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7. Speech versus Silence

ﬁf Text

Xiong Deni"

Do you know the proverb'* Speech is silver. silence is gold”? If not, read the

author’s story and you’ll never forget what it means.

“Speech is silver.” Or is it? Like many other proverbs.
this is not always true. Generally speaking I tend to be on the
silent side and hate people who talk too much. especially those
who seem to be in love with their own voices and would not al-
low anyone to edge’ a single word in. They are completely ob-
livious® to the reaction of their listeners who may look
yawn, fidget' in their seats, look at their watches. or pick up
any reading matter at hand ... all such obvious signals are com-
pletely lost on them. Nothing could be worse than to find one-
self alone with such a person. If you have to suffer. it is much
better to suffer in the company of some fellow sufferers, for
any suffering can be made lighter when shared. When you find
yourself the lone target your suffering would seem to be magni-
fied® . your boredom would be even greater, the speaker’s grat-

ing’ voice even more grating, and the time passes even more

-1-

proverb /'provab/ n.

#5465

oedge Jed3/ ve. &9

3. oblivious /ab'liviss/a . 341

fidget /'fid3it/ vi. 4 %
R R

magnify /'meegnifai/ wvt.
. grating /'grettig/ a. #| H
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slowly. When you finally summon’ enough courage to say good-
bye, your tormentor® will say: “One more thing ...” and this
one more thing will turn out to be a very long-winded® and
pointless thing. What’s more, after this “one more” thing
there will inevitably be another “one more thing”, and anoth-
er, and another ... You'll have to literally tear yourself away.

Exaggerated? By no means I assure you. | am talking from
my own experience. In fact I know several such gasbags of
both sexes and of all ages. Some of them get so excited and
carried away that they spit'' saliva' into your face if you have
the bad luck to be too close to them. And you won’t get a word
of apology either as they certainly won’t even notice such a
“trivial”® thing.

Leaving aside such gasbags who are after all exceptions
rather than the rule. we still have those people who just do not
know when to “leave well alone™  when they are speaking or
explaining something. They are the people who have too much
faith in their own words. who use dozens of words when only a
few would do, who make a speech when only a couple of sen-
tences would do. They are too anxious to make their point that
they don’t know when to stop. and seem to think that their lis-
teners are too dim-witted" to understand even the simplest of
things and everything must be drummed into their heads by
repetitions'™ . They are the “people who fail because they try

‘too hard.”

Please don’t think I hate all speeches and all speakers.
Speech is, in fact, a quality that distinguishes humans from
other animals. Without the gift of speech mankind could not

have  built the  wonderful
civilization that we now live in.
Besides fulfilling the basic
need of communication, speech
is also necessary to spiritually en-
rich our lives. Those with the
gift of the gab'® are always popu-
lar and are welcomed anywhere,
any time. They are the souls of
parties and social gatherings.
No, I certainly don’t have any

quarrel with these people.

7. summon /'saman/ vt.
#HE(FR)

5. tormentor /to'menta/ n.
WEAGA

9. long-windcd /log'windid /

a. FEAIIH

10. gasbag /'geesbeeg/ n.
BiEEBAA

[1. spit /spt/ vt. vkl

12, saliva /so'larve/ n. vk

trivial /trvial / a. A

11 dim-witted /'dimwrtid /
a. B&
‘ repetition /irepr'tifan/ n.

5

16. the gift-of the gaby &



o0

70

1/

27

On the other hand. is silence always gold? I used to think
so but I've begun to have my doubts. Silence is often associated
with strength. as people tend to treat a “strong silent man”
with respectful awe' . But what is the good of respect when it
is accompanied by awe? It only estranges you from people
who always keep a respectful distance from you. In fact you've
lost your power of communication. and a breakdown" in com-

munication can often land you in trouble, as I once learnt from

my bitter experience.

It happened when [ was still a raw young man just turning
twenty. feeling very grown-up and proud of being an Oxford
undergraduate. Once [ accompanied a group of visiting Chinese
scholars on a visit to Stratford-on-Avon'. We had to take a
train there from Oxford and at the station the most senior
member, an elderly professor. gave me what he thought was a
lot of money (I forget how much it was as the denominations®
were quite different and much smaller then) and told me to buy
the tickets for the whole group. There were only four or five
of us but what he gave me was far from enough, as I was told
at the ticket window. Instead of going back to him to ask for
more, | thought it would be much simpler to foot the differ-
ence myself as I was sure he would make it up for me later. But
I soon found 1 was sadly mistaken. When I showed him the
tickets. I made the fatal mistake of also showing him the loose
changes I got left after paying for the difference. I thought
that they would help me in explaining what I regarded as a very
complicated business — the price for each ticket, the sum total
for all the tickets. the sum he had given me, how much short it
was, how much I had paid to make up the difference and so on
and so forth. I had hardly started when the old man lost his pa-
tience. He grabbed the tickets and all the money from my
hands and said quite magnanimously?' : “That’s quite all right.
Everything is on me.” Then pocketing my money. he started to
hand out the tickets.

I was flabbergasted™. “But Professor. I ...." I started to
stutter” in agitation .

“My dear boy, think no more of this. Do you think I
would let you pay for your own fare® for acting as our free
guide? So not another word and hurry to take us to the train!”

My own fare indeed! Did he realize that the money he pocke-

7. awe /o) n. &

. oestrange /r'streindz/ vt

b7

K

. breakdown: £.5%5; % &

20. denomination /dnnpmi-

'netfon/ n. @M

. magnanimously /meeg'nee-

nimasli/ ad. &% K23

2. flabbergasted /'flaebaga:-

stid/ a. BB O X

3. stutter /'state/ vi. &4

(AT S

. agitation’ /jsedzi'terfon/n.

# 3

5. farc /fea/ n. %
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ted was all I had on me? The silly man took my agitation for
modesty! I tried to bring up the subject again during the trip
but didn’t know how to. The more I delayed the more difficult
I found it was to open my mouth. At the end of the day when
everybody said how enjoyable the trip was, I could only re-
spond with a wry”® smile. I had made several trips to Stratford
before and after that one but that was certainly the most miser-
able one for me. But looking back on it today, I can smile at
my own stupidity?”. First I blundered® for trying to say too
much. Instead of telling that professor simply that he owed me
some money, I started a rigmarole® about ticket prices and
what was paid and what should have been paid and by whom
etc. Then, after I bungled®, I went to the other extreme of
saying nothing at all. Speech was my undoing®, and silence
was my doom* .

That experience, though extremely unpleasant at the
time, was nothing compared to another much more recent ex-
perience of breaking down in communication. I was undergo-
ing® an emergency operation on my acute appendicitis*. I had
been given local anaesthesia® which didn’t seem to have the
full on me. I complained to the nurse who administered® it and
she told me authoritatively”” that she knew her business and
told me not to be too finicky*®. That hurt my pride as I always
looked down on finicky people, especially finicky men, so I
kept quiet and stoically®*® bore the pain. But soon I had some-
thing much worse than mere pain to worry about as I started to
shake involuntarily?. The nurse thought I was shaking out of
nervousness and told me to keep still and that there was noth-
ing to worry about.

But the shaking got steadily worse and it became obvious
that there was something wrong. Though I was in convulsions*
my head was perfectly clear. I heard the nurse whisper that the
blood pressure could no longer be detected. I heard the head
doctor giving orders to stop the operation at once and adopt
emergency measures to revive” my blood pressure. I was given
shot after shot as the nurse kept reporting: “No reaction!” I
don’t know how long this lasted as I had lost all sense of time
though I remained conscious all the time. I was told later that
it took them fully an hour to revive my blood pressure and to
continue with the operation.

-4-
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42.

wiy /rai/ a. RERF
stupidity /stju:'pidati/ n.
B &

blunder /'blanda/ vi.
R K4

. rigmarole /'rigmaravl/ n.

TK & &

0. bungle /'baggl/ vi. RF

31. undoing /,an'dung/ n.

AR

. doom /dum/ n. JLi&

undergo /iands'gou/ vt.
25

4. acute appendicitis /a'kjust

aipendi'sartis/ ; S&PERE X

15, anaesthesia / senis'Gizjo/

n. BB

36. administer /ad'mmista/

vt. &M ()

}7. authoritatively /o:'@orita-

tvli/ ad. 483k
finicky /'fimiky/ a. 3tH)

. stoically /'stevikali/ ad.

U240 34,

. involuntarily /m'vplen-

torti/ ad. A9 B

. convulsion /ken'valfen/

n. i

revive /ri'vawv/ vt. 1&

WA
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By that time the effect of the anaesthesia was totally
gone, though there was never much of it. The doctor warned
me that there would be some pain as another dose®™ of anaes-
thesia was out of the question. Who cared about a bit of pain
after being snatched" from the jaws of death®? In fact it was
quite a rare experience to feel every movement of the surgeon’s
scalpel® and scissors'” moving across my belly. When the nurse
saw me the following morning, she congratulated me for
looking so well. “We really despaired of you last night,” she
said. “But why didn’t you speak out when you felt uncomforta-
ble? We really nearly lost you then.”

What could I say to her? It was she herself who told me to
keep quiet and not to be finicky, and that she knew her busi-
ness. I not only believed her but also followed her instructions
to the letter®.
for she was at least quite honest about my conditions. The doc-

I bore her no ill will and in fact quite liked her

tor who operated on me was, on the other hand., very evasive®
about the whole thing. When asked what had really hap-
pened he said it was only a case of allergy to anaesthesia and
I was never in any serious danger as everything was under
control.

“As I am allergic™ to anaesthesia, does it mean I can never
undergo another operation?” I asked him.

Again he gave me another evasive answer: “Not necessari-
ly,” and he refused to elaborate™. Either the man was afraid
that I might sue him or he wanted to keep up his pride of being
an able surgeon. Or perhaps he was right and that I was never
in any danger. Anyway, he certainly knew the virtue of keep-
ing silent. But if the nurse was right, my silence nearly cost me
my life.
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Read the following statements and decide whether they are true (T) or false (F) accord-

ing

1.

+ | :vJ"

Notes

About the author: Professor Xiong was born in 1927 in Nanchang, Jiangxi
Province. He emigrated to England in 1937 together with his parents. Gradu-
ated from Oxford University with a bachelor’s degree in 1948, and with a
master’s degree in 1952, he came back to China in the early 1950’s and was
engaged in teaching at Beijing Foreign Languages Institute. Today, he is still

active in helping his students with their English studies.
“lk‘il\L‘ \\'C” ill(,)nC"( ’4. 31 ) . Stop being involved ln

drum \'()lﬂL‘[hil]g into smncl)()dy (L. 38): keep telhng someone Something un-

til they cannot forget it

Stratford-on-Avon /'streetfadon'erven/ (L. 68): town in central England, fa-

mous as the birthplace of William Shakespeare

&
!

Exercises

Comprehension of the text

to the text.

scholars taught him so hard a lesson that he never went to
Stratford afterwards.

-6-

The author says that he prefers to stay with people who keep T F
silent rather than with people who are too talkative.
The author believes that if one talks too much, he is more 7T F
likely to err.

. What the author really hates is long-winded and pointless talks T F
full of repetitions. .
According to the author, silence is gold and can always bring 7T F
respect.
The author’s experience with the group of visiting Chinese 7T F




