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Chapter One

Introduction

Attracted by the ubiquity of speech practice in our world, but unsatisfied
with the status quo of speech study, we attempt to offer a new way to study
speech from the perspective of symbolic interaction. This chapter opens our
research with the trigger of the present study, then presents our general
purpose followed by the terminology, theoretical resources and methodology in
this study,and finally outlines briefly the organization of this book.

1.1 The Trigger of the Present Study: the Incongruity
between Speech Practice and Speech Criticism

1.1.1 The Wax of Speech Practice

As a dynamic mode of symbolic communication for inducing cooperation,
speech is pervasive, with its shadow almost in every walk of life, affecting
political, economic, intellectual, and social fields, concerning individual,
national , and international affairs. First, speech remains an important medium
for powerful politicians and celebrities to exert their public influence. Second ,
it becomes an effective means for ordinary people to carry out self-expression
and interpersonal communication in their daily and professional lives. Take
businessmen and scholars as example: for businessmen, it is an efficient way
of trade negotiation; and for scholars, it is an active style of academic
discussion ( eg. keynote speeches in various conferences or forums ). This
indicates that speech has enhanced its status: instead of restricting itself in the
hands of a few superior men,it serves the masses. To some extent,this makes
more sense than its traditional part as the first one does. Third, thanks to the

o1
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marvels of electronic media, for instance radio, television, internet as global
information network , and advanced traffic systems, such as convenient airline
system , it has been an efficient vehicle for cross-cultural communication. For
example, in diplomacy, it is an ideal way for countries to deal with the bilateral
and international relations and keep peaceful and stable circumstances for

development so that it is indispensable for every state visit.
1.1.2 The Wane of Speech Criticism

Fascinated by the omnipresent practice and diverse roles of speech, we
notice that the nature of speech is symbolic interaction through visible,overt,
explicit,and verbal signs or invisible,covert,implicit,and nonverbal symbols.
Therefore , we wonder how each speech fulfils its function in a given case, that
is, how it helps to solve the issue under consideration, what kind of relation
exists among the participants, and how to understand speech as a kind of
symbolic interactive communication. We look up the answers to these puzzles
in the literature of speech study,but are unsatisfied.

In the West, there is an abundant resource of speech study,of which the
most important and influential one is rhetoric. It was for the guidance of public
address that thetoric came into being in ancient Greece,flourished in Rome,
and revived in the early twentieth century( Conley 4; Herrick 34 ; Kuypers 2;
Brock , Scott, and Chesebro 14; Andrews, Leff, and Terrill 6-7 ). However,
accordingly it was predominantly designed for facilitating speech production—
delivering rather than speech consumption—understanding, though speech
criticism was once highlighted by the rhetorical criticism initiated and
represented by Herbert A. Wichelns and his followers who were inspired
indirectly by the implied insight from various handbooks on speaker’s art,
especially Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Nevertheless, this kind of indirect inspiration is
inadequate and infeasible for speech understanding because it seldom concerns
the audience’s standpoint.

What Wichelns had remarked in disappointment in his 1925 landmark
essay that“We have not much serious criticism of oratory” (2) was lamented
again in 1972 by Donald C. Bryant .

e 2.



Chapter One

What is lacking in the province of rhetoric today [ ++- ]is any
considerable body of sophisticéted rhetorical criticism of public
address. The critical activity that has occurred [ --- ] has failed
systematically to apply the accumulated inheritance of rhetorical
theory and principle to the phenomena , the processes, the artifacts
of public address; nor has rhetorical criticism ventured into new

areas of theory and principle. (32, emphasis original)

And he regretted that“ graduate departments of rhetoric and public address for
several decades have been cultivating rhetorical criticism with earnest
redundancy” (ibid. 32-33) , that“ our critics have not gone much beyond their
forebears™ (ibid. 33) ,and that“we have [ -+ ]nothing really philosophical and
comprehensive [ rhetorical criticism of public address]” (ibid. 34).

Today ,35 years later, it may be safely said that this situation has not been
improved and has become even worse to some extent. Speech has gradually lost
its privilege in rhetorical study,because rhetoricians have paid less attention to
speech but have been busy in expanding rhetoric to other communication® and
in developing New Rhetoric. @ This can be justified by the rhetorical theories
developed in the twentieth century and the published monographs and essays

(D This is proved by the change of the meaning of speech,from its original meaning

9

of“ speaking,” * address” to “ speech communication. ” And for more evidence, see our

discussion about the concept of rhetoric in the section on terminology about * rhetorical
criticism. ”

@ New rhetoric was created in the critique of traditional neo-Aristotelian rhetoric in
the early twentieth century,and has flourished since 1960s, symbolized with Edwin Black’s
book , Rhetorical Criticism: A Study of Method. It is a general concept to cover diverse
schools of rhetorical studies, including Richards’s study of meaning and misunderstanding,
Burke’s dramatistic rhetoric and rhetoric of motive, Scott’s epistemic rhetoric, Griffin’s

rhetoric of social movement, Perelman’s and Toulmin’s rhetoric of informal argument,

feministic and ideological rhetoric,and so on.

$3.
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on rhetoric in journals. ©

Frustrated in rhetoric, we turned to another main resource of speech
study—discourse analysis. By virtue of linguistic orientation, approaches and
principles of discourse analysis show more interest in intra-textual micro-
linguistic details of speech-text than in extra-textual macro-linguistic elements
of speech discourse as symbolic interactive communication. Therefore, from
discourse analysis those puzzles can only be partly answered rather than
completely solved (we will discuss this in detail in Chapter Two, Literature
Review).

In China, our ancestors have a long history of practicing and studying
speech. The first recorded speech is“Gan Shi,”@ a war speech made by
Xiaqi,an ancient king living in about 21st century BC. (Li and Zou 14).
Similar to the ancient Greece and Rome, Chinese speech study emerged in the
axial age(600-400 BC. )in the works of pre-Han philosophers and disputers,
such as Confucius, Mencius, Mozi, Laozi ( Lao-tzu ) , Zhuangzi , Han Feizi ( Han
Fei Tzu) ,and so on( Zhang Yufang, “ Power Relations between Speaker and
Audience”25-39 ). After thousands of years’ development, although nowadays
lots of Speech Associations have been established throughout the ecountry,
especially in colleges and universities, and numerous textbooks and articles on
speech, oratory, oral communication, and the like, have been published, we
seldom find any satisfactory and convincing monographs or essays dealing with
speech criticism, to say nothing of the symbolic interaction in speech.

It is obvious that,as Wichelns has stated long before,

human nature being what it is, there is no likelihood that face to face

persuasion will cease to be a principle mode of exerting influence,

@ For example: Quarterly Journal of Speech, Philosophy and Rhetoric, Rhetoric
Review, Rhetoric & Public Affairs,Rhetorical Society Quarterly, Speech Teacher, Rhetorica,
and Speech Communication. Though sometimes these journals also publish some articles
about speech criticism, this is declined compared with the situation in the twentieth century.

@ The story was recorded in one of the classics of ancient China, Shangshu [ The
Book of History].
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whether in courts, in senate-house,or on the platform. It follows that
the critical study of oratorical method is the study, not of a mode
outworn, but of a permanent and important human activity. (2,

emphasis added )

Here“the critical study of oratorical method” should be treated as critical study
of the interactive method between speaker and audience. If we keep the
imbalance between speech practice and speech criticism, what will be
damaged is not only the status of speech in our world ,but also the means and
effects of our communication, and further the quality of our life, because “to
disparage eloquence is to depreciate mankind” ( Morley 1903 : 593) (qtd. in
Wichelns 1). It is to avoid this undesirable tragedy that we set out with this
study.

1.2 The General Purpose of the Present Research

We want to change the inadequate situation of speech criticism by filling
in the blank of understanding speech from the perspective of symbolic
interaction. Different from conventional views of speech, the ongoing study
seeks to understand speech as a special kind of discourse with various symbolic
interactions, so as to pursue temporary agreement on the issue under
consideration. Our discussion will focus on the process as well as the product
of speech interaction by probing into the following questions;

1) What does symbolic interaction mean? Why can we understand
speech through symbolic interaction? And what is the relationship
between speech practice and its nature as symbolic interaction?

2) How does one part address the other in terms of symbolic
interaction? How many kinds or dimensions of symbolic
interaction are potentially involved in a speech?

3) How does each symbolic interaction work?

4) What does temporary agreement as the purpose of speech mean?
And how does it illustrate itself in the speech?

S) What is the relationship between each interaction and the given

. 5.
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speech’s purpose? That is,how does each interaction facilitate or
hamper the achievement of temporary agreement? And why?
And thus the present study attempts to explore speech from diverse levels
and dimensions of symbolic interaction,explicit as well as implicit, concerning
process as well as product, involving the interactions between context and
speaker, context and audience, context and text, and speaker and audience,
with the last pair as the key around which the others revolve. This study will
show us:

1) how to discover the speech’s function and position in a given
issue and in the broader social and historical context, reflected in
the range ,degree and nature of temporary agreement achieved by
the interactions between context and speech;

2) how to appreciate the role of speech-text as the site and product
of interactions through various textualities, which, with the
guidance of rhetorical theories and on account of context,become
discursivities ;

3) how to detect the speaker’s intelligence, motive and strategies
through the interactions among speaker, context,and audience;

4) how to decode the audience’s power, expectation and re-action
through the interactions among audience ,context,and speaker.

Of course, it is not for the sake of demonstrating interactions but for
revealing the process of producing and consuming a speech that we center on
these rhetorical-linguistic interactions, so that we can provide certain
theoretical and methodological orientation for the production and consumption

of speech in the future.

1.3 Terminology,Theoretical Resources,and Methodology
in This Study

For better understanding of this research, first of all we should explain

some key concepts and relevant theoretical and methodological resources.



