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Abstra ct

Reading is an important means by which human beings acquire
knowledge about the world, influence their social beliefs, and refine
their personalities. At an early stage of reading research, reading
had been considered as a cognitive process and a significant amount
of research had been made from the psychological perspective. This
tradition has been inherited and its influence continued until the end
of last century, which can be seen from the information processing
models of reading. Because reading is a symbol using activity to
produce a certain effect on the reader, it is considered as a rhetorical
act. Thus, it is equipped with rhetoricity. This dissertation attempts
to view reading from the rhetorical perspective and to investigate its
rhetoricity with recourse to the cognitive achievements of the
reading models. The rhetoricity of reading is discussed from two
aspects: effects and process.

Since rhetoric is a discipline concerning effects of symbol using,
in discussing the rhetoricity of reading, the rhetorical aspects
concerning effects—persuasiveness, identification and knowledge
‘acquisition are discussed in order to discover the mechanism of the

text’s persuasion, the reader’s role, the process of persuasion, how
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the means of persuasion work, how identification is achieved and
why reading is epistemic.

In the reading process, probability, which is the result of the
integrated effect of symbol’s arbitrariness and the diversity of the
reader’s cognitive experience, is closely related to the reduction of
uncertainties in the reading process and constitutes the foundation of
persuasion. When uncertainty in reading is exaggerated to
extremities, reading will be dominated by undecidability, which has
been maintained by Paul de Man and other deconstructionists. The
text, a carrier of the writer’s persuasive intention, is a meaning
potential and is endowed with persuasive force, the realization of
which depends on the reader’s cooperation to persuade himself. The
three traditional modes of persuasion—logos, ethos and pathos, also
work in reading. Reading is both a deviation process and an
identifying process. In the process of meaning construction, the
reader continuously discovers the mutually shared knowledge with
the writer and constructs the identified meaning entity. Reading is
an epistemic process as well as a cognitive one. The reader can not
only to acquire knowledge from the text but also create knowledge
by integrating the writer’s knowledge with his own.

Rhetorical activity occurs exclusively in a certain situation.
According to Lloyd F. Bitzer, the term “rhetorical situation” covers
exigence, audience, and constraints. Later, Barbara A. Biesecker,

Richard Vatz and Linda Flower further expanded the scope,
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maintaining that the writer can create exigence. Reading is an
event, taking place in exigence, and the reader can also create
exigence to fulfill different purposes. The rhetorical context of
reading includes the macrocontext and the microcontext. The former
includes the writer’s situation in the eyes of the reader, the social
and cultural background the reader is in, the reader’s physical
surroundings and the reader himself. The latter includes the reader’s
psychological foundations, which covers his cognitive mechanism
and the mental lexicon, and the linguistic context, which covers the
textual context, the syntactic context and the semantic context.
Generally, the macrocontext contributes to the formation of
exigence of the reading act and the microcontext constitutes the
constraints of the reading process.

Rhetorical effects are achieved through the cognitive processing
of linguistic units. The key to understanding the rhetoricity of
reading is to discover how choices are made at every step of the
reading process with a plethora of uncertainties removed. Three
cognitive models of word recognition have been already constructed
to disclose how words are processed in the mind from different
perspectives. The logogen model assumes that the recognition of
each word involves the change of its threshold; the autonomous
search model assumes that words are processed in terms of their
frequency; and the cohort model assumes that word processing

begins with a bottom-up mode, continues with the involvement of
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phonetic input, word frequency, and syntactic and semantic
context, and then, ends with its integration into the entire linguistic
context. Having reviewed these models, I propose that visual
information is processed within a range of topological change
automatically, and the visual information beyond the range goes
through transformation with contextual intervention. Phonological
recoding is not a necessary link but an option in word recognition. It
can help improve reading efficiency, because different cognitive
resources are used instead of only one cognitive resource, and the
load of a single cognitive modality is reduced. The meaning choosing
process of a word is carried out with associative connections, which
refer to the connection within the verbal system, and referential
connection, that is, the connection between verbal system and
nonverbal system.

The processing of words occurs at the bottom level of the
reading process. The processing of sentences occurs at a higher
level, and is the most important link when the reader constructs the
virtual work. The reader processes sentences by applying a series of
strategies, which are divided into three types: the syntactic strategy,
the semantic strategy and the information structure strategy. The
syntactic strategy is further divided into word-order strategy, part-
of-speech strategy, and function-word strategy; the semantic
strategy into notional-word strategy and relevance strategy; and

lastly is the information-structure strategy, in which the reader
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connects the given information and the new information through
extending the mutual cognitive knowledge. By these strategies, the
reader approaches and accesses the meaning potential that the writer
has devised in the text. In the reader’s mind, meaning is constructed
through a series of mapping processes, which are usually classified
into four types: projection mapping, pragmatic function mapping,
schema mapping and dual mapping. Each of the mappings deals with
syntactic structures with different features.

Having completed the processing of words and sentences, the
reader achieves four kinds of rhetorical results: first, successful
persuasion, that is, the reader’s cognitive experience identifies to a
large extent with the writer’s and, thus, acquires a rhetorical
meaning equivalent to that in the text; second, the half-done
persuasion with the rhetorical meaning deflated, by which the reader
achieves partial identification with the writer and loses much of the
rhetorical meaning of the text; third, the half-done persuasion with
the rhetorical meaning inflated, by which the reader achieves partial
identification but adds considerable meaning which is not present in
the text; and finally, the unexpected persuasion, by which the
reader completely distorts the rhetorical meaning in the text and

makes up one of his own.
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