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Introduction

What Is Rhetoric

What is rhetoric? This is the question facing any reader or writer
who is engaged in the study of English rhetoric. Rhetoric,according to
Longman Modern English Dictionary ,is the art or science of communi-
cation in words. Whether speaking or writing, one has to get oneself
across effectively,i. e. ,to be eloquent, accurate ,impressive , persuasive
and expressive. The study of how to express oneself effectively, gener-
ally speaking,is the main concern of rhetoric.

Figurative language, which likens one thing to another in an
imaginative or fanciful way, can bring freshness, vigor, and resonance
to writing. Too much literal language can shackle the prose, tethering it
to the hard,dull ground. Figurative language can unchain the author’s
thoughts , allowing an occasional leap of the imagination.

Figurative language helps readers understand connections through
comparison or analogy. This process is so deeply embedded in our lan-
guage that we often overlook it. For example,the verb overlook in the
previous sentence creates a metaphor because it suggests that we can
see or fail to see a process the same way that we can see or fail to see
a physical object.

It is known to all that language is the means of communication of
man. But man is confined by many factors while applying this means of
communication. Such factors,to a certain extent,may be classified into
linguistic factors and non-linguistic ones. Linguistic factors refer to the
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rales concerning the language itself such as grammar. People must fol-
low these rules in their speaking or writing, otherwise they would not
be properly understood ; on the other hand, non-linguistic factors refer
to the speaker’s or the writer's mood , age , position , occupation and ed-
ucation etc. should be taken into consideration when one speaks or
writes. All the factors mentioned above contribute a lot to effectiveness
that reveals itself mainly in appropriateness and accuracy. By appropri-
ateness we mean the words and sentence patterns one chooses while
speaking or writing should suit one’s age, position , occupation and edu-
cation etc. For example, adults should not use the language of chil-
dren; teachers should not use vulgar language with their students.
Meanwhile one has to pay close attention to the audience’s age, posi-
tion , occupation and education, etc. So one should vary one’s tone and
way when speaking or writing to a different audience. By appropriate-
ness we also mean the words and sentence patterns one chooses while
speaking or writing should suit the communication occasions. For in-
stance ,on diplomatic occasions one’s wording should be formal and el-
egant; when at home one needn’t care so much about wording—he
might speak or talk more freely and informally; at academic confer-
ences technical and specialized words are often used;while at parties
people prefer humorous and witty conversations. By accuracy we mean
the words and sentence patterns chosen to express one’s ideas ,feelings
and intentions should be both grammatically correct and contextually
proper. Otherwise, misunderstanding or ambiguity will occur. For ex-
ample, a student of mine once,in his English composition , complained
about the poor service and long queue in the dining hall and expressed
his worries like this: “Now eating has become a problem. ” Obviously
he made a mistake in diction. What he really intended to say is that
“dining” has become a problem. Here is a good example from the
American writer Erich Segal’s Love Story , which shows how accuracy is
2



achieved by proper diction;
“Friends,” said Mr. Blauvelt to the others, “we are here to wit-

ness the union of two lives in marriage. Let us listen to the words they

have chosen to read on this sacred occasion. ”

This is the opening remark by the priest who presided over the
wedding ceremony for a couple of lovers. The words underlined are so
simple , plain, dignified and accurate that no other words could be used
in their place without affecting the original meaning.

From the above examples we can see that effective communication
is based on precise and appropriate choice of words,sentence patterns
and figures of speech, etc. In other words, rhetoric is choice of linguis-
tic means and choice of ways of expression. So in this sense we may
say that rhetoric is “choice”. Rhetoric is not a kind of language beau-
tifier, as is the view held by many English leamers, but falls into lan-
guage itself.

Brief History of Western Rhetoric

It is generally held that the history of Western rhetoric is divided
into six phases;1) classical rhetoric (500 B. C. —400 A. D. ,inclu-
ding the ancient Greek and Roman rhetoric) ;2) rhetoric in the Mid-
dle Ages (476 A.D.—1416,from the collapse of the Roman Empire
to the Renaissance) ;3) rhetoric in the Renaissance (15—16" ¢.);
4) new classical rhetoric (17—18" ,¢. );5) rhetoric in the 19" cen-
tury (the low ebb of Western rhetoric) ;and 6) contemporary rhetoric
[ * The division is based chiefly on G. A. Kennedy (1980),W. B.
Homer (1983) and J. J. Murphy (1981)].

Classical rhetoric is the theoretical source of Western rhetoric and
has a great influence over the development of rhetoric in different his-
torical periods. It is not until the Renaissance that rhetoric in European
countries came into being one after another. The first book on rhetoric
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in English appeared in 1524. It was written by Leonard Cox and enti-
tled Arte or Crafte of Rhetoryke. Strictly speaking,the early rhetoric in
Western countries were no more than reproduction of the classical
thetoric or Latin rhetoric in the Middle Ages and had few original ide-
as (see W.S. Howell,1954).

It should be pointed out that classical rhetoric was not a unified
system (see G. A. Kennedy,1980) and it was mainly concerned with
the study of humane tradition with Aristotle’s Rhetoric as its theoretical
foundation. Later from the humane tradition emerged another tradition,
i. e. ,stylistics.

In Europe , except in Belgium , rhetoric has not been restored to its
former heyday, neither has it become a new branch of learning. But in
the United States rhetoric received more studies than stylistics and oc-
cupied a dominant position. Humane tradition found itself in the fields
of linguistic exchange, literary criticism and writing. And by the end of
1960s Perelman’s ( * Ch. Perelman: Belgian philosopher) “new rhet-
oric” was introduced to America and it exercised a great influence on

philosophy.
Communicative Rhetoric and Aesthetic Rhetoric

In the category of humane tradition , English rhetoric may be sub-
divided into communicative rhetoric and aesthetic rhetoric. The former
is what Mr. Chen Wangdao, the master of modern rhetoric, referred to
as negative rhetoric, the latter positive rhetoric.

As we know, rhetoric is the art or science of effective communica-
tion in words. For effectiveness,both communicative rhetoric and aes-
thetic rhetoric can be employed by means of logical thinking. Yet while
communicative rhetoric lays particular stress on lexical accuracy,
structural meticulousness and contextual appropriateness so as to bring
its linguistic communicative role into full play, aesthetic rhetoric gives
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special emphasis to the employment of figures of speech in virtue of
imagination and association so that the language used will be more co-
lourful and expressive ,the images created on the reader’s mind will be
more vivid and impressive. As a result, the writing will be more per-
suasive and of more artistic appeal.

There are two widely-held views about rhetoric ; one is that rheto-
ric is nothing but the employment of figures of speech,such as simile,
metaphor, metonymy, personification, antithesis, hyperbole, euphe-
mism,irony and understatement, etc. When one speaks of rhetoric, he
means aesthetic rhetoric only;the other is that communicative rhetoric
does exist, but it is inferior to aesthetic rhetoric,so it cannot be put on
an equal footing with the latter.

Are these views correct? As a matter of fact,there is no superior-
ity and inferiority between communicative rhetoric and aesthetic rheto-
ric. We cannot say which is better or which is worse. Both of them are
effective means in communication, and it is often the case that they are
mingled and permeated with each other. To illustrate this, here is an
excerpt from Erich Segal Man, Woman and Child which tells about
how Sheila (the wife) was shocked when Robert ( her husband) con-
fessed that he once had an affair with another woman

Husband ; Honey ,I gotta talk to you.

Wife : Sure. Is something wrong?

H:Well ,sort of. Yes.

W :Bob ,something in your voice scares me. Have I done anything?

H:No. It's me. I've done it. Sheila ,remember when you were preg-

nant with Paula?

W.Yes?

H:I had to fly to Europe—Montpellier—to give that paper. . .

W:And?

H:I had an affair.



W :No. This is some terrible joke. Isn’t it?

H:No. It’s true. [—I'm sorry.

W.Who?

H : Nobody. Nobody special.

W . Who ,Robert?

H: Her—her name was Nicole Guirin. She was a doctor.

W.And how long did it last?

H:Two ,three days.

W:Two days or three days? I want to know.

H :Three days. Does all this matter?

W : Everything matters. I thought our marriage was based on total
honesty. Why didn’t you ever tell me?

H I was waiting for the right moment.

W.And ten years later was the right moment? No doubt you
thought it would be easier. On whom?

H.I didn’t want to hurt you, Sheila. If it’s any consolation ,that’s
the only time.

W:No,it isn’t any consolation. Once is more than never.

H :Sheila ,that was so long ago. I had to tell you now because—I
mean—She’s dead.

W:For God’s sake. Bob ,why are you telling me all this?

H:Sheila I am telling you because she had a child.

W:And we have two—so what?

H:He’s mine. The boy is mine.

W:0h ,no,it can’t be true.

H:Yes,it’s true. I didn’t know about him. Sheila. Please believe
me.

W.Why? Why should I believe anything you tell me now?

H . Sheila ,listen—

W.No,I've heard enough. Bob ,why’d you have to tell me? Why?



H: Because I don’t know what to do. And because I somehow

thought you’d help.

W.You can’t know how it hurts. I trusted you. I trusted. —

H : Please ,honey. I'll do anything to make it right.

W.:You can’t.

H:You don’t mean that you want to split. .. 7

W :Robert I don’t have the strength right now. For anything. You

could do me a big favor.

H . Anything?

W :Sleep in your study,please.

Now let us have a detailed study of this dialogue to see the won-
der communicative rhetoric works:

The careful use of gotta instead of have got to shows Robert’s inti-
macy and casualness with his wife.

The proper choice of something rather than anything indicates
Sheila has an ominous presentiment.

well ,sort of reveals that Robert was heavyhearted and felt some-
what difficult in choosing the right words. But after a while he realized
the graveness of the matter and got to know that any of his reluctance
or evasiveness could not help, so he answered with a definite and
straightforward Yes.

scare is an informal and mild word, so it's more appropriate than
terrify or frighten. anything is well chosen. Here it does not mean any
kind of thing but something grave.

The three short sentences, using altogether 8 words, indicate that
Robert was eager to confess his guilt. Obviously yes should be uttered
in rising tone to push him on.

The two dashes,on one hand, show that Robert was hesitant and
reluctant and that he was bringing back his memory of the affair and
coming to the nub step by step;on the other hand, they also reveal that
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Robert was in a complicated mood : happy memory of the past; bitter,
regretful and ashamed at the moment. So it’s hard for him to express
his feelings in the right way.

And is used to urge Robert to go on.

affair in English refers to the sexual relationship between two
people not married to each other, esp. one that lasts for some time.
Here it is accurately employed.

Instead of beating about the bush, Robert came straight to the
point, frankly acknowledging his fault.

Here no is not a negative word but an exclamation that expresses
astonishment , bewilderment and skepticism.

This no is a negative word , affirming that he was serious. And the
dash in the next sentence suggests that he was in a gloomy and self-re-
proachful mood.

Elliptical. The complete sentence reads like this: Who was the
woman with whom you committed adultery?

Nobody is deliberately chosen. What if somebody is used? If so,
Sheila would be more angry and jealous. And that would make the sit-
uation even worse.

That Sheila addressed her husband as Robert instead of the inti-
mate form of address Bob reveals the change of her feeling.

This dash makes clear that Robert suffered much pain while mak-
ing his frank confession.

Apparently this is a cross-examination.

Between two and three the conjunction or is omitted for the sake
of casualness and triflingness. On the contrary, Sheila was very particu-
lar about the duration of her husband’s adultery with the woman. She
wanted to know every detail. So she not only added or but also added
another days. This is a kind of trial in a family moral court. Being the
Jjudge ,Sheila’s tone ought to be sober and dignified. Here we could
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