
Writing a  
Rhetorical Analysis



What is Rhetorical Analysis?
• Rhetoric is the study of how writers and speakers use words 

to influence an audience. 
• A rhetorical analysis is an essay that breaks a work of non-

fiction into parts and then explains how the parts work 
together to create a certain effect—whether to persuade, 
entertain or inform.

• You can also conduct a rhetorical analysis of a primarily visual 
argument such as a cartoon or advertisement, or an oral 
performance such as a speech. 

• In this presentation we will use the word rhetorician to refer 
to the author of a speech or document or to the creator of an 
advertisement, cartoon, or other visual work.
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What Should a Rhetorical Analysis 
Accomplish?
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• A rhetorical analysis should explore the rhetorician’s 
goals, the techniques (or tools) used, examples of those 
techniques, and the effectiveness of those techniques. 

• When writing a rhetorical analysis, you are NOT saying 
whether or not you agree with the argument. 

• Instead, you’re discussing how the rhetorician makes that 
argument and whether or not the approach used is 
successful.
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Getting Ready to Write
• After brainstorming and doing the actual analysis, you are 

ready to write a thesis. 

• Remember to analyze a handful of techniques for which 
you can make the strongest case. 

• Rhetoricians employ many techniques; focus on the ones 
that are the most prevalent or interesting and that you 
can describe persuasively.



Writing an Introduction

• An introduction should lead cleanly into your argument.
• The introductory paragraph to a rhetorical analysis essay is 

usually brief. However, it must contain some essential 
information.

• You goal is to analyze why an author choose specific strategies 
for the particular audience, occasion, and/or purpose.

• Think about these questions:
• HOW do the rhetorical strategies help the author achieve 

his/her purpose?
• WHY does the author chose those strategies for that 

particular audience and for that particular occasion?



Writing an Introduction continued . . .
Consider addressing SOAPS in your introduction by following this format:

• Speaker, Occasion, and Subject
(Writer’s credentials), (writer’s first and last name), in his/her 
(type of text), (title of text), (strong verb – see list at end of this 
handout) (writer’s subject).

• Purpose
(Writer’s last name)’s purpose is to (what the writer does in the 
text).

• Audience
He/she adopts a[n] (adjective describing the attitude/feeling 
conveyed by the writer) tone in order to (verb phrase describing 
what the writer wants readers to do/think) in his/her (intended 
audience).



Writing an Introduction continued . . .
Example introduction using SOAPS:

Novelist, Amy Tan, in her narrative essay, “Fish Cheeks,”
recounts an embarrassing Christmas Eve dinner when she was 
14 years old. Tan’s purpose is to convey the idea that, at 
fourteen, she wasn’t able to recognize the love her mother 
had for her or the sacrifices she made. She adopts a 
sentimental tone in order to appeal to similar feelings and 
experiences in her adult readers.



A Strong Thesis Statement for a Rhetorical Analysis

• Avoids using the first person or phrases like “I believe” 
or “I think” 

• Serves as a guide to your essay for your reader 

• Provides and analysis of the author’s rhetorical 
strategies 

• Generalizes what techniques you will be analyzing, and 
the impact of these techniques on the effectiveness of 
the text 



A Strong Thesis Statement for a Rhetorical Analysis is NOT

•A simple statement of your topic 

•A broad statement 

•A statement of facts or statistics 

•A summary of the author’s text you are analyzing 

•A statement of what you’re going to do in the essay 



3-Part Thesis Statements

Your thesis could take the form of a sentence that combines a

• SUBJECT—this addresses the subject of your analysis i.e. the 
author, genre, text, etc.

• ASSERTION—this is an argument/claim/analysis of your subject
i.e. what is the author’s message/purpose (reframe rather than 
regurgitate what the prompt provides)

• RATIONALE—this is a brief explanation of HOW the author 
presents their message/purpose i.e. the prominent rhetorical 
choices used



Example 3-Part Thesis Statement #1
Prompt:

The passage below is an excerpt from a lecture delivered in 
Boston in 1832 by Maria W. Stewart, an African American 
educator and writer.  Read the passage carefully.  Then write 
an essay in which you analyze the rhetorical strategies 
Stewart uses to convey her position.

Thesis:!
Stewart effectively conveys the harsh realities of being an 
African American during time of segregation and racial 
inequality through powerful rhetoric and emotive language.



Example 3-Part Thesis Statement #2
Prompt:

In the following passage from Rising Tide: The Great 
Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America, 
contemporary writer John M. Barry describes the complex 
mechanics of the Mississippi River.  Read the passage 
carefully.  Then, in a well-developed essay, analyze how Barry 
communicates his fascination with the river to his readers.

Thesis:!
John M. Barry’s passage from Rising Tide: The Great 
Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America uses 
powerful diction, complex simile, and comparison to 
communicate his fascination with and awe for the great river.



Example 3-Part Thesis Statement #3
Prompt:

On April 10, 1962, as the United States was emerging from a recession, the nation’s
largest steel companies raised steel prices by 3.5 percent. President John F. 
Kennedy, who had repeatedly called for stable prices and wages as part of a program 
of national sacrifice during a period of economic distress, held a news conference on 
April 11, 1962, which he opened with the following commentary regarding the hike 
in steel prices. Read Kennedy’s remarks carefully. Then write an essay in which you 
analyze the rhetorical strategies President Kennedy uses to achieve his purpose. 
Support your analysis with specific references to the text.

Thesis:!
Throughout his speech in which he condemns companies for raising steel 
prices, Kennedy repeatedly appeals to a sense of communal sacrifice and 
collective responsibility in order to rally his audience around the ostensible 
cause for outrage.



Writing the Body
• Each body paragraph should have its own topic 

sentence. 
• Make sure every idea or sentence in a paragraph relates 

to its topic sentence; you don’t want to jump between 
topics. 

• It gives your paper a sense of cohesion to place your 
body paragraphs in the same order in which they’re 
presented in your introduction. 

• Use a chronological order, discussing each technique as 
it occurs sequentially. 



Writing the Body continued . . .
• For each paragraph, give several examples and 

explain how techniques used convey the 
rhetorician’s message, purpose, and/or attitude. 

• At the end of each body paragraph, make sure you 
connect your topic sentence back to your thesis. 

• This creates cohesion, solidifies your argument, and 
provides a transition to your next topic.



Writing a Conclusion
• Rhetorical analysis conclusion is an opportunity for you to wrap 

up your argument and state the significance of techniques and 
patterns found in the text you analyzed. 

• A good conclusion goes beyond restating and summarizing your 
analysis by revealing the point of patterns used by the speaker or 
author. 

• When writing the conclusion, you should always keep in mind 
that if the body of your essay explains how a rhetorical work 
realized a specific effect, the conclusion should take a step back 
to articulate why the speaker opted for the technique and the 
effect it accomplishes for target audience.


