
 

 

 

Rhetoric and the Art of Persuasion 

 

In ancient Greece, the Sophists were the late-night shouty types selling stuff you didn’t know you 

needed. They persuaded using overly emotional, flowery, and soaring language, with very little to back 

up their claims. Then Aristotle came along with Rhetoric, a treatise on a more robust form of persuasion.  

Aristotle pointed out that arguments could be strengthened by combining proof, logic, and emotion, 

instead of merely relying on raw emotion only to persuade. Here's how the three cornerstones of 

Rhetoric can help you craft a more persuasive message. 

 

Ethos  

In the old days, authority was handed down from experts to shoppers who relied on the cache' of 

institutions, today that simply isn’t the case. Today you are more likely to establish a successful 

connection through empathy, demonstrating you understand what your customers are going through. 

•    Avoid language that creates distance. No jargon, no fancy talk. Speak directly and plainly. 

•    Offering things like a money-back guarantee demonstrates your confidence in the product and your 

willingness to help solve the audience’s problem without risk to them. 

•    Using testimonials and accreditation lends instant authority to any offer. 

 

Logos 

Logos in Greek means reason or word. Aristotle believed that any credible argument requires proof. 

Proof is vital in creating relationships with your audience. Proof bolsters your copy in two ways adding 

authority, and trust to your message. 



•    Avoid ambiguity. Speak clearly and directly don’t cover up the point with vague words like very or 

almost.  Replace the puffery with facts. 

•    Ditch the hyperbole. If you have to use hyperbole it’s a sign that you don’t know your audience very 

well. Replace high-flying claims with real world benefits. How will your product or experience solve your 

user’s problems? If you can’t answer that question plainly and with some immediacy you’ve got some 

work to do. 

•    For every claim provide the proof. Avoid writing checks your product can’t cash. Use testimonials and 

studies to prove every claim you make. 

 

Pathos 

Pathos is suffering or experience.  In copywriting pathos contains the emotional triggers that make it 

possible to effectively connect with a user’s hopes, fears, and desires.  

Persuasion only works when it is combined with logic, proof, and emotion.  Sterile fact-based copy 

doesn’t connect without the heart and proof free emotional claims and proclamations don’t work 

without the mind. Pathos is the thing that brings the logos and ethos together. 

•    Create a persona of your target audience then use the information you come up with. I can’t tell you 

how many businesses create personas and never use them.  

•    Speak to your audience about their struggles. Empathize with where they are and you’ll generate 

more trust when you’re ready to offer them a solution.  

•    Write in an authentic, personal voice. Authenticity is key here so the better you understand your 

customer’s fears and dreams the more effective you’ll be at communicating a solution. Use those 

personas. 

•   For many consumers, the decision to click the CTA button is an emotional one. A call to action tells an 

engaged reader which steps to take next. However, it is only effective if you’ve demonstrated empathy, 

proof, and earned the trust of your reader.  

Use Aristotle’s principles from Rhetoric to craft targeted messages that connect with users, deepen 

relationships, and motivate readers to take action. 

  


