
Rhetorical Devices
AP Language & Composition



1. Analogy
(Set 1)

▪ A comparison between two things for the purpose of explanation or 
clarification.  

Example: “For answers successfully
arrived at are solutions to difficulties 
previously discussed, and one cannot
untie a knot if he is ignorant.” --Aristotle



2. Antithesis
(Set 1)

▪ An antithesis is used when a writer 
puts two sentences of contrasting 
meanings close to one another.  

Example: “That’s one small step for 
man, one giant leap for mankind.” 
–Neil Armstrong

(See Parallel Structure)

Or Katy Perry’s use of antithesis in 
“Hot ‘n Cold”

“‘Cause you’re hot then you’re cold

You’re yes then you’re no

You’re in then you’re out

You’re up then you’re down

You’re wrong when it’s right

It’s black and it’s white

We fight, we break up

We kiss, we make up.”  



3. Apostrophe
(Set 1)

▪ A figure of speech in which the speaker addresses an object, concept, or 
person (usually absent) that is unable to respond.  The purpose for this is 
usually to vent anger or frustration or display intense emotion.  

Example: “To a Stranger Born in Some Distant Country 
Hundreds of Years from Now” 
“O stranger of the future!
O inconceivable being!
Whatever the shape of your house,
However you scoot from place to place,
No matter how strange and colorless the clothes you 
may wear,
I bet nobody likes a wet dog either.
I bet everyone in your pub,
Even the children, pushes her away.”  
--Billy Collins

Example: “Twinkle, twinkle, little star, 
How I wonder what you are.  
Up above the world so high, 
Like a diamond in the sky.”  



Which device is being employed?

▪ “He that voluntarily continues ignorance is guilty of all the crimes which 
ignorance produces, as to him that should extinguish the tapers of a 
lighthouse might justly be imputed the calamities of shipwrecks.” – Samuel 
Johnson

▪ “I want you to be wise in what is good, and innocent in what is evil.” – 
Romans 16:19

▪ “With how sad steps, O Moon, thou climb’st the skies!” - Sidney

▪ The advertisement indeed says that these shoes are the best, but it means 
that they are equal; for in advertising “best” is a parity claim and only 
“better” indicates superiority.
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Which device is being employed?

▪ “He that voluntarily continues ignorance is guilty of all the crimes which 
ignorance produces, as to him that should extinguish the tapers of a 
lighthouse might justly be imputed the calamities of shipwrecks.” – Samuel 
Johnson Analogy

▪ “I want you to be wise in what is good, and innocent in what is evil.” – 
Romans 16:19 Antithesis

▪ “With how sad steps, O Moon, thou climb’st the skies!” – Sidney 
Apostrophe

▪ The advertisement indeed says that these shoes are the best, but it means 
that they are equal; for in advertising “best” is a parity claim and only 
“better” indicates superiority.  Analogy    
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4. Oxymoron
(Set 2)

▪ A combination of contradictory or incongruous words usually in an 
adjective-noun or adverb-adjective relationship.  While at first they seem to 
contradict, they end up going together.  

Example: “I do here make humbly bold to present them
with a short account of themselves and their art…” 
--Jonathan Swift

Jumbo Shrimp



5. Hyperbole
(Set 2)

▪ A deliberate, extravagant exaggeration of fact, used either for serious or 
comic effect.  (The effect often produces IRONY).

Example: “O, my offense is rank, it smells to heaven,
It hath the primal eldest curse upon’t…”
--Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, scene iii 

And now a cheesy modern 
example…

“I’d catch a grenade for ya;
Throw my hand on the blade for ya;
I’d jump in front of a train for ya;
You know I’d do anything for ya…”
--Bruno Mars



6. Litotes
(Set 2)

▪ A figure of speech in which an affirmative is expressed by a negation of the 
contrary.  Example: “not a bad singer” or “not unhappy”  

Example: “I cannot say 
that I think you are very 
generous to the ladies; 
for, whilst you are 
proclaiming peace and 
good will to men, 
emancipating all 
nations, you insist upon 
retaining an absolute 
power over wives.”
--Abigail Adams, letter 
to John Adams, May 7, 
1776

Example: “Are you also aware, Mrs. 
Bueller, that Ferris does not have what 
we consider to be an exemplary 
attendance record?”
--Principal Ed Rooney, Ferris Bueller’s Day 
Off



Which device is being employed? (It could be any of the previous.)

▪ “Not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more.” – Shakespeare, 
Julius Caesar 

▪ “It isn’t very serious. I have this tiny little tumor on the brain.” – Salinger, 
Catcher in the Rye 

▪ A cruel kindness…

▪ My mother will kill me if I am late! 
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Which device is being employed? (It could be some of the previous.)

▪ “Not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more.” – Shakespeare, 
Julius Caesar Antithesis

▪ “It isn’t very serious. I have this tiny little tumor on the brain.” – Salinger, 
Catcher in the Rye Litotes

▪ A cruel kindness… Oxymoron

▪ My mother will kill me if I am late! Hyperbole

Review of Rhetorical Terms 4-6 (Answers)



What device is being employed? 
  

▪ “What’s in a name?  That which we call a rose
By any other word would smell as sweet.
So Romeo would, were he not Romeo called.”  
--Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet”, Act II, Scene II

▪ “The bookful blockhead ignorantly read,
With loads of learned lumber in his head,
With his own tongue still edified his ears,
And always list’ning to himself appears.”  
--Alexander Pope, “Essays of Criticism”  
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Review of Rhetorical Terms 1-6 (Answers)
What device is being employed? 
  

▪ “What’s in a name?  That which we call a rose
By any other word would smell as sweet.
So Romeo would, were he not Romeo called.”  
--Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet”, Act II, Scene II Analogy

▪ “The bookful blockhead ignorantly read,
With loads of learned lumber in his head,
With his own tongue still edified his ears,
And always list’ning to himself appears.”  
--Alexander Pope, “Essays of Criticism”  Oxymoron



▪ “I had to wait in the station for ten days-an eternity.”  
--Joseph Conrad, “The Heart of Darkness”  

▪ “Oh! Stars and clouds and winds, ye are all about to mock me; if ye really 
pity me, crush sensation and memory; let me become as nought; but if not, 
depart, depart, and leave me in darkness.”  --Mary Shelly, “Frankenstein” 
 

▪ “Indeed, it is not uncommon for slaves even to fall out and quarrel among 
themselves about the relative goodness of their masters, each contending 
for the superior goodness of his own over that of the others.”  
--Frederick Douglass, “Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass: An 
American Slave”  
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▪ “I had to wait in the station for ten days-an eternity.”  
--Joseph Conrad, “The Heart of Darkness”  Hyperbole

▪ “Oh! Stars and clouds and winds, ye are all about to mock me; if ye really 
pity me, crush sensation and memory; let me become as nought; but if not, 
depart, depart, and leave me in darkness.”  
--Mary Shelly, “Frankenstein” Apostrophe
 

▪ “Indeed, it is not uncommon for slaves even to fall out and quarrel among 
themselves about the relative goodness of their masters, each contending 
for the superior goodness of his own over that of the others.”  
--Frederick Douglass, “Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass: An 
American Slave”  Litotes
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Review of Rhetorical Terms 1-6

▪ “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the 
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had 
nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the 
other way.”  --Charles Dickens, “A Tale of Two Cities”  

▪ “Welcome, O life!  I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of 
experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my 
race.”  --James Joyce, “A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man”  

▪ “To err is human; to forgive divine.”  
--Alexander Pope, “An Essay on Criticism”  
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▪ “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the 
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had 
nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the 
other way.”  --Charles Dickens, “A Tale of Two Cities”  Antithesis

▪ “Welcome, O life!  I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of 
experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my 
race.”  --James Joyce, “A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man”  Apostrophe

▪ “To err is human; to forgive divine.”  
--Alexander Pope, “An Essay on Criticism”  Antithesis



7. Colloquialism
(Set 3)

▪ Informal words or expressions that imitate conversational speech.  These are 
things that are not usually acceptable in formal or academic writing.  (Often 
includes slang).  Example:  Y’all are crazy!  

   
• “give me a hand” – means “I 

need assistance” or “help 
me out,” not “throw your 
severed hand at me.”  (This 
is also a metaphor where 
hand stands for help.)   

• “forget it” – means “it’s not 
a problem” or don’t worry 
about it,” not “erase your 
memory.”  (Also a metaphor 
where “it” is so unimportant 
that it could be erased from 
memory.)  

Example from Of Mice and Men

• “Well, you ain’t petting no 
mice while you walk with 
me.  You remember where 
we’re goin’ now?” 

• “The hell with the rabbits.  
An’ you ain’t to be trusted 
with no live mice.”   



8. Parallelism (or Parallel Structure)
(Set 3)

▪ Parallel structure is when the parts of the sentence are grammatically the 
same, OR similar in their sound, meaning, or meter.  It adds rhythm, and 
helps with persuasion because of its repetition.  Example: Alice ran into the 
room, into the garden, and into our hearts.  

Common Examples:
• Like father, like son
• Wanted dead or alive
• Easy come, easy go

Antithesis is a kind of parallel structure in which two opposites are put together. 

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was 
the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it 
was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it 
was the winter of despair.”  A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens 

Parallelism also includes items in a series or list:
Parallel
• The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, 

accurately, and thoroughly.  
Not Parallel
• The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, 

accurately, and in a thorough manner.  



9. Anaphora
(Set 3)

▪ Repetition of the same word or words at the beginning of successive phrases, 
clauses, or sentences, commonly in conjunction with climax and parallelism.  

   

“We shall not flag or fail.  We shall go to the 
end.  We shall fight in France, we shall fight 
on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with 
growing confidence and growing strength in 
the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may 
be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the 
landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the 
streets, we shall fight in the hills.  We shall never 
surrender.”  --Sir Winston Churchill, British Prime Minister

P.S. Not only is the quote from A Tale of Two Cities both Antithesis and Parallel 
Structure, it is also Anaphora!  “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…” 



▪ I wouldn’t go in there if I were you; it’s not a pretty picture.

▪ Over yonder…
▪ If we try, we might succeed; if we do not try, we cannot 

succeed.

▪ 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 to Disneyland.
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▪ I wouldn’t go in there if I were you; it’s not a pretty picture. 
Litotes

▪ Over yonder… Colloquialism

▪ If we try, we might succeed; if we do not try, we cannot 
succeed. Antithesis

▪ 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 to Disneyland. 
Anaphora/Parallel Structure
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10. Allusion
(Set 4)

▪ A reference to a person, event, or place (real or fictitious), or to a work of 
art.  Example: Her question about poverty opened Pandora’s box.     

   

• The last scene from 
the movie “Shrek” 
is full of references 
to fairy tales, pop 
culture, and 
literature.  How 
many allusions can 
you identify?  

Example from Literature
Nothing Gold Can Stay –Robert 
Frost

Nature’s first green is gold
Her hardest hue to hold.  
Her early leaf’s a flower;
But only so an hour.  
Then leaf subsides to leaf.  
So Eden sank to grief,
So dawn goes down to day.
Nothing gold can stay.  



11. Euphemism
(Set 4)

▪ Substitution of an agreeable or non-offensive expression for one whose 
plainer meaning might  be harsh or unpleasant.
Example: passed away = died.  

Common Examples:
• “Correctional facility” for __________
• “Put to sleep” for __________
• “Letting someone go” for __________
• “The birds and the bees” for _________

“The Squealer, a character in George Orwell’s “Animal Farm” uses 
euphemisms to help the pigs achieve their political ends.  To 
announce the reduction of food to the animals, Orwell quotes him 
as saying: 
“For the time being…it had been found necessary to make a 
readjustment of rations.”  



12. Cliché 
(Set 4)

▪ Worn-out or stale expressions that dull writing and meaning.  Not generally 
acceptable for formal writing.  Example: 

Common Examples:

• Lived happily ever after
• Read between the lines
• Falls head over heels
• Waking up on the wrong side 

of the bed
• The quiet before the storm
• The writing on the wall
• Time heals all wounds
• At the speed of light

John Doe had been sleeping like the dead when 
his alarm clock screamed like a Banshee at him. 
It was 1:36 P.M., and John had planned to be up 
bright and early that morning. His eyelids were 
as heavy as lead as he wracked his brain for 
excuses. It had been the mother of all lost 
weekends. Now he had to pay the piper--he'd 
missed Core again, and the hand of doom was 
heavy upon his grade in the class

How many “worn-out” examples of cliché can 
you identify in the following paragraph?  



▪ At the drop of a hat…
▪ We shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall 

fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the 
air…we shall never surrender. – Churchill

▪ Plan ahead: it wasn’t raining when Noah built the ark. – Richard 
Cushing.

▪ I’m taking my dog to be put to sleep.

▪ Over the river and through the woods, to grandmother’s house 
we go.
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▪ At the drop of a hat… Cliche

▪ We shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall 
fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the 
air…we shall never surrender. – Churchill  Anaphora

▪ Plan ahead: it wasn’t raining when Noah built the ark. 
– Richard Cushing  Allusion

▪ I’m taking my dog to be put to sleep.  Euphemism

▪ Over the river and through the woods, to grandmother’s house 
we go.  Parallel Structure

Review of Rhetorical Terms 10-12 (Answers)



13. Paradox
(Set 5)

▪ A statement that appears to be self-contradictory or opposed to common 
sense, but upon closer inspection contains some degree of truth or 
validity.  Example: “I can resist anything but temptation.”  --Oscar Wilde

Common Examples:
• Your enemy’s friend is your enemy
• I am nobody
• Wise fool

In George Orwell’s Animal Farm, one part of the cardinal rule is 
the statement:  “All animals are equal, but some are more equal 
than others.”  

At first, this might not seem like it makes sense.  But, upon closer 
examination, the reader sees that Orwell is pointing out a political 
truth.  The concept of equality stated here is opposite to the 
common belief about what equality means.  



14. Ellipsis
(Set 5)

▪ The intentional omission of a word or phrase which is grammatically 
necessary, but can be deduced from the context.  Example: Some people 
prefer cats; others, dogs.  

▪ It is also sometimes written as “…” between sentences to indicate an 
omitted event that the reader must fill in the gaps for themselves about.  

   This is a tool that is used when a writer is deciding what 
to keep and what to throw out.  Great writing isn’t 
produced overnight.  Each and every part of the narrative 
must contain meaning.  Thus, when an ellipse is used, it 
signifies something that was omitted on purpose.  



15. Epistrophe
(Set 5)

▪ The repetition of the same word or words at the end of successive 
phrases, clauses, or sentences. Counterpart to anaphora.  Example: 
“Where now?  Who now?  What now?  --”The Unnamable” by Samuel 
Beckett

   
BRUTUS:
“Who is here so base that would be a bondman? If any, 
speak; for him have I offended. Who is here so rude that 
would not be a Roman? If any, speak; for him have I 
offended. Who is here so vile that will not love his 
country? If any, speak; for him have I offended….”
 --Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare

The function of this stylistic device is to give a striking emphasis to an 
idea, thought, or passage.  It also lends rhythm to a text and makes the 
prose more pleasant to read.    



16. Inverted Structure
(Set 6)

▪ In standard English, the parts of a sentence have a typical subject-verb-object 
order.  When they are inverted it becomes more difficult to comprehend, 
slowing the reader down.  This can be particularly effective when 
constructing an argument.  Example: “What’s at stake as they busy 
themselves are your tax dollars and mine, and ultimately our freedom too.”  
--E.O. Wilson

   

“Hard to see, the dark 
side is.”  --Yoda

In Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature,” he uses inverted 
structure to call attention to specific ideas.  

“In the woods, is perpetual youth.”  
“Woods” and “youth” are what Emerson is calling attention 
to, while the verb “is” is minimized in its current position.  If 
Emerson had written it in standard form, the sentence would 
have appeared:

“Perpetual youth is in the woods.”
The revised version is easier to read, but the emphasis is 
different.  



17. Juxtaposition
(Set 6)

▪ Placement of two things closely together to emphasize similarities or 
differences.  The comparison surprises readers and provides a logical 
connection between two various vague concepts.  Example: The room was 
filled with a deafening silence.”  

   
“Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night” –Dylan Thomas

“Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
And you, my father, there on the sad height,
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.
Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”

The speaker is requesting that his father not give up like an 
ordinary man, but put up a fight against death to survive.  



18. Anadiplosis
(Set 7)

▪ A Greek word that means “to reduplicate.”  It is the repetition of a word or 
words in successive clauses where the second clause begins with the same 
word that marked the end of the previous clause.  Example: “Fear leads to 
anger.  Anger leads to hate.  Hate leads to suffering.”  --Yoda

   
“He retained his virtues amidst all his misfortunes, 
misfortunes which no prudence could foresee or prevent.”  
--Frances Bacon

“In education we find the measure of our own ignorance; in 
ignorance we find the beginning of wisdom.”

“What I present here is what I remember of the letter, 
and what I remember of the letter I remember 
verbatim (including that awful French.)” -- Lolita



19. Asyndeton
(Set 7)

Asyndeton is derived from a Greek word that means “unconnected.”  It is an 
intentional elimination of conjunctions between phrases in a sentence while 
still maintaining grammatical accuracy.  It reduces any indirect meaning and 
presents the phrase in a concise form.  Example: “This is the villain among you 
who deceived you, who cheated you, who meant to betray you completely…” 
-- “Rhetoric” by Aristotle       

“Call up her father.  
Rouse him.  Make after him, 
Poison his delight,
Proclaim him in the streets.  
Incense her kinsmen,
And, though he in a fertile 
climate dwell,…

Here, in “Othello,” Shakespeare 
has deliberately eliminated 
conjunctions to emphasize Iago’s 
feelings of anger and jealousy.

Asyndeton often appears when a 
writer wants a sentence to appear 
less structured or contrived, or to 
imply that the reader could 
continue the list with their own 
ideas.

“Jockeying for room on the table 
were turkey, gravy, mashed 
potatoes, pies, rolls, 
butter, cranberry sauce, a 
cornucopia of vegetables.”  



20. Polysyndeton
(Set 7)

▪ The opposite of asyndeton, but its effect is not necessarily the reverse.  
This is where coordinating conjunctions are used in succession to achieve 
an artistic effect.  Example: “The runner passed the ten-mile mark and the 
fifteen and the twenty, and the finish line loomed in front of him.”    

   

Maya Angelou is known for her use of polysyndeton 
which can seem excessive at times.  This excerpt is 
from her story I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

“Let the whitefolks have their money and power 
and segregation and sarcasm and big houses and 
schools and lawns like carpets, and books, and 
mostly-mostly-let them have their whiteness.”  



▪ They sat under one roof, princes, dukes, barons, earls, kings.  

▪ Only guards and the warden experienced any type of freedom.  For prisoners, 
freedom was only at the end of their sentences.

▪ I slithered under the sheets, and under the blankets, and under the top quilt 
to evade the monsters.  

▪ “The big sycamore by the creek was gone.  The willow tangle was gone.  The 
little enclave of untrodden bluegrass was gone.  The clump of dogwood on the 
little rise across the creek—now that, too, was gone…” --Robert Penn Warren

▪ There are few things more important than a warm bed; a warm bed and a 
shower, perhaps.
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▪ They sat under one roof, princes, dukes, barons, earls, kings. Asyndeton 

▪ Only guards and the warden experienced any type of freedom.  For prisoners, 
freedom was only at the end of their sentences. Anadiplosis

▪ I slithered under the sheets, and under the blankets, and under the top quilt 
to evade the monsters.  Polysyndeton (also Zoomorphism)

▪ “The big sycamore by the creek was gone.  The willow tangle was gone.  The 
little enclave of untrodden bluegrass was gone.  The clump of dogwood on the 
little rise across the creek—now that, too, was gone…” --Robert Penn Warren 
Epistrophe

▪ There are few things more important than a warm bed; a warm bed and a 
shower, perhaps. Anadiplosis
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21. Zeugma
(Set 8)

▪ A device in which unexpected items in a sentence are linked 
together by a shared word.  Example: John lost his homework and 
his temper.  

   

“[They] covered 
themselves with 
dust and glory.” 
-Mark Twain, The 
Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer

Zeugma is a great way to forge strong 
connections between different parts of 
your sentence.  By making them share the 
same word to find their meaning, you 
make the reader see them as very closely 
related.  

“Here Thou, great Anna! whom three Realms obey,
Dost sometimes Counsel take – and sometimes Tea.” 
-Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock



22. Synecdoche
(Set 8)

▪ A device where the use of a part of something represents the whole.  
Example: “bread” to mean food or money (“breadwinner”)

   

The captain shouted, “All hands on 
deck!” (for the crew)  

● “herd” for cattle
● “hired hands” for workmen
● “plastic” for a credit card
● “America brought home the gold” for 

a group of athletes
● “nice wheels” for a car
● “Band-Aids” for any adhesive 

bandage
● “State beat Louisville” for team vs. 

team competition



● “Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your 
ears” for “YO! Listen up!”

● “Wall Street” for the U.S. stock exchange
● “10 Downing Street” for the British Prime 

Minister
● “Hollywood” for the film industry
● “life” for blood
● “boots on the ground” for troops or military 

presence in battle
● “Now I'm in the limelight 'cause I rhyme 

tight” --”Juicy,” Notorious BIG (for fame)

23. Metonymy
(Set 8)

▪ Metonymy and synecdoche are very closely related.  Metonymy allows you 
to refer to something closely related to the object and use that as a way of 
referring to the object itself.  

   



▪ Writing is my bread and butter.

▪ The man ran a hundred miles, but out of time.  

▪ The White House answered its critics.   

▪ It’s not the smartest idea I’ve ever heard.  

▪ “O, brave new world, that has such people in’t…” 
--The Tempest

▪ “The pen is mightier than the sword.”  

Review of Rhetorical Terms 21-23



▪ Writing is my bread and butter. Synecdoche

▪ The man ran a hundred miles, but out of time.  Zeugma

▪ The White House answered its critics.  Metonymy 

▪ It’s not the smartest idea I’ve ever heard.  Litotes

▪ “O, brave new world, that has such people in’t…” 
--The Tempest  Apostrophe

▪ “The pen is mightier than the sword.”  Metonymy 

Review of Rhetorical Terms 21-23 (Answers)


