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Abstract:
This study aims to analyze rhetorical devices in expository-style documentaries and
how they employ Aristotelian persuasive strategies—logos, pathos, and ethos—to
shape narratives on historical subjects. In this regard, two expository documentaries,
Persepolis-Chicago and Razmara: A Silent Dossier, centered on ancient and
contemporary Iranian history, were selected as case studies and examined from a
rhetorical perspective.
The theoretical foundation of this research is based on Aristotle's rhetorical theory
and contemporary views on persuasion in historical documentaries. The research
method is qualitative, grounded in rhetorical analysis and semiotics. Data were
collected through close observation of the documentaries, examination of the
narrator’s discourse, analysis of visual elements and editing, and categorization
based on the Aristotelian rhetorical model.
The findings indicate that Persepolis-Chicago places the greatest emphasis on pathos,
eliciting viewer empathy through emotional imagery, evocative music, and a
sentimental narrative. In contrast, Razmara: A Silent Dossier, while also employing
pathos, places significant focus on logos, drawing on documentary evidence, archival
reports, and historical analysis to strengthen its argument. Both documentaries rely
on source credibility and the narrator's authority to establish ethos and gain
audience trust, although both display some weakness in the use of on-screen

narrators.
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The results demonstrate that the effective integration of rhetorical tools can have a
direct impact on the persuasive power of historical documentaries. Furthermore, the
mode of storytelling is shown to be as important as the factual accuracy of data in
shaping historical representation.

Keywords: rhetorical analysis, expository documentary mod, historical

documentary, Persepolis-Chicago, Razmara: A Silent Dossier

Introduction

Documentary cinema has long played a central role in representing historical
narratives, especially through the expository mode, which emphasizes direct address
and didactic narration. Bill Nichols (1991, 2017) identifies six documentary modes,
among which the expository form stands out for its use of "voice-of-God" narration,
alignment with journalistic structures, and persuasive rhetoric. In this study, the
focus is placed on how rhetorical strategies based on **Aristotle’s classical triad—
logos (logical reasoning), pathos (emotional appeal), and ethos (credibility)—**are
utilized in Iranian historical documentaries to shape persuasive historical narratives.
The primary objective of this study is to examine how two Iranian expository
documentaries, Persepolis-Chicago and Razmara: A Silent Dossier, deploy rhetorical
tools to enhance persuasion and shape the audience's understanding of historical
events. While Persepolis-Chicago centers on the legal and cultural struggle for the
return of Achaemenid tablets from the University of Chicago, Razmara explores the
mysterious assassination of Iranian Prime Minister Haj Ali Razmara and its complex
political aftermath. Both documentaries use rhetorical techniques to influence the
viewer’s historical interpretation, yet they do so through markedly different stylistic

and narrative approaches.

Theoretical Framework and Previous Research

The study is grounded in Aristotle’s rhetorical theory (McAdon, 2007), which
continues to be a powerful framework for understanding persuasive strategies in
media. Logos entails rational argumentation through evidence and analysis, pathos
refers to emotional engagement and ethos deals with credibility and ethical appeal.
In addition to classical theory, the study draws on the work of Plantinga (1997, 2019)
on narrative persuasion in nonfiction film, Lorenzo-Dus (2016) on the role of ethos
in documentary discourse, and Williams (2005) on narrative framing and viewer

perception.
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While prior research has addressed rhetorical devices in environmental, advocacy,
and social issue documentaries, fewer studies have examined historical
documentaries, especially in non-Western contexts. This study seeks to fill that gap
by offering a comparative analysis of two Iranian case studies using a full

Aristotelian rhetorical lens.

Methodology

This is a qualitative study employing rhetorical analysis and semiotic content

analysis (Krippendorff, 2018; Schreier, 2012). The documentaries were analyzed

through repeated viewings, transcription of narration, classification of rhetorical

strategies, and analysis of visual, verbal, and musical elements. The analysis was

structured around the three Aristotelian categories:

e Logos: Assessment of evidentiary material, expert interviews, and documentary
data.

e Pathos: Use of emotional music, pacing, visual imagery, and thematic framing.

e  Ethos: Credibility of narrators, expert contributors, and source authority.

Two documentaries were chosen based on their historical relevance, expository
structure, and availability of archival and analytical depth. Validation methods
included triangulation via expert peer review and cross-checking with secondary
historical sources (Creswell & Poth, 2016).

Findings

In Persepolis-Chicago (2018, dir. Ordibehesht Attarpour), logos is represented
through legal arguments, UNESCO correspondence, and expert testimony
supporting Iran’s claim to the Achaemenid tablets. Emotional engagement is
heightened through evocative music, imagery of Persepolis, and a nationalistic tone
emphasizing cultural heritage. The ethos of the documentary is bolstered by
academic interviews and voiceover narration, though it suffers somewhat from the
absence of on-screen expert presence.

Conversely, Razmara: A Silent Dossier (2017, dir. Ehsan Emadi) adopts a mystery-
thriller structure, using logos to explore conflicting archival reports, declassified
documents, and opposing historical viewpoints. Rather than delivering a single
narrative, the film presents contradictory information, inviting viewers to construct
their own conclusions. Its use of pathos relies on suspenseful music, noir-style

visuals, and subtle emotional cues. Ethos is constructed through a polyphony of
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expert voices, including political historians and former intelligence personnel,

enhancing the documentary’s perceived impartiality and intellectual depth.

Comparative Analysis

While both documentaries employ Aristotle’s rhetorical framework, they diverge in

emphasis:

e Persepolis-Chicago favors logical and emotional appeals to strengthen a
nationalistic and legalistic argument for repatriation. It presents a linear, resolved
narrative using highly curated logos and pathos.

e Razmara emphasizes inquiry, ambiguity, and open-endedness, using rhetorical
devices to evoke curiosity and critical thinking rather than definitive persuasion.
The use of polyphonic ethos and fragmented logos mirrors the political
complexity of the historical moment.

This comparative reading demonstrates how documentaries can employ the same

rhetorical framework in dramatically different ways: one to solidify a claim to justice,

and the other to problematize historical certainty.

Conclusion

The study concludes that historical documentaries are not merely representational
tools but rhetorical constructs designed to influence audience interpretation. The
integration of logos, pathos, and ethos is essential to the persuasiveness and
credibility of historical narratives. Persepolis-Chicago seeks to mobilize legal and
emotional authority to persuade, while Razmara draws viewers into a more nuanced,
interpretive process through deliberate ambiguity.

These findings have implications for documentary theory, suggesting that rhetorical
analysis is vital for understanding how films mediate historical memory. Moreover,
this study extends rhetorical documentary theory into the underexplored context of
Iranian cinema, offering insights into how national identity, historical trauma, and

political discourse are constructed through audiovisual rhetoric.

Recommendations

To strengthen rhetorical efficacy in Iranian historical documentaries, this study
recommends:

1. Increasing the presence of on-screen expert narrators to enhance ethos.

2. Incorporating aesthetic techniques (music, animation, reenactment) aligned

with emotional and logical appeals.
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3. Adopting multi-perspective narration to avoid bias and deepen analytical depth.
4. Encouraging archival research and broader source triangulation to enrich logos

and historical accuracy.
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