
The Bias of Rhetoric  ACTIVITY

3.7

LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Paraphrasing, Discussion 
Groups, Note-taking

Learning Targets
• Analyze how language can be used to manipulate readers or viewers.

• Distinguish between biased and objective rhetoric.

Slanting Reader Perception
1. While the previous activity focused on how writers can construct the “truth” 

of their subject via their choices regarding content and structure, this activity 
focuses on how language itself can be used to influence the reader’s perception 
of the subject. View the advertisement selected by your instructor. Then in 
a quickwrite, identify what elements from the advertisement contribute to 
its power. 

2. Sometimes a writer compensates for a lack of evidence and logical argumentation 
by using slanted language and emotional appeals to present a prejudiced 
depiction of a subject. This happens so often that there are actually many names 
for these various “slanters.” As you read through the techniques described 
below, try to think of examples from the media that fit the descriptions (adapted 
from Brooke Noel Moore and Richard Parker’s Critical Thinking, 8th ed, 2007).

Types of Slanters
A. Labeling (euphemisms and dysphemisms): The use of a highly connotative 

word or phrase to name or describe a subject or action; a technique also called 
using loaded language or question-begging epithet. When the connotations 
are positive (or less negative), the writer is using euphemism. For example, car 
dealers try to sell “pre-owned vehicles” rather than “used cars.” In the opposite 
case, negative connotations may be assigned to a term. Consider, for example, 
the differences between these terms: freedom fighter, guerrilla, rebel, and 
terrorist. Freedom fighter is a euphemism while terrorist is a dysphemism.

B. Rhetorical analogy: The use of a figurative comparison (sometimes a simile 
or a metaphor) to convey a positive or negative feeling toward the subject. For 
example, in the 2008 presidential race, Sarah Palin suggested (via a joke) that 
she was like a pit bull with lipstick. 

C. Rhetorical definition: The use of emotionally charged language to express 
or elicit an attitude about something. A classic example is defining capital 
punishment as “government sanctioned murder.” A rhetorical definition stacks 
the deck either for or against the position it implies.

D. Rhetorical explanation: Expressing an opinion as if it were fact, and doing 
so in biased language. For example, you might say someone “didn’t have the 
guts to fight back” when taunted by another person. This paints the person 
as motivated by cowardice. Or you might say the person “took the high road, 
instead of taking a swing.”

E. Innuendo: The use of language to imply that a particular inference is justified, 
as if saying “go ahead and read between the lines!” In this way, the speaker 
doesn’t have to actually make a claim that can’t be supported; instead, the 
audience is led to make the leap on their own. For example, a presidential 
candidate might say, “Think carefully about whom you choose; you want a 
president who will be ready to do the job on day one.” The implication is that 
the opposing candidate is not ready.

My Notes

 

 

Literary Terms
Slanters are rhetorical 
devices used to present 
the subject in a biased 
way, either positively or 
negatively.
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The Bias of Rhetoric
 ACTIVITY 3.7
continued

INDEPENDENT 
READING LINK
Review your outside reading 
and find examples of at 
least two types of slanting 
techniques. For each example, 
provide an explanation of how 
it exemplifies the technique. 
Reflect on the effectiveness 
of the writer’s use of the 
technique.

F. Downplayers: The use of qualifier words or phrases to make someone or 
something look less important or significant. Words like “mere” and “only” 
work this way, as does the use of quotation marks, to suggest a term is ironic or 
misleading. For example: “She got her ‘degree’ from a correspondence school.” 
Often these are linked to concessions with connectors such as nevertheless, 
however, still, or but.

G. Hyperbole: The use of extravagant overstatement that can work to move the 
audience to accept the basic claim even if they reject the extremes of the word 
choice. Many of the other “slanters” can be hyperbolic in how they are worded; 
the key element is that the statement or claim is extreme. For example, in 
response to a dress code, a student might say “This school administration is 
fascist!”

H. Truth surrogates: Hinting that proof exists to support a claim without actually 
citing that proof. For example, ads often say “studies show” and tabloids often 
say things like “according to an insider” or “there’s every reason to believe 
that . . .” If the evidence does exist, the author is doing a poor job of citing it; 
meanwhile, the author has not actually identified any source—or made any 
claim—that can be easily disproven or challenged.

I. Ridicule/sarcasm: The use of language that suggests the subject is worthy of 
scorn. The language seeks to evoke a laugh or sarcastically mock the subject. 

Check Your Understanding
Given one of the previous slanters, complete the following tasks in your small 
group and be prepared to share your findings with the class:

• Create your own paraphrased definition of the term.

• List the examples provided in the explanation and brainstorm additional 
examples. 

• Create a brief skit for the rest of the class to illustrate the term.

• Take notes on the other groups’ presentations of their slanters. 

My Notes
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