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Pathos: persuading by appealing to the 
reader's emotions 



 Emotional appeals are powerful tools for influencing what people think 
and believe.  We all make decisions—including the most important ones—
based on our feelings.  

 While facts and logic matter, modern science has shown us that we often 
make decisions based on appeals to pathos. So when you hear that formal 
or academic arguments should rely solely on facts, remember that facts 
alone won’t carry the day even for a worthy cause.

 Beware!  Don’t use emotional appeals casually.  

 Those who wish to persuade you will play with your emotions.  They may 
persuade you with fear, love, patriotism, guilt, hate or joy.

 A majority of arguments in the media are heavily dependent on appealing 
to your emotions. We, as a society, should not react to emotional 
arguments without fully considering all of the facts.

 Although the use of pathos can be manipulative, it is the cornerstone of 
moving people to action, and it will continue to be used again and again.

 Appeals to pathos touch a nerve and compel people to not only listen, but 
to also take the next step and act in the world. 

































“The images of 9/11 are seared into our national…. And yet we 
know that the worst images are those that were unseen to the 
world.  The empty seat at the dinner table.  Children who were 
forced to grow up without their mother or their father.  Parents 
who would never know the feeling of their child’s embrace.  
Nearly 3,000 citizens taken from us, leaving a gaping hole in 
our hearts.”

“A small team of Americans … killed Osama bin Laden and took 
custody of his body.”

“So Americans understand the costs of war.  Yet as a country, 
we will never tolerate our security being threatened, nor stand 
idly by when our people have been killed.  We will be relentless 
in defense of our citizens and our friends and allies.  We will be 
true to the values that make us who we are. And on nights like 
this one, we can say to those families who have lost loved ones 
to al Qaeda’s terror:  Justice has been done.”



1. What sentence or phrase in the first paragraph has the 
greatest emotional impact? Why? 

2. How does Obama appeal to pathos in the last 
paragraph?  Include textual evidence.  



I guess it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say wait. 
But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your 
sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick, 
brutalize, and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunity; when you see the vast 
majority of your 20 million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the 
midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech 
stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can’t go to the 
public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see the tears welling 
up in her little eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see the 
depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her little mental sky, and see her begin to 
distort her little personality by unconsciously developing a bitterness toward white people; 
when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son who is asking in agonizing 
pathos: “Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?” when you take a cross 
country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of 
your automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in and day 
out by nagging signs reading “white” men and “colored” when your first name becomes 
“nigger” and your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are) and your last name 
becomes “John,” and when your wife and mother are never given the respected title of “Mrs.” 
when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living 
constantly at tip-toe stance, never quite knowing what to expect next, and plagued with inner 
fears and outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of 
“nobodiness”—then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time 
when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into an 
abyss of injustice where they experience the bleakness of corroding despair. I hope, sirs, you 
can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience.



3. With your partner, make a list of 5 emotionally charged 
words/phrases.

4. Pick one word/phrase from your list.  What impact does 
this word have on the text?  What emotion is it appealing 
to?

5. What effect does King’s run-on sentence have on the 
emotional appeal of his letter?



 Speed Ads—Mistakes 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvLaTupw-hk

 MasterCard: One More Day
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yB_6BHSjNVk

 P&G Thank You, Mom
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lnkNijN38iY&safe=active

 Red Bull
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vA0nJ5QAh28

 iPad Air 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiyIcz7wUH0

 30 For a Reason  
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cvja-PA5Egc
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