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Should Develop Their
etorical Skills
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While I was studying at Yale, | had the good fortune to meet
many intelligent and talented Chinese students that, even though
they had been studying in the US for a few years, still had great
difficulty in communicating with Americans. “I know so many
English words and my grammar is perfect, ” they would say to me,
“but 1 still cannot communicate very well with Americans, "

The problem is that although they have all the parts to make
the machine, they lack the simple theory to make the machine
functional.  “Although you understand English well enough,” |
would reply, “you still don't understand how native speakers use
the language to achieve their ends. ” When I came to Beijing to
teach English, 1 realized that this grasp of how language is used so-
cially was absent not only in the classroom but in all walks of life @ .

An American who is a fan of the Chinese women’s football
team once said to me, “Why is it that no one goes to watch the
team? It’s because they don't believe it's interesting enough. ”

“Right. No one is interested in the Chinese women’s football
team, ” I replied, “because they don't believe that it’s interesting. ”

“But if the team had someone competent to handle public
relations, then that person could make people interested in the
team — could, in effect ®, persuade people that it was interesting.
Did you know that a good advertiser was able to turn Florida into a
favorite vacation spot for old people and convince people that
eating ice cream in winter was a good idea? Marketing and public
relations don't exist in China. ”

His last remark was perhaps an exaggeration, but it is sub-
stantially true that Chinese lack marketing and public relations
skills. And this is because they lack a subtle understanding of how
language can be used. Without that understanding, they cannot
create these skills or even readily assimilate them from other cul-
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tures. Americans are so adept at ® marketing and PR because they
understand the power of language. If Chinese wish to communi-
cate with Westerners, they must also come to understand this
power. The path to such an understanding is the field known as
rhetoric. Principles derived from rhetoric govern the use of lan-
guage to shape opinion in the West.

Rhetoric means different things to different people, but es-
sentially it is the analysis of language as power —as a way to
communicate with others and persuade them to accept your views,
but also as power to understand yourself and the world around
you.

Thus rhetoric is about communication and self-expression.
And you must first understand how others think and feel before
you can enable them to understand how you think and feel. For
example, if you were a Westerner applying for a job, you would
first strive to tell the firm what you could do for them before telling
the firm what they could do for you. As Americans put it ®, you
have to do your homework before you go 1o a serious job inter-
view: find out what the company does, what it needs, what its
executives are looking for in potential employees. Then as much
as possible present yourself in line with ® what you've discovered.
Essentially this means that you must plan, order and adjust your
words to suit your audience.

The assumption behind rhetoric is that we can only compre-
hend the world through language; it is language that shapes our
understanding of the world and others. Accordingly, someone
who can control language can shape (and perhaps even control)
others’ perceptions. That is why in America marketing and public
relations are so pervasive — because Americans believe that lan-
guage can be used to change the way people think, and that lan-



guage is used to express oneself.

The Chinese view modesty as a virtue and easily equate
self-expression with arrogance; they tend to be introspective, even
introverted. Little wonder then that they find rhetoric as alien as
Western argumentativeness and outspokenness. However, if a
Chinese wishes to communicate with an American, then he should
understand the Western approach to language first. And if a Chi-
nese develops an awareness of rhetoric, he may eventually dis-
cover that he too, in some sphere or other of his life, has been
using rhetoric without knowing it.

In the end, rhetoric is more than just an approach to language
— it is a theory of life and living.
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Words to remember
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grasp /graisp/ n. 3B, T #

competent /'kompitont/ adj. BEAER, 4k -F 45
exaggeration /ig,zeedza'reifon/ n. &k , % A it 4y
subtle /'satl/ adj. #4484

assimilate /o'simileit/ ot. Fl4L, ik, Bk
rhetoric /'retorik/ n. 58 (¥ )

accordingly /o'ko:dinli/ adv. 1408 1% 3E, B st
pervasive /pa:'veisiv/ adj. 4 &, % ity
introspective /iintrou'spektiv/ adj. K4, A W8
introverted /\introu'va:tid/ adj. HE#), HE#)
alien /'eilion/ adj. FE#, K B 4

{m Key expressnons ?5

SATALALATALALARSRCRE R RS

1. all walks of life: £#EHEANER
2. ineffect: £ F &, £ L
3. be adept at doing sth; f#--- £ A /769 (%4 49)
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4. As Americans put it -+-; Ede £ BAF#E9. put AR R
i Aik"Z & 4o.put one’s feelings into words M &35 K ik &
# ;to put it more concretely £ B4kt R,

5. in line with: $&---— 3, &






S

H

H



