
Important Rhetorical Devices for Honors American Literature 
 
Rhetorical device—Particular use of word patterns, styles, and literary concepts used to 
clarify, make associations, and focus the writing in a piece of literature. Some rhetorical 
devices are expletives, parallelism, metaphor, analogy, assonance, etc. 
 
Allusion—A figure of speech which makes brief, even casual reference to a historical or literary 
figure, event, or object to create a resonance in the reader or to apply a symbolic meaning to the 
character or object of which the allusion consists. For example, in John Steinbeck's Of Mice and 
Men, the surname of the protagonist, George Milton, is an allusion to John Milton, author of 
Paradise Lost, since by the end of the novel, George has lost the dream of having a little ranch of 
his own to share with his friend Lennie. 
 
 
Analogy—Comparison of two things that are alike in some respects. Metaphors and similes are 
both types of analogy. 
 
Aphorism—A concise statement designed to make a point or illustrate a commonly held belief. 
The writings of Benjamin Franklin contain many aphorisms, such as "Early to bed and early to 
rise/Make a man healthy, wealthy, and wise." 
 
Colloquial colloquialism—Ordinary language; the vernacular. For example, depending on where 
in the United States you live, a sandwich is called a sub, a grinder, or a hero. 
 
Delayed sentence—A sentence that withholds its main idea until the end. For example: Just as he 
bent to tie his shoe, a car hit him. 
 
Diction—An author's choice of words to convey a tone or effect. 
 
Epiphany—A sudden or intuitive insight or perception into the reality or essential meaning of 
something usually brought on by a simple or common occurrence or experience. 
 
Euphemism—Substitution of a milder or less direct expression for one that is harsh or blunt. For 
example, using "passed away" for "dead." 
 
Foil—A person or thing that makes another seem better by contrast.  
 
 
Foreshadow—To hint at or present things to come in a story or play. 
 
Hyperbole—An overstatement characterized by exaggerated language. 
 
Imagery—Sensory details in a work; the use of figurative language to evoke a feeling, call to 
mind an idea, or describe an object. Imagery involves any or all of the five senses. 
 
Irony: verbal, dramatic, and situational—A situation or statement characterized by significant 
difference between what is expected or understood and what actually happens or is meant. Irony  
is frequently humorous, and can be sarcastic when using words to imply the opposite of what they 
normally mean. 
 



Isocolon—Parallel structure in which the parallel elements are similar not only in grammatical 
structure, but also in length. For example, "An envious heart makes a treacherous ear" (Their 
Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston). 
 
Juxtaposition—Placing of two items side by side to create a certain effect, reveal an attitude, or 
accomplish some other purpose. 
 
Mood—The feeling or ambience resulting from the tone of a piece as well as the writer/narrator's 
attitude and point of view. The effect is created through descriptions of feelings or objects that 
establish a particular feeling such as gloom, fear, or hope. 
 
Parallelism—Recurrent syntactical similarity where several parts of a sentence or several  
sentences are expressed alike to show that the ideas in the parts or sentences equal in importance. 
It also adds balance, rhythm, and clarity to the sentence. For example, "I have always searched 
for, but never found the perfect painting for that wall." 
 
Rhetorical device—Particular use of word patterns and styles used to clarify, make associations, 
and focus the writing in a piece of literature. Some rhetorical devices are expletives, parallelism, 
metaphor, analogy, assonance, etc. 
 
Simile—A direct comparison of one thing to another, usually using the words like or as to draw 
the connection. 
 
Symbolism—A person, place, thing, event, or pattern in a literary work thatdesignates itself and 
at the same time figuratively represents  something else. The use of one object to suggest another 
hidden, object or idea. 
 
Theme—The central or dominant idea or concern of a work; the main idea or meaning. 
Tone—The attitude a literary work takes towards its subject and theme. It reflects the narrator's 
attitude. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


