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ESSENTIAL ENGLISH
RHETORICAL DEVICES

PART ONE

I.0 An Elementry Introduction to the
Historical Background of Rhetoric

What is rhetoric? Rhetoric is the art of presenting facts and ideas
in clear, convincing, and attractive language. In other words, rheto-
ric is the art of expressing modes of thought through the employment of
figures of speech, images and other ornaments of style. It is one of the
oldest organized subject treated in the world of literature.

It is believed that Corax of Syracuse in the Sth century B. C.
stipulated fundamental principles of public argument and laid down
five divisions for a speech: Proem, narative, argument, remarks, and
peroration or conclusion. Aristotle wrote a rhetoric about 320 B. C. ;
Longinus wrote an Art of Rhetoric about A. D. 260. To the ancients
the aim of rhetoric was to make oratory effective. In Greece, Rhetoric
was considered as one of the few important branches of learning. A
knowledge and command of it was regarded as essential. However,
the field of rhetoric was then rather limited. In Aristotle’ s rhetoric , it
embraced only the following three subjects capable of systematic treat-
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ment, namely:

1. The possible sources of proofs

2. The style

3. The right ordering of the parts of a speech

From the above it can be easily traced how rhetoric was originally
applied only to oral expression, constituting mainly what we call today
the argumentation.

One rhetoric of the period, slightly later than Aristotle’ s, from
Cicero’s day until the 19th century, included the following compo-
nents: invention, arrangement, style, memory and delivery.

1. Invention was the discovery of the relevant material.

2. Arrangement was the organization of the major parts of dis-
course ( exordium, narration, discussion, peroration).

3. Style was the consideration of the appropriate manner for the
matter and the occasion.

4. Delivery elaborated the technique for actually making a
speech.

5. Memory: guidance on how to memorize speeches.

The rules for oral and written composition remained so all through
the Middle Ages. Even down to about the beginning of the 18th centu-
ry it was not much changed.

John Locke(1632—1704) , a famous English philosopher of the
latter part of the 17th century, was quoted to have said that rhetoric
was the science of oratory; the art of speaking with propriety, ele-
gance, and force.

The beginning of the 19th century saw the shifting of emphasis
from the oral side to the written side in rhetoric. As printing became
so general and so convenient that when people worked to communicate
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thoughts with others they found it easier to write, so the old rhetorical
principles as applied in speech naturally were also adapted to write lit-

erature.

I.1 What Rhetoric Treats about Today?

Today rhetoric is considered to consist of the combination of two
sciences: the science of logic and the science of grammar. Both logic
and grammar deal with expression of thought; yet either one of these,
when singly applied, may not lead to the desired end. Logic deals
with the laws of thinking; the aim is to determine what sequences of
thought are sound and self-consistent. The emphasis is on the subject
matter alone, from the viewpoint of the writer or author, without any
consideration for the reader. This may be good as far as a study goes.
But the danger lies in that it may not be practical, for the readers may
not be able to follow the writer’ s train of thought.

In a similar way, grammar deals with the forms, inflections, and
choice of words and their relation to each other in phrases, clauses, or
sentences. Its aim is to show what is correct according to usage, not
caring much whether these customary forms of expression are adapted
to the hearers’ or readers’ capacities. Here what is expressed may be
understood, but it may not be understood to the extent the writer de-
sires. In order to adjust this deficiency of both logic and grammar,
rhetoric comes in to adapt the oral or written discourse to the hearers
or readers and it is therefore also called the art of adaption, which is
the science that treats of the modes of expressing thought in such a
way that others will not have any difficulty in getting the proper a-

mount of thought intended for communication.



In short, rhetoric has sloughed off its original connection with or-
atory. No longer may it be defined as“the art which teaches elo-
quence”. Today rhetoric is generally used to signify“the art of effec-

tively joining words together” , or simply “composition” .,

I.2 The Importance of Studying Rhetoric

Whether we speak or write, our aim is to have our hearers under-
stand us without much effort. How can this be accomplished without
knowing the principles of adaption which rhetoric treats about? So, if
we wish to be a good speaker and forceful writer, we must study rheto-
ric carefully until we know all sides of the subject, and can apply the
principles we have thus learned.

It is common knowledge that English and Chinese are from
markedly different language families. English belongs to the Indo-Eu-
ropean linguistic family; whereas Chinese belongs to the Sino-Tibetan
Language family. As the structures of English and Chinese are not the
same, the differences between these two languages give rise to the
differences in rhetorics. For instance, some figures like allegory, allu-
sion are existing in both English and Chinese, but they are quite dif-
ferent in contents and implications in terms of each nation’ s history,
tradition, culture, belief and customs. Besides, a number of figures
such as alliteration, assonance, paraleipsis, apophasis, and polysyn-
deton are not in existence in Chinese rhetoric. However, in spite of
all these points in which English and Chinese rhetorical devices differ,
it should be noted that quite a few English figures bear an obvious
similarity to their Chinese counterparts. For every English learner, a

general knowledge of the rules of grammar, as it were, can hardly
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