appeal being used: Logos _____ Pathos _____ Ethos _____ 

 Is this a fallacy?  No _____ Yes _____ 

      Fallacy ____________  

  ANSWER: 

 In this case, the child is employing a  logos  argument, and using it in a way that 
is also a fallacy. 

 Th is is a logical fallacy called  Argumentum ad Antiquatem . Its common name 
is “Appeal to Tradition.” Basically, this fallacy argues that because something 
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has been so, in the past, it is true and valid, now. Th e child is saying: “Whenever 
we pass this ice cream stand, I should receive an ice cream cone, because this 
has been the case, in the past.” 

 Another example of the fallacy “appeal to tradition” would be one routinely used 
in public discourse to argue against gay marriage. Th e statement that “Marriage 
is between a man and a woman” says nothing except that “this has been so.” 

 If we were to go back to a time when women couldn’t vote in the United States, 
it would be similar to a person justifying refusal to allow women to vote based 
on the statement: “Voters are men.” Th ese are  fallacies  regardless of the topic 
that is under debate: one is arguing that “the way it has been” is fair and true 
for its own sake.   

  “Give me ice cream because I want it.”  

 Appeal being used: Logos _____ Pathos _____ Ethos _____ 

 Is this a fallacy?  No _____ Yes _____ 

      Fallacy ____________  

  ANSWER: 

 Th is is an appeal to personal credibility, or  ethos . It is not a fallacy. It is an 
attempt to draw upon the personal authority of the speaker. Basically, the child 
is saying: “Th e fact that I want something, coupled with the fact that I per-
ceive myself to be basically the center of the known universe, should be reason 
enough for you to give me ice cream.” 

 In most cases, children quickly learn to avoid this particular appeal, because it 
usually doesn’t work very well. Children don’t have much personal authority, 
because children don’t usually have that much power in the parent/child rela-
tionship. It’s a lot diff erent if a police offi  cer orders someone to “step back”—
now that’s an  ethos  appeal. 

 A typical conversation between a parent and a child, in the example used, 
might involve an exchange based solely upon  ethos , with no  logos  or  pathos  
being used on either side. Because  ethos  has to do with power, the conclusion 
is rather predictable: 

  Child: “Give me an ice cream.” 

  Parent: “No.” 
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  Child: “I want it.” 

  (Appeal to  ethos : child’s personal authority) 

  Parent: “No.” 

  Child: “Why?” 

  Parent: “Because I said so.” 

  (Appeal to  ethos : parent’s personal authority).   

 In this conversation, the child attempts suasion by appealing to his or her personal 
authority, and the parent counters with superior authority. In other words, the parent 
quite simply pulls rank—no other explanation required. 

 Depending on the parent, any of the appeals that a child may attempt may have vary-
ing degrees of success in persuading the parent to act (to buy the ice cream cone for 
the child). In any case, it does demonstrate that humans start rhetoric early. 

   5 review    

  CHAPTER REVIEW 

 Th e information to take from this chapter is that the history and the meaning of the 
term  rhetoric  are often misunderstood. Rhetoric is foundational to the development 
of logic in Western discourse, in all areas of knowledge. 

 Rhetoric particularly concerns itself with  communication , in whatever form that 
communication is off ered. It defi nes communication by a series of fi ve elements that 
must be present in order for communication to occur:  speaker ,  audience ,  vehicle , 
 message , and  intention . 

 In its study of  argumentation , rhetoric elucidates specifi c issues regarding the use 
of communication and  suasion , whether persuasion or dissuasion, partly through 
an analysis of  appeals . Appeals are broken down into three areas: an appeal to logic 
( logos ), an appeal to emotion ( pathos ), and an appeal to the authority or credibility 
of the speaker ( ethos ). Rhetoric also identifi es areas of the misuse of any of these 
appeals, either through error or deliberate deception on the part of the speaker. Th e 
misuse of an appeal is called a  fallacy . 
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