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Chapter 1
Intercultural Rhetoric Revisited

1.1 Introduction

Intercultural rhetoric (hereafter known as IR) is an area of research in
second language acquisition that “examines differences and similarities in ESL
and EFL writing across languages and cultures as well as across such different
contexts as education and commerce” (Connor, 2002: 493). It originates from
Kaplan’s (1966) seminal work on the examination of paragraph organization of
ESL students’ compositions. In that widely-circulated study, Kaplan (1966)
held that logic and rhetorical practice are culture specific and influenced by
cultural conventions. English language and rhetoric, as Kaplan (1966)
explained, is influenced by Anglo-European culture and Platonic-Aristotelian
thinking patterns and thus English speakers prefer linear and direct/deductive
paragraph development in English writing. After examining ESL student
compositions and English translations of non-English speakers’ writing,
Kaplan postulated that the Semitic language group was characterized by a
series of complex parallel constructions, Oriental language favoured an
indirect approach, and writing in languages such as Roman and Russian
usually contained some irrelevant materials.

It is fair to say that although controversial (see major criticisms from
Kubota & Lehner, 2004; Leki, 1991; Scollon, 1997; Spack, 1997; Zamel,
1997), Kaplan’s (1996) work is a landmark because it helped direct EFL/ESL
teachers and students to look beyond grammar and sentence-level difficulties
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and set an example for examining organizational patterns from a cross-cultural
perspective. In the following sections of this chapter, I will further elaborate
the theoretical basis and development of IR and then provide a critique of

recent advancement in IR theorization.

1.2 The relationship between L1 and L2 writing

IR evolved from Kaplan’s seminal work on the comparison of paragraph
organizations in ESL students’ essays (Kaplan, 1966). As discussed in Section
1.2, Kaplan identified five patterns of paragraph development for five different
culture groups which are represented by the following diagrams in Figure 1.1.

English Semitic Oriental Romance Russian

Figure 1.1 Diagram on cross-cultural differences in paragraph
organization by Kaplan (1966: 15)

As indicated by Figure 1.1, Kaplan (1966) postulated that people from
different cultural backgrounds have different thought patterns which
consequently influence paragraph development patterns in their L1 writing,.
Taking Oriental language, which includes Chinese and Korean, as an example
Kaplan (ibid.: 10) wrote:

Some Oriental writing... is marked by what may be called an
approach by indirection. In this kind of writing, the development of
the paragraph may be said to be “turning and turning in a widening
gyre”. The circle or gyres turn around the subject and show it from a
variety of tangential views, but the subject is never looked at directly.
Things are developed in terms of what they are not, rather than in
terms of what they are.



