examples of pathos in literature

Examples of pathos in literature serve as powerful tools that authors use to evoke
emotional responses from their readers. Pathos, one of the three modes of persuasion
identified by Aristotle, appeals to the audience's emotions, prompting feelings of
sympathy, pity, or sorrow. This emotional engagement enhances the reader's experience
and often deepens their understanding of the characters and themes presented in the
narrative. In this article, we will explore various examples of pathos across different
literary works, analyzing how authors utilize emotional appeal to enrich their storytelling.

Understanding Pathos in Literature

Pathos is a critical component of effective storytelling. It enables authors to connect
readers to their characters’ experiences, making the narrative resonate on a personal
level. Here are some key elements of pathos in literature:

- Character Development: Authors often create complex characters with relatable
struggles, fostering empathy in readers.

- Imagery and Language: Vivid descriptions and emotional language help paint a picture
that stirs feelings.

- Themes of Suffering and Loss: Many literary works explore themes of grief, sacrifice, and
longing, drawing readers into the emotional experiences of the characters.

By employing these elements, writers can craft moments in their stories that leave a
lasting impact on the audience.

Examples of Pathos in Classic Literature

Several classic literary works feature poignant examples of pathos, showcasing how
authors manipulate emotions to enhance their narratives.

1. "Romeo and Juliet" by William Shakespeare

Shakespeare’s tragic play “Romeo and Juliet” is a quintessential example of pathos. The
story revolves around two young lovers whose relationship is doomed by their feuding
families. Key moments of pathos include:

- Juliet's Soliloquy: Juliet’s emotional turmoil when she contemplates her impending
marriage to Paris instead of Romeo draws readers into her despair.

- The Tragic Deaths: The deaths of Romeo and Juliet evoke profound sorrow, highlighting
the senselessness of the feud between the Montagues and Capulets. Their ultimate
sacrifice underscores the tragedy of lost love and familial conflict.



Shakespeare’s use of heightened emotion throughout the play engages the audience’s
sympathies, making the characters’ experiences feel intensely real.

2. "The Grapes of Wrath" by John Steinbeck

In “The Grapes of Wrath,” Steinbeck illustrates the struggles of the Joad family during the
Great Depression, using pathos to emphasize the harsh realities of poverty and
displacement. Key examples include:

- Ma Joad’s Resilience: Ma Joad’s unwavering strength in the face of adversity serves as a
testament to maternal love and sacrifice, stirring feelings of admiration and sorrow.

- The Death of Grampa Joad: The family’s loss of Grampa during their journey to California
encapsulates the pain of loss and the disintegration of family ties, evoking deep empathy
from readers.

Through vivid depictions of suffering, Steinbeck prompts readers to connect emotionally
with the characters, reinforcing the social issues of the era.

Modern Examples of Pathos in Literature

Contemporary literature also employs pathos effectively, often reflecting modern social
issues and personal struggles.

1. "The Fault in Our Stars" by John Green

John Green's “The Fault in Our Stars” tells the story of two teenagers, Hazel and Gus, who
bond over their experiences with cancer. The novel is rife with pathos, particularly
through:

- Hazel’s Reflections on Life and Death: Hazel’s candid thoughts on her illness and her
fears of oblivion resonate deeply with readers, evoking feelings of empathy and sadness.
- Gus’s Death: The emotional impact of Gus’s demise is profound, as it encapsulates the
fragility of life and the inevitability of loss, leaving readers with a lingering sense of
heartbreak.

Green'’s ability to articulate complex emotions related to illness and mortality allows
readers to connect with the characters on a deeply personal level.

2. "A Man Called Ove" by Fredrik Backman

In “A Man Called Ove,” Fredrik Backman presents a curmudgeonly old man whose life is
transformed by unexpected friendships. Pathos is evident in several aspects:



- Ove’s Backstory: Ove’s memories of his late wife and the loneliness he experiences evoke
deep sympathy, as readers come to understand the depth of his grief.

- Acts of Kindness: The interactions between Ove and his neighbors showcase vulnerability
and the healing power of community, eliciting both laughter and tears.

Backman masterfully blends humor with poignant moments, creating a narrative that
resonates emotionally and provides a rich exploration of human connection.

Pathos in Poetry

Pathos is not limited to prose; poetry also effectively evokes emotions through its rhythmic
and condensed language. Here are a couple of notable examples:

1. "Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night" by Dylan
Thomas

Dylan Thomas'’s villanelle is a powerful expression of grief and defiance in the face of
death. The repeated refrains, “Rage, rage against the dying of the light,” evoke a sense of
urgency and desperation, resonating with anyone who has faced loss. The poem’s
emotional intensity captures the struggle against mortality, making the reader acutely
aware of their vulnerability.

2. "The Waste Land" by T.S. Eliot

Eliot’s “The Waste Land” is a complex exploration of disillusionment and despair in post-
World War I society. The poem’s fragmented structure and stark imagery convey a
profound sense of loss and existential angst. Phrases that depict emptiness and yearning
evoke feelings of sadness and hopelessness, drawing readers into the emotional landscape
of the modern world.

Conclusion

Examples of pathos in literature play a vital role in shaping narratives that resonate with
readers on a profound emotional level. From classic tragedies to contemporary novels and
poignant poetry, authors utilize pathos to explore themes of love, loss, and human
connection. By appealing to the emotions of their audience, writers not only create
engaging stories but also foster empathy and understanding, allowing readers to reflect on
their own experiences and the complexities of the human condition. As we continue to
explore literature, the power of pathos will undoubtedly remain a central element in the
art of storytelling.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is pathos in literature?

Pathos is a rhetorical device that evokes emotions in the audience, appealing to their
feelings to elicit sympathy, sorrow, or compassion.

Can you provide an example of pathos from a classic
novel?

In 'A Tale of Two Cities' by Charles Dickens, the character of Sydney Carton experiences
deep regret and sacrifice, particularly in his final moments, which evokes profound
sympathy from readers.

How does Shakespeare use pathos in 'Romeo and
Juliet'?

Shakespeare uses pathos in 'Romeo and Juliet' through the tragic fate of the young lovers,
particularly in Juliet's soliloquy as she contemplates her impending death, which stirs deep
feelings of sorrow and loss.

What role does pathos play in contemporary poetry?

In contemporary poetry, pathos often highlights personal struggles, societal issues, and
emotional experiences, allowing readers to connect deeply with the poet's feelings and
perspectives.

Can you identify a modern example of pathos in
literature?

In 'The Kite Runner' by Khaled Hosseini, the protagonist's guilt and longing for
redemption after betraying his friend evoke strong pathos, making readers empathize with
his emotional turmoil.

Why is pathos important in storytelling?

Pathos is crucial in storytelling as it helps to create an emotional bond between the
characters and the audience, enhancing the impact of the narrative and making themes
more relatable.

How does pathos differ from ethos and logos?

Pathos appeals to emotions, ethos appeals to credibility or ethics, and logos appeals to
logic and reason. Together, they create a balanced argument or story.



What techniques can writers use to evoke pathos?

Writers can evoke pathos through vivid imagery, relatable characters, tragic
circumstances, and emotional language that resonates with readers' own experiences and
feelings.
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