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Rhetorical Devices Definitions and Examples
English Adv. 8

Below are rhetorical devices, their definitions, and examples for which you will be responsible to know.  It is not necessarily important to memorize each one; however, you should be familiar with each and with how they are used in effective writing.

	Asyndeton
	DEFINITION
	omitting conjunctions between words, phrases, or clauses

	
	USE
	gives the effect of being impromptu rather than labored

	
	EXAMPLE
	On his return, he received medals, honors, titles, fame.


	Polysyndeton
	DEFINITION
	using conjunctions between each word, phrase, or clause

	
	USE
	gives a climactic effect

	
	EXAMPLE
	They read and studied and wrote and drilled.


	Understatement
	DEFINITION
	deliberately expressing an idea as less important than it actually is

	
	USE
	ironic emphasis or politeness and tact

	
	EXAMPLE
	Hurricane Katrina interrupted business somewhat in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.


	Parallelism
	DEFINITION
	several parts of a sentence or several sentences are expressed in a similar pattern to show equal importance

	
	USE
	adds balance, rhythm, and clarity to a sentence

	
	EXAMPLE
	The student was told to leave the classroom, to go to the principal’s office, and to call his parents.


	Zeugma
	DEFINITION
	a grammatically-correct linkage of two or more parts of speech by another part of speech

	
	USE
	shows a relationship between ideas and actions more clearly

	
	EXAMPLE
	Jake excelled at sports; Alex at eating; Mr. Ludwig with girls.


	Antithesis
	DEFINITION
	establishes a clear, contrasting relationship between two ideas by joining them together

	
	USE
	creates a definite relationship between ideas

	
	EXAMPLE
	That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.


	Anaphora 
	DEFINITION
	the repetition of the same word at the beginning of phrases, clauses, or sentences in conjunction with climax and with parallelism

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	Slowly and grimly they advanced, not knowing what lay ahead, not knowing what they would find at the top of the hill, not knowing they were so near Disneyland.


	Epistrophe
	DEFINITION
	the repetition of the same word at the end of phrases, clauses, or sentences in conjunction with climax and with parallelism

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	And all the night long he did nothing but weep Amanda, sigh Amanda, and cry out Amanda.


	Hypophora
	DEFINITION
	raising one or more questions and then proceeding to answer them (sometimes used as a transition)

	
	USE
	helps maintain curiosity and interest

	
	EXAMPLE
	There is a striking and basic difference between a man’s ability to imagine something and an animal’s failure.  Where is it that the animal falls short? We get a clue to the answer, I think, when Hunter tells us . . . .


	Erotesis
	DEFINITION
	also known as a rhetorical question; raising one or more questions without providing an answer because the answer is obvious

	
	USE
	used for effect, emphasis, or provocation

	
	EXAMPLE
	How can we expect to enjoy the scenery when the scenery consists entirely of garish billboards?


	Epanalepsis
	DEFINITION
	repeats the beginning word of a clause or sentence at the end (sometimes used in a “yes, but” construction

	
	USE
	shows emphasis; calls attention to something

	
	EXAMPLE
	Water alone dug this giant canyon; yes, water.

Our eyes saw it, but we could not believe our eyes.


	Procatalepsis
	DEFINITION
	allows an argument to continue moving forward while taking into account reasons opposing the topic

	
	USE
	anticipates an objection

	
	EXAMPLE
	Someone might say that this battle really had no effect on history.  Such a statement could arise only from ignoring the effect the battle had on the career of General Bombast, who was later a principal figure at the Battle of the Bulge.


	Distinctio
	DEFINITION
	an explicit reference to a particular meaning or to the various meanings of words

	
	USE
	removes ambiguity or confusion

	
	EXAMPLE
	Mr. Ludwig describes all of this as simple.  If by simple he means easy to explain and to understand, he is correct.


	Amplification
	DEFINITION
	repeating a word or expression while adding more detail to it

	
	USE
	shows emphasis to make sure the reader understands its importance

	
	EXAMPLE
	After ten days of rigorous dieting, I saw visions of ice cream – mountains of creamy, luscious ice cream, dripping with gooey syrup and calories.


	Apophasis
	DEFINITION
	asserts or emphasizes something by seeming to pass over, ignore, or deny it

	
	USE
	calls attention to sensitive facts while remaining detached

	
	EXAMPLE
	We will have a guest speaker in our class next week.  Of course, I need not remind you of the appropriate behavior I expect when she is here.


	Metanoia
	DEFINITION
	qualifies a statement by recalling it and expressing it in a better, milder, stronger way

	
	USE
	shows importance

	
	EXAMPLE
	Chomps was the friendliest of all German Shepherds – no, of all dogs.


	Aporia
	DEFINITION
	expresses doubt about an idea

	
	USE
	suggests alternatives without making a commitment to either or any

	
	EXAMPLE
	I have never been able to decide whether I really approve of dress codes, because extremism seems to occur with them or without them.


	Simile
	DEFINITION
	a comparison of two different things by using like or as

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	I see men, but they look like trees walking.


	Analogy
	DEFINITION
	compares two things for the purpose of explanation

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	For answers successfully arrived at are solutions to difficulties previously discussed. 


	Metaphor
	DEFINITION
	a comparison of two different things without using like or as

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	The mind is but barren soil, unfertile and dry.


	Synecdoche
	DEFINITION
	a type of metaphor where a part stands for a whole or a whole for a part

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	Put Madonna in the CD player and turn up the volume.  (Here, Madonna stands for music.)


	Metonymy
	DEFINITION
	a type of metaphor where a part stands for a whole or a whole for a part (very similar to synecdoche)

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	This land belongs to the crown.  (Here, crown stands for king or queen.)


	Personification
	DEFINITION
	giving human characteristics to inanimate objects

	
	USE
	compares 

	
	EXAMPLE
	The ship began to creak as it struggled against the sea.


	Hyperbole
	DEFINITION
	an extreme exaggeration

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	My teacher gave me tons of homework today.


	Allusion
	DEFINITION
	a reference to a famous person, event, text, etc.

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	If you take his seat, you can expect World War II all over again.


	Eponym
	DEFINITION
	substitution of a famous person’s name

	
	USE
	compares

	
	EXAMPLE
	Is he smart?  He’s an Einstein when it comes to math.


	Oxymoron
	DEFINITION
	a paradox in two words

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	wise fool, jumbo shrimp


	Parenthesis
	DEFINITION
	a word, phrase, or whole sentence inserted as an aside

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	As soon as I opened the door, I notice that – you guessed it – he was gone.


	Alliteration
	DEFINITION
	repetition of the beginning consonant sound in words

	
	USE
	shows emphasis; adds balance and rhythm

	
	EXAMPLE
	What a delicate, delicious day!


	Onomatopoeia
	DEFINITION
	words that imitate sound

	
	USE
	shows emphasis; adds balance and rhythm

	
	EXAMPLE
	Listen to the crack of the bat hit that ball!


	Apostrophe
	DEFINITION
	interrupts the discussion and addresses directly a person or personified thing

	
	USE
	displays emotion

	
	EXAMPLE
	Oh, books who alone are liberal and free.

I urge you, dear reader, to take a stance…


	Aposiopesis
	DEFINITION
	stopping abruptly and leaving a statement unfinished

	
	USE
	shows emphasis

	
	EXAMPLE
	I’ve got to make the team or I’ll --.


	Assonance
	DEFINITION
	repetition of vowel sounds within words

	
	USE
	shows emphasis; adds balance and rhythm

	
	EXAMPLE
	Let your light shine bright.


