Pathetic Proofs

Pathos
Through time, different communities' feelings have changed about the role of emotions in discourse.  While classical rhetors used emotions to strengthen their arguments, our contemporary society sees emotional displays as a sign of weakness.  That doesn't mean contemporary authors don't use pathetic appeals; it's just that we don't call a lot of attention to them as such.

Basically, there are two ways to approach the emotional elements in discourse.  One approach deals with the pre-existing emotions the audience has, and the other approach creates a positive emotional reaction from the audience in spite of their pre-existing emotions on your subject.

Audience's Pre-formed Emotions

An audience may be mostly favorable or enthusiastic toward your subject, mostly indifferent or apathetic (literally lacking emotion), or mostly hostile to your subject.  The way you approach each audience is obviously different.  While you won't have to do a lot of convincing with the favorable audience, you might have to concentrate on motivating them to take action.  Your task with the neutral audience might be helping them understand why they should care.  Your goal with a hostile audience may be just to open their minds or lay the groundwork for a change of opinion.

Effective authors will first assess the audience's emotional state (maybe through a survey), decide whether or not the audience is receptive to his or her ideas, decide whether or not the audience can be persuaded, and if so, then decide what type of appeals will work best for the discourse's purpose.

Creating an Emotional Reaction
Some suggestions:

· Don't announce that you will be using emotional appeals.  Remember that our society sees emotions as weak and invalid as proof?  Be subtle.

· Use specific details, vivid language, and description to produce the desired emotional response.  A typical pathetic appeal used by capital punishment opponents is a description of the final, horrific moments that prisoners experience in the gas chamber.

· Use either honorific or pejorative language.  Word choices like "brilliant" and "valiant" or "cowardly" and "villainous" can be used effectively to create an emotional response.  Words such as these become very important in building and maintaining an emotional response from the audience.

Remember:  The popular Latin orator, Cicero, believed that emotional appeals are as equally important as ethical and logical appeals.  The emphasis on audience becomes even more important when using pathetic appeals.
