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Description: Rhetorical vs Descriptive Word
As a general rule, academic writing (and good critical reading) identifies 
which words are rhetorical and which words are descriptive.

Rhetorical words are those words which may or are intended to, elicit an 
emotional response from the reader: “appalling”, “stunning”, “offensive”, 
etc., are examples of words which are not neutral.

Descriptive words are those words which explain, in a neutral way, 
something which is objective and quantifiable: “pausing”, “speaking”, 
“intelligent”, “red”, “round”, etc., are all examples of descriptive words.



ALWAYS>
Use descriptive words when writing an objective paper, 
and do not use rhetorical words unless writing a 
rhetorical paper.

Make sure that you understand and can identify which 
words are rhetorical and which are descriptive.



Relative Descriptive Words
Some descriptive words may be relative. 
This means that while the words 
themselves are descriptive, they may be 
applied relatively.

For example, the word “beautiful” is relatively 
descriptive, because while “beauty” is real, 
the application of it may be interpreted 
differently by different readers.



Sometimes, a writer may deliberately use relative 
terms to persuade the reader to adopt a certain 
attitude.  This is called manipulation.

For example, the following contains a descriptive 
word applied relatively in a way that tries to lead 
the reader to adopt an attitude:

“The Prime Minister’s speech was moving and 
compelling.”

Deliberate Use of Relative Terms



While the words “moving” and “compelling” can be descriptive, they are 
being used in a way here that is obviously trying to get the reader to 
interpret the Prime Minister’s speech in a favourable way.

This is manipulation of the reader.

A more neutral way to describe the speech might be:

“A number of people in the audience were evidently moved by the 
Prime Minister’s speech, as indicated by the loud cheers from the 
crowd.”

“The Prime Minister’s speech was moving and compelling.”



Reader Alert!

Most academic writing relies on neutral, 
descriptive language.

A good, critical reader will be alert to the 
use of rhetorical vs descriptive language.


