
we are virginia tech rhetorical analysis

we are virginia tech rhetorical analysis explores the powerful rhetorical strategies
employed in Virginia Tech’s response to the tragic events of April 16, 2007. This analysis
delves into the university’s use of ethos, pathos, and logos to communicate resilience,
solidarity, and healing. The rhetorical devices and narrative techniques utilized in speeches,
official statements, and memorials reflect a deliberate effort to unify the community and
foster collective recovery. Understanding these components offers insight into how
language can serve as a tool for institutional and communal restoration after trauma. This
article will provide a comprehensive examination of the key rhetorical elements in the “We
Are Virginia Tech” discourse and their impact on public perception and emotional response.
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Context and Background of the "We Are Virginia
Tech" Message
The phrase “We Are Virginia Tech” emerged as a unifying slogan following the mass
shooting on April 16, 2007, which resulted in the loss of 32 lives. The university faced
unprecedented grief and trauma, necessitating a response that could both acknowledge the
tragedy and promote resilience. This context is critical for understanding the rhetorical
framework of the message. The slogan quickly became a rallying cry for students, faculty,
staff, and alumni, symbolizing strength, solidarity, and communal identity. The rhetorical
analysis of this phrase and related communications reveals how language was strategically
employed to navigate the complex emotions surrounding the event and to support
collective healing.

Ethos: Establishing Credibility and Authority
Ethos, or the ethical appeal, plays a foundational role in the “We Are Virginia Tech” rhetoric
by establishing the university’s credibility and moral authority. Leaders such as the
university president and community figures leveraged ethos to build trust and demonstrate
responsibility. Their authoritative voices reassured the public that the institution was



committed to transparency, safety, and honoring the victims.

Role of Leadership in Ethos Construction
University officials, including President Charles Steger, crafted messages that emphasized
accountability and empathy. Their positions of power and familiarity with the campus
community enhanced the persuasive effect of their rhetoric. By acknowledging
shortcomings and outlining steps for future prevention, their ethos was solidified, fostering
confidence in the institution’s response.

Community Representation and Ethos
The collective voice of students and faculty further reinforced ethos by showcasing a united
front. Testimonials and public statements demonstrated shared values and commitment to
healing, enhancing the ethical appeal of the overall message.

Pathos: Emotional Appeals to Foster Unity and
Healing
Pathos is central to the “We Are Virginia Tech” rhetorical strategy, engaging audiences’
emotions to create empathy and solidarity. The appeal to pathos was carefully woven
through narratives of loss, remembrance, and hope, allowing individuals to connect deeply
with the experience and the community’s resilience.

Use of Personal Stories and Testimonials
Incorporating firsthand accounts from survivors, families, and witnesses heightened
emotional engagement. These stories personalized the tragedy, making the abstract loss
tangible and fostering compassion among listeners and readers.

Symbolism and Visual Imagery
Memorials, vigils, and symbolic gestures such as purple ribbons and the university seal
were employed to evoke collective mourning and shared identity. These emotional symbols
reinforced the pathos of the rhetoric, uniting the community in grief and hope.

Logos: Logical Reasoning and Calls to Action
Logical appeals, or logos, were embedded within the “We Are Virginia Tech” discourse to
provide clarity, rationale, and direction. The use of logos helped balance the emotional
intensity with reasoned responses and practical measures.



Presentation of Facts and Statistics
Official statements included factual information about the events, safety protocols, and
support resources. This transparent communication helped establish trust and informed
decision-making within the community.

Encouragement of Constructive Responses
Calls to action urged individuals to participate in healing activities, support mental health
initiatives, and engage in dialogue about prevention. These logical appeals promoted
proactive engagement, channeling grief into positive efforts.

Rhetorical Devices and Language Techniques
The effectiveness of the “We Are Virginia Tech” message is partly attributable to its use of
various rhetorical devices and language techniques that enhanced persuasion and
emotional resonance.

Repetition and Parallelism
The repeated use of the phrase “We Are Virginia Tech” reinforced collective identity and
unity. Parallel structures in speeches and writings created rhythm and emphasis, making
the message memorable and impactful.

Inclusive Language
The rhetoric employed inclusive pronouns such as “we,” “our,” and “us” to foster a sense of
belonging and shared responsibility. This language technique strengthened communal
bonds and emphasized solidarity.

Metaphors and Symbolic Language
Metaphors related to strength, light, and journeying were utilized to conceptualize healing
and resilience. These symbolic expressions provided abstract ideas with relatable imagery,
aiding in emotional processing.

Repetition of key phrases to emphasize unity

Use of inclusive pronouns to build community

Metaphorical language to express abstract concepts

Balanced tone combining solemnity and hope



Clear, concise messaging to ensure accessibility

Impact and Legacy of the Rhetoric
The “We Are Virginia Tech” rhetoric had a profound and lasting impact on the university
community and beyond. Its strategic use of ethos, pathos, and logos contributed to
collective healing and established a narrative of resilience that continues to define the
institution’s identity.

Influence on Campus Culture and Identity
The slogan and its associated rhetoric became embedded in campus culture, influencing
traditions, memorial events, and community initiatives. It fostered a renewed sense of pride
and interconnectedness that persists today.

Broader Implications for Crisis Communication
The rhetorical strategies employed in Virginia Tech’s response serve as a model for
effective crisis communication in educational and organizational contexts. The integration
of ethical credibility, emotional connection, and logical clarity offers valuable lessons for
managing public discourse after tragedy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of the 'We Are Virginia Tech'
speech?
The main purpose of the 'We Are Virginia Tech' speech is to unite the Virginia Tech
community, honor the victims of the tragedy, and inspire resilience and solidarity among
students, faculty, and staff.

Which rhetorical strategies are most prominent in the
'We Are Virginia Tech' address?
The speech prominently uses pathos to evoke emotional responses, ethos to establish
credibility and trust, and repetition to reinforce the message of unity and strength within
the community.

How does the speaker use emotional appeal in 'We Are



Virginia Tech'?
The speaker uses emotional appeal by sharing heartfelt stories, acknowledging collective
grief, and expressing hope, which helps to connect with the audience on a personal level
and foster a sense of shared experience.

In what ways does the 'We Are Virginia Tech' speech
establish ethos?
The speech establishes ethos by demonstrating the speaker's sincere commitment to the
community, referencing shared values, and showing leadership during a time of crisis,
thereby gaining the audience's trust and respect.

Why is repetition an important rhetorical device in the
'We Are Virginia Tech' speech?
Repetition is important because it emphasizes the collective identity and resilience of the
Virginia Tech community, making the message memorable and reinforcing solidarity among
listeners.

How does the 'We Are Virginia Tech' speech address the
audience's need for hope and healing?
The speech addresses this need by acknowledging the pain and loss experienced, while
simultaneously offering a vision of strength, recovery, and a united future, which helps to
inspire hope and facilitate healing.

Additional Resources
1. Rhetorical Strategies in University Campaigns: A Case Study of "We Are Virginia Tech"
This book explores the rhetorical techniques used in university branding and campaigns,
with a particular focus on the "We Are Virginia Tech" initiative. It analyzes how ethos,
pathos, and logos are employed to foster community identity and resilience after a tragedy.
The text offers insights into persuasive communication within educational institutions.

2. Community and Identity: Rhetoric in Higher Education
Focusing on the role of rhetoric in shaping university communities, this book examines
various case studies including Virginia Tech's response to the 2007 tragedy. It discusses
how language and symbolism contribute to collective identity and healing. The book
provides tools for analyzing institutional narratives and their impact on stakeholders.

3. Persuasion and Memory: Public Rhetoric after Crisis
This volume investigates how public rhetoric functions in the aftermath of crises, using
Virginia Tech as a primary example. It delves into strategies that help communities
remember, mourn, and move forward. The book is ideal for readers interested in trauma
rhetoric and communal resilience.



4. Ethos and Pathos in Institutional Messaging
Examining the balance between credibility and emotional appeal, this book offers an in-
depth rhetorical analysis of institutional messages, including those of Virginia Tech. It
highlights how universities communicate values and foster trust through carefully crafted
narratives. The text is useful for students of communication and marketing.

5. Rhetoric of Healing: University Responses to Tragedy
This book analyzes how universities like Virginia Tech use rhetoric to facilitate healing and
unity after tragic events. It discusses narrative construction, symbolism, and public address
strategies that promote solidarity. The work provides a framework for understanding
rhetoric as a tool for emotional recovery.

6. Building Brand Identity through Rhetoric: The Virginia Tech Example
Focusing on branding, this book explores how Virginia Tech's "We Are Virginia Tech"
campaign strengthens institutional identity through rhetorical devices. It covers the use of
slogans, imagery, and storytelling to create a compelling brand narrative. Readers gain
insight into the intersection of rhetoric and marketing in higher education.

7. Analyzing Rhetorical Appeals in University Communications
This text offers a comprehensive guide to identifying and interpreting rhetorical appeals in
university communications, with case studies including Virginia Tech. It aids readers in
understanding how universities engage different audiences through ethos, pathos, and
logos. The book is suited for those studying rhetoric, communication, or public relations.

8. Symbolism and Rhetoric in Campus Culture
Exploring the symbolic elements of campus culture, this book discusses how rhetoric
shapes perceptions and experiences within university communities. It includes an analysis
of Virginia Tech's use of symbolism in its messaging and memorials. The book is valuable
for scholars interested in cultural rhetoric and semiotics.

9. Voices of Resilience: Rhetorical Responses to Campus Tragedies
This collection examines various rhetorical responses to campus tragedies, highlighting
Virginia Tech's approach as a significant case. It emphasizes how language constructs
narratives of resilience and hope. The book serves as a resource for understanding
rhetoric’s role in fostering communal strength after trauma.
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