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English Public Speaking in China:
A Research Agenda

University of Wisconsin, USA  Stephen E. Lucas

Scholarly research on English public speaking in China is in its infancy. Almost
non-existent until recent years, it is the offspring of public speaking’s emergence as a
dedicated course in the English curriculum. Not only is research necessary to provide
empirical, philosophical, and theoretical foundations for any area of academic endeavor,
but teachers of English public speaking naturally want to learn more about the history,
theory, pedagogy, and instrumentality of a subject to which they have become deeply
devoted. This paper seeks to be of assistance. After providing an overview of the Western
tradition of research on public speaking, it explores eight broad and at times overlapping
topics for research on English public speaking in China. The topics are not meant to be
either exhaustive or limiting. I offer them in hopes that they will provide guidance, and
perhaps inspiration, to Chinese scholars as they develop their own tradition of research

on English public speaking.

Foundations of Western Research on Public Speaking

For the past century, Western research on public speaking has been conducted
primarily by scholars in the U.S. communication discipline. The founding of that
discipline can be traced to 1914, when a group of seventeen dissenters broke away
from the National Council of Teachers of English and formed the National Association
of Teachers of Public Speaking (Cohen 1994; Dues and Brown 2004; National
Communication Association 2013). Through the years, the name of this organization
has evolved in concert with its mission. Known today as the National Communication

Association (NCA), it has almost 8,000 members and covers everything from
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interpersonal and small-group communication to rhetoric, mass media, and transnational
communication. Public speaking is only one among NCA’s many subjects of teaching
and research. Yet most communication departments in the United States continue to
teach public speaking, often as a foundational course for majors, but also, depending
on the school, as a requirement for other majors and/or as an elective for students who
want to enroll regardless of major. All told, public speaking is taught on some 2,600 U.S.
college campuses, and it remains an important subject of teaching and research for many
members of NCA.

There are four foundations of that research. First, it is grounded upon the ancient
discipline of rhetoric, which goes back to classical Greece, when thinkers such as
Isocrates, Plato, and Aristotle established principles and practices that endure to this day.
Aristotle’s Rhetoric, which dates to more than 2,300 years ago, is still the most important
work written on its subject (Aristotle 1954; Kennedy 2007). It has been a touchstone for
everything that has followed, and “all subsequent rhetorical theory” can be seen partly as
“a series of responses to issues raised” in Aristotle’s treatise (Gross & Walzer 2000: ix).
Other theorists on rhetoric over the centuries include the great Roman statesman Cicero;
the Christian scholar Saint Augustine; early modern figures such as Peter Ramus, Francis
Bacon, Adam Smith, George Campbell, and Hugh Blair; and 20th-century scholars such
as Kenneth Burke, Chaim Perelman, and I. A. Richards (Kennedy 1998; Sloane 2001;
Bizzell & Herzberg 2001; Smith 2013).

Second, there is a tradition in the West of historical and analytical studies of great
orators. Such studies are often referred to as rhetorical criticism, in the same manner that
historical and analytical studies of literature are denominated as literary criticism.' They
provide insight about individual speakers and their influence on history—figures such
as Abraham Lincoln, Winston Churchill, Mahatma Gandhi, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Mao
Zedong, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and
Barack Obama. In addition to building a copious body of work on historically important

speakers and speeches, such research contributes to theoretical understanding. By

1 As we shall see later in this essay, rhetorical criticism can deal with written discourse as

well as with oratory.



