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Abstract

his dissertation investigates rhetorical theories and practices in
Chinese cultural history. I examine the rhetorics that are explicit and
implicit in Chinese philosophical, political, and academic theories and
practices. Based on my case studies in Chinese history, I argue that rhetoric is
a social, cultural, and historical construct, and rhetoric in the Chinese context
is better understood as the study and practice of putting philosophy into social
action for practical purposes. These case studies also illustrate that since
assumptions about rhetoric are integrally related to particular cultural
assumptions, the conventions of "good writing" are also culture-specific.
I begin by refuting the notions that rhetoric is entirely Western and
that Western rhetoric is universal. Rhetoric is better understood as having a
cultural dimension. In the succeeding chapter, I examine the rhetorical
expositions and implications of Han Fei-tzu's (c. 298-233 BCE) legalist
philosophy. A concept of rhetoric, I argue, is explicitly developed in Han's
theories of qiian-fu or the art of speaking to convince and shui-shii or the art
of advising. I also explore the conceptions of rhetoric that is implicit in his
legalist theories of fa, shu, shi, which assume that persuasion and coercion
are used simultaneously to preserve social order. In Chapter 3,1 argue that the
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) provides a good example of how ideology
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functions as a system of rtietoric. I analyze The Little Red Book as an
exemplary ideological discourse to show that the Thought of Mao Zedong,
which was the dominant ideology of the Cultural Revolution, determined
what was discursive, what was possible, and what was acceptable. In Chapter
4, I argue that Chinese academic writing has always served clearly defined
sociopolitical purposes that have historically adapted with changes in political
ideology. My analyses in the preceding chapters should give readers an
historically grounded sense of Chinese rhetorics. With my case studies as
points of reference, I conclude by exploring the implications of this project for
the theories of rhetoric and comparative rhetoric. I examine how theories of
comparative rhetoric can be developed with historical research on rhetorical
conventions, cultural assumptions, and social practices. I also show how such
an historically informed comparative rhetoric can be applied to teaching
students to negotiate cultviral differences in their writing.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

I

n the West rhetoric has a clearly defined history as an autonomous
discipline, but even those who have been most attentive to Chinese

traditions have concluded that rhetoric has not been understood to be a
separate discipline. In China, according to Robert Oliver, rhetoric has
"received continuous attention," but it has been treated as an "integral part of
generalized philosophical speculation" and never been "separated from
philosophy," literature, or law (260). Because rhetoric has not been theorized
as a distinct domain in China, traditionalist rhetoricians believe there are no
such things as Chinese rhetorics. This ethnocentric assumption is evident in
James Murphy's claim that "there is no evidence of an interest in rhetoric in
ancient civilizations of Babylon or Egypt, for instance. Neither Africa nor Asia
has to this day produced a rhetoric" (3). While it may be true that these
civilizations have not shared a Western conception of rhetoric, it would be
hard to imagine that these cultures have produced no works on how to
communicate, how to deliberate, or how to collaborate through discourse.
The answer to whether there exist non-Western rhetorical traditions
rests upon how we define rhetoric. The most common definition in the West
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identifies rhetoric with persuasion, and in the Western culture, persuasion is
generally associated with deliberative debate in which individuals openly
express personal differences and make free choices. Traditionalist rhetoricians
believe that a free society is a principal requirement for deliberative discourse
and that rhetoric is thus an outgrowth of democracy. As George Kennedy
contends, "oratory floiirished

most in the democracies and least under

tyranny" (29). This is exactly why James Golden, Goodwin Berquist, and
William Coleman are convinced that "if anyone could be said to have
invented rhetoric," it would be "the ancient Greeks" (29). According to this
widely accepted perspective, other ancient societies, such as China, developed
sharp political hierarchies that precluded the development of a rhetorical
tradition. That is, people were not free to choose, and therefore there was no
need for rhetoric, at least in the Western sense of persuasive discourse
concerned with public deliberations.
It is not surprising that historians do not find a Western conception of
rhetoric in non-Western traditions. When traditionalist rhetoricians attempt
to conceptualize Chinese rhetorical practices in terms that are consistent with
the Western tradition, they inevitably misunderstand what is rhetorical in
China or deny the existence of Chinese rhetorics. Social-constructionist
perspectives present opporttmities to redress this ethnocentrism. Socialconstructionist theories have long pointed out that all knowledge is socially
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constructed (Kuhn; Geertz; Gergen; Bruffee; and Berger and Luckmann).
Ideas, concepts, and methods are created and diffused by "communities of
like-minded peers" (Bruffee 777). This means, to borrow Peter Berger and
Thomas Luckmann's example, that "what is 'real' to a Tibetan monk may not
be 'real' to an American businessman" (2). One could also assume that what is
rhetorical to a Tibetan businessman may not be to an American monk.
Rhetoric is a sociohistorical construct. As James Berlin argues, rhetoric
"arises out of a time and place, a peculiar social context, establishing for a
period the conditions that make a peculiar kind of communication possible"
(1). Or in the words of Carolyn Matalene, rhetoric is the "verbal equivalent of
ecology, the study of relationships that exist between an orgarusm and its
envirorunents" both of which "emphasize the inescapable and, to a great
extent, decisive influence of local conditions" (789). Matalene relates "local
conditions" to the social contexts of rhetoric. This rhetorical context differs
from time to time and from

culture to culture, making any definition of

rhetoric a matter of assessing what functions as rhetorical in a particular
sociohistorical context. Rhetoric is thus not universal in nature, but an
integral part of a given sociocultural context; different societies yield different
ways of thinking and, therefore, different norms and attitudes toward
rhetoric.

14

Chinese society provides an important example of a richly embedded
rhetorical tradition that reflects ancient Chinese social conditions and ways of
knowing. It would be presumptuous for anyone to examine within the
constraints of a single study Chinese rhetorical traditions that have evolved
in time for more than five thousand years. Therefore, I present case studies
of the Chinese history of rhetoric. Specifically I examine the implicit
rhetorical practices of selected figures agairist their sodohistorical contexts and
the explicit rhetorical theories in available texts. To develop a historically
grounded sense of what Chinese rhetorics might represent, I explore the
rhetorical theories implicit in the legalistic philosophies of Han Fei-tzu (300
BCE), the Great Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), and the history as well as
developments of writing instruction in China. I also review works that
explicitly develop theories of persuasive discourse concerned with shaping
social praxis. I conclude by discussing the implications of my study for our
understanding of rhetoric, comparative rhetoric, and the teaching of writing
in cross-cultural situations. In doing so I not only show what rhetoric means
in a Chinese cultural context, but also use that context to expand Western
concepts of rhetoric and writing practices.
To provide an understanding of Chinese rhetorics, I examine their
origins. In

the second

chapter, I explore

the

important

rhetorical

contributions of early Chinese philosophers. The case for my study is Han Fei
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or Han Fei-tzu (presumably 298-233 BCE), a philosopher in the early Qin
dynasty. Han is a representative of fa-jia, the legalist school of philosophy.
Although Han did not invent philosophical legalism, he certainly perfected
it. He delineated his legalist theories in volumes of widely read expositions
whose rhetorical significance is closely examined. Specifically I give an
overview of Han's theories of fa (law), shu (tactics), and shi (authority). These
concepts are fundamental to legalist philosophy and to its practical influence
as an ideological system. To explain Han's ideas, I examine the sociohistorical
contexts that shaped his writings and the rhetorical purposes that his writings
served in those contexts. I compare Han's legalism with Confucian moralism
and Lao Tzu's Daoism, both of which Han fiercely defied. Through analyses
of his writings, I examine how Han's philosophical theories oi fa, shu, and
shi were used in his works advising rulers how to govern the state. I
concentrate particularly on Han's emphasis on understanding the motive or
psychology of both the speaker and the audience in a rhetorical situation.
In the third chapter, I examine the rhetorical practices implicit in the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution that shook the very foundations of
China from 1966 to 1976. The Cultural Revolution

victimized tens of

thousands of Chinese people, crippled China's economy, and propelled China
into deeper international isolation. Though called a cultural revolution, it
was a political showcase where ideological clashes and power struggles within
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the Chinese Communist Party were extended to all aspects of daily life, from
daily work schedules to dress codes.
In this third chapter, I argue that the ideology of the proletariat,
namely, the Thought of Mao Zedong, functioned as a system of rhetoric that
shaped the formal inception, development, and conclusion of the Cultural
Revolution. I examine the core of the Thought of Mao Zedong and the
various channels

through which it became, in Stuart Hall's words,

"materialized in practices" (104). These channels included the organs and
publications of the Chinese Commimist Party that were instrumental to the
careful construction of a closed system of communication.

I focus on

analyzing The Little Red Book to show how it helped diffuse the Thought of
Mao Zedong that determined what was discursive, what was possible, and
what was acceptable during the Cultural Revolution.
In the fourth chapter, I look into the history and developments of
academic writing and writing ii\struction in China. I argue that, like rhetoric,
writing is a product of a peculiar sociohistorical context and that writing
instruction is bound to be influenced by the governing ideological and
political principles of a given time

and place. I demonstrate that Chinese

academic writing has historically become an appendix to Chinese politics.
That is, the changing political ideology has largely determined the standards
and conventions of academic writing. At the same time, writing instruction

17

has also responded to changes in the large social, political, and historical
contexts by adjusting, particularly, pedagogical objectives, methods, and
concerns. I investigate the ancient Chinese civil service system and the rise of
the eight-legged essay, the New Cultural Movement and the influence of
Western academic discourses, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and
the ban of the 'Tarty Eight-Legged Essay," and the current Education Reform
Movement and the subsequently-developed theories of academic writing. I
analyze sample compositions to show what constitutes good writing and how
writing is taught in China.
These chapters should give readers a more historically informed
understanding of the rhetorical dimensions

of Chinese

philosophical,

political, and academic traditions. I summarize this discussion in the
concluding chapter. With my case studies as points of reference, I define the
characteristics and purposes that define Chinese rhetorics, compare them to
those in the Western tradition, and explore their implications for the study of
comparative rhetoric. In doing so I examine the theory, history and
developments, and objectives of comparative rhetoric. This chapter thus
helps develop not only a comparative sense of rhetoric, but also a crosscultural aspect of writing.

IS

Cfiapter 2

"Who Knows Not But Speaks Is Not Wise; Who Knows But
Speaks Not Is Not Loyal": The Rhetoric of Legalism

To govern with generous and lenient regulations a people in imminent danger is the
same as to drive wild horses without using reins or slips. This is a calamity of
ignorance.
The ancients who completed the principles of legalism ... never burdened their
minds with avarice nor did they ever burden themselves with selfishness, but they
entrusted law and tact with the settlement of order and the suppression of chaos,
depended upon reward and punishment for praising the right and blaming the
wrong, [and] assigned all measures of Ughmess and heaviness to yard and weight.
In general, wherever the state is extensive and the ruler is honorable, there are laws
so strict that whatever is ordered works and whatever is prohibited stops.
Therefore, the ruler of men who distinguishes between ranks and regulates
bounties, makes laws severe and thereby makes the distinction strict.
—Han Fei-tzu

he King of the Great Empire of Qin, according to The Book of Histon/,
read Han Fei-tzu's theories on governance "with passion" and often
"regretted with tears not having people like Han around himself" (Shi 433).
But with his growing military power, he was determined to obtain Han's
service. In 234 BCE he threatened the King of Han's native state with a war.
The King of the ailing Han state did not want a war against the powerful Qin
and ordered Han Fei-tzu to Qin as a good-will envoy in hopes of saving his
state from destruction. The King of Qin later made Han his head cour\sel. But
Li Shi, Qin's incumbent head counsel and Han's former school mate, felt
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jealous and inferior and thus conspired against Han Fei-tzu before the King of
Qin had full confidence in Han. Using Han Fei-tzu's treatise, "On the
Preservation of Han," as evidence, Li questioned Han's loyalties. The King of
Qin thought Li acted out of sincere concern for the sovereignty of Qin and
distanced himself from Han Fei-tzu. Han pleaded his innocence before the
King of Qin but did not succeed. Han Fei-tzu has been called by Robert Oliver
the "Machiavelli of China" because of his work "The Difficulties in the Way
of Persuasion," but Han ironically failed to persuade his most important
audience, the King of Qin, who put him into prison, where he died in 233
BCE.
Modern historians have written little about the life of Han Fei-tzu
because his biographies have not survived. The most reliable biography is
found in The Book of History, otherwise known as Historic Records, bv Shi
Ma-qian, a historian who Lived several hundred years after Han's death. Shi's
entry on Han runs less than five hundred words, most of which were written
to account for his death and comment on his work. According to Shi, Han Fei
or Han Fei-tzu^ was a prince of the Han state (400 BCE-230 BCE). He studied
law, penology, epistemology, and statecraft under the eminent Hsun Tzu, a
Confucian philosopher, together with Li Shi, who later became prime

^ Tzu is a respectful name given to a male member of a royal family in ancient China. It vva.s
used as a part or the whole of the person's first name. He would be also honored with the
name of his State as his last name, as in Han Fei-tzu or Kong Tzu.

20

minister to the First Emperor of the Qin dynasty. After careftilly studying the
writings on governance from the preceding ages, Han wrote Solitani
Indignation, The Five Vermin, Having Regulations, The Principal Features
of Legalism, and Difficulties in the Way of Persuasion. In these and other
treatises, later collected in Han Fei-tzu, Han presented his King with
systematic analyses of legalist thoughts and a well-defined theory of rhetoric.
As a spokesperson of the ancientor legalist school of philosophy,
Han Fei-tzu left behind the most complete exposition of ancient Chinese
legalist theories. In this chapter I explore the conceptions of rhetoric that were
explicit and implicit in Han's legalist philosophy. I argue that Han's legalist
philosophy is implicitly rhetorical in the sense that it is a mode of civic
discourse concerned with putting language into sociopolitical practice. To
establish the rhetorical dimensions of his conceptions of fa, shu, shi, I contrast
Han's legalist philosophy with Confucian moralism and Daoist naturalism,
both of which he fiercely defied. The discussion of Confucianism, Daoism,
and Han's political ideologies details the historical context and the general
cultural background. Then I move to analyze Han's rhetorical practice and
theory against his socio-historic context.
PHILOSOPHY AS A MODE OF RHETORICAL DISCOURSE
The ensuing debates on the relations of rhetoric and philosophy center
on these questions: Is there a foundational body of human knowledge? How
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does language influence the formations of our daily experience and the world
that makes our experience possible? Are philosophy and rhetoric opposed or
dialogically related in human affairs? What role does rhetoric play in the
fvinctioning of philosophy? Discussions of these questions turn on the
rhetorical nature of philosophy, the philosophical foundation of rhetoric, and
the epistemological relations of philosophy and rhetoric.
On the one hand, rhetoric is viewed as an architectonic knowledge
because philosophy emerged out of a rhetorical concern for the making of
meaning. Calvin Scharg argues that philosophy is implicitly rhetorical and
"transmitted ... in a rhetorical voice in 'the conversation of mankind'" (166).
When philosophy becomes less foundational, rhetoric is reborn out of "a
retixrn to the origins from

which philosophy itself emerged" (166). On the

other hand, philosophy has often claimed for itself the task of providing the
root principles of all human knowledge, encompassing the realm of material
nature and the region of the human mind. In his argument for an approach
to reading rhetorical treatises against their philosophical contexts, P. Albert
Duhamel suggests that all rhetorics descended from preceding philosophies
(Hauser iii). Duhamel's argument clearly favors a view of philosophy as
architectonic—a discipline designed to provide a "knowledge of knowledge."
Thomas Farrell makes a similar argument, pointing out that "since rhetoric's
inception in thought and deed, its meanings have always been entangled

22

with the assumptions and preac±iments of philosophy" (181). While
Duhamel and Farrell thus invert the relationship between rhetoric and
philosophy and give philosophy priority, philosophy and rhetoric remain
integrally involved domains that need to be studied together.
The study of philosophy and rhetoric generally involves

such

dichotomies as knowledge and knowing, objective reality and (inter)subjectivity, and truth and persuasion. Chaim

Perelman

argues that

rhetorical discourse does not "claim an impersonal validity" to which
philosophy must submit (Realm of Rhetoric 162). Richard Cherwitz states
that "from its inception rhetoric has been a discipline devoted to a study of
praxis" (21). Ian Angus and Lenore Langsdorf argue that while philosophy has
continued to commit itself to the discovery of knowledge and truth, "rhetoric
has come to focus on the process of inquiry, often with an epistemic interest"
(1). Rhetoric has thus become the "obedient servant of philosophical
architectonic providing the persuasion to initiate and conclude inquiry at the
moments when it carmot be known to the participants" (5).
A postmodern position holds that we act with and through language
and that all language use is both rhetorical and philosophical. It is rhetorical
because we use language to explicitly or implicitly induce an act of being,
knowing, or doing. It is philosophical because we would inevitably make
assertions about the nature of the act that is called for when we use language.
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Therefore, rhetoric and philosophy can be understood as two integrally
related ways of using language. They represent differing species of discourse
but share an abiding concern for purposeful communication and knowledge.
This shared concern has drawn modern philosophy and rhetoric into
dialogue that is dialectic rather than diametrical. That is, rather than each
limiting and devaluing the other, philosophy and rhetoric have begun to
collapse the traditional boundaries and become more explicitly involved with
the purposeful making of meaning.
Rhetoric and philosophy, as Barry Brummett argues, thus connect
experience with language (238). Philosophical discourse has its own way of
saying what things are, are not, are like, are unlike, and so on. It sets standards
and strategies for merging with the contingencies of everyday life, making
sense of experience and producing rhetorical texts. In other

words,

philosophiceil discourse is, to borrow Brummett's term, "an argument," with
its particular purpose, audience, style, and logic. Philosophical discourse is a
rhetorical system of reasoned communication that configiores the nature of
an argument, structures the mode of speaking, and defines the roles of the
speaker and the audience—who speaks about what to whom, how, and why.
As the following analysis will show, Han Fei-tzu's works, like those of
Confucius and Lao Tzu, provide an important example of philosophical
discourse with implicit rhetorical implications. They contain both an implicit
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and explicit rhetoric, with the former defined as the ways he conceived of the
general domain of rhetorical practices, its possibilities and strategies, as well as
his general assumptions about discourse. The explicit rhetoric is his theory of
quan-fu. Qiian-fii, or "the art of speaking to convince," is explicitly rhetorical,
for it is commonly translated as "the art of persuasion." Han's notion of
"speaking to convince" takes different forms depending on the purpose,
speaker, and audience. The more implicit aspects of his conception of
rhetoric, such as his notions of audiences, purposes, and rhetorical situations
and strategies, are related to his general legalist philosophy, which assumes
that force and persuasion should be used simultaneously to preserve order
and maintain harmony. In short, Han's legalist philosophy is implicitly
rhetorical in the sense that it is a mode of civic discourse concerned with
putting language into sociopolitical practice.
HAN'S LEGALIST PHILOSOPHY AND THE ART OF QUAN-FU
To preserve social order, Han argued that a nxler's discourse ought to
use threats of punishment and promises of reward, instead of invoking
Confucian or Daoist virtues. Confucius (551 BCE-479 BCE) is the Latinized
name of Kong Tzu. Corifucius stressed the importance of developing
traditional values so as to attain the true human nature or the "golden
mean." These values included covirtesy {li), morality (rfe), virtue {ren) loyalty
{zhong), filial piety (xiao), and faithfulness {cheng). Confucius held ren as the
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consiimmate virtue. The Chinese character of ren is composed of "human"
on the left and "two" on the right, expressing the very meaning of the word,
Figure 2.1

that is, to be hvmaan is to love others. This moral
sentiment was central to Coiifucian teachings. "Do not
do to others what you do not like yourself," he
instructed his disciples in a Chinese version of what

Ren (Virtue)

Christians know as the "golden rule." "For the man of ren is one who
desiring to maintain himself sustains others, and desiring to develop himself
develops others. To be able from one's own self to draw a parallel for the
treatment of others: that may be called the way to practice ren" {Analects 250).
Clearly, the rhetoric implicit in Confucian doctrines was a rhetoric that
valued ethos or character.
Confucius envisioned achieving a socio-political order through moral
harmony based on self-cultivation. The Confucian model of sociopolitical
order began with the understanding of the relationship between the human
body and the cosmic order in ancient Chinese medicine. In classical Chinese
medicine, the human body was seen to reflect the cosmos and corresponded
part to part and function to function. This cosmos-body correspondence can
be seen in the Inner Canon of the Yellow Lord, the first century BC medical
manuscript and the most influential book in traditional Chinese medicine:
In the sky there are the sun and moon; human beings have two eyes.
On earth there are the rune [archaic] provinces; human beings have
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nine orifices; In the sky there are wind and rain; human beings have
their joy and anger. In the sky there are thunder and lightning; human
beings have their sounds and speech. In the sky there are the four
seasons; human beings have their four extremities. (146)
Human activity was thus thought analogous to that of the natural
order. Ancient Chinese had a complex set of ways to understand this cosmic
order: the Five Elements {wu xin), the forces of yin and yang, and the Dno.
They believed that there were six natural forces that functioned

in

complementary pairs: yin and yang, wind and rain, and dark and light.
Traditional Chinese medicine called these forces liii qi (Six Energies), which
formed the dynamics of the body. When improperly apportioned, these Six Qi
caused medical disorders. For example, according to Zao Zhiian, the earliest
Chinese medical commentary, "excessive yin activity is associated with cold
illnesses; excessive yang with hot illnesses; excessive wind with disorders of
the extremities; excessive rain with disorders in the beUy; excessive dark with
disorders involving mental confusion; and excessive light with disorders of
the heart and mind" (56). Therefore, in order to be healthy, human beings
must understand and mediate the relations among the body, the physical
universe, and the moral order.
If the human body reflected the cosmos, Confucius argued, a society
must be the second mirror of the universe, and the order of society must
correspond to that of the universe. Social disorders would occur when
human beings ceased to be, act, and think according to the cosmic order. T o
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maintain a good sodal order, we must cultivate ourselves so that our
speeches and deeds conform to the natural law. To cultivate one's self was to
develop human faculties and love others. Confucius also held that social
order and harmony could be attained by zheng-ming, or "using terms
correctly/'2 that is, making the referents of such terms as father and ruler
really correspond to their meaning and thereby obeying nature. "If terms be
incorrect, then statements do not accord with facts; and when statements and
facts do not accord, then business is not properly executed; when business is
not properly executed, order and harmony do not flourish, when justice
becomes arbitrary the people do not know how to move hand or foot" (611).
In order to obey, one had to know the natxxral ranks and order of
relationships. For Confucius, there were five basic human relationships:
Subject to Ruler, Son to Father, Daughter to Mother, Younger to Older
Sibling, and Wife to Husband. Confucius thoroughly discussed his concepts of
using terms correctly, regxilating relationships, and cultivating selves in Th c
Great Learning,
The illustrious ancients, when they wished to make clear and to
propagate the highest virtues in the world, put their states in proper
order. Before putting their states in proper order, they regulated their
families. Before regulating their families, they cultivated their own
selves. Before cultivating their own selves, they perfected their souls.
Before perfecting their souls, they tried to be sincere in their thoughts.
Before trying to be sincere in their thoughts, they extended to the
utmost their knowledge. Such investigation of knowledge lay in the
2 Rectification of names or correction of terms are the other common English renderings for
the Chinese zheng-ming.

investigation of tilings, and in seeing tiiem as tiiey really were. When
things were thus investigated, knowledge became complete. When
knowledge was complete, their thoughts became sincere. When their
thoughts were sincere, their souls became perfect. When their souls
were perfect, their own selves became cultivated. When their own
selves were cultivated, their families became regxilated. When their
families were cultivated, their states came to be put into proper order.
When their states were in proper order, then the whole world became
peaceful and happy. (Four Books 310-13)
Lao Tzu, the founder of the philosophical Daoism, also stressed the
importance of Virtue and social order. Using the example of women bearing
children, Lao Tzu taught his disciples the meariing of goodness, the
equivalent of the Confucian ren: "Giving birth and nourishing. Bearing yet
not possessing. Working yet not taking credit. Leading yet not dominating.
This is the Primal Virtue" (10). In his opinion, "The highest good is like
water. Water gives life to the ten thousand things^ and does not strive." He
taught his disciples that "In dealing with others, be gentie and kind. In speech,
be true. In ruling, be just" (8). Like Confucius, Lao Tzu also practiced a
rhetoric that valued trust and love for others. He taught his disciples to be
"Courteous, like visiting guests" and "Yielding, like ice about to melt" (15).
This rhetoric stressed the ethical appeal in the assumption that "He who does
not trust enough will not be trusted" (17).

2 Wang-wu has many renderings, including "the Universe" and "Earth and Heaven."
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Although both Confudanism and Daoism taught that civic duties were
founded in nature, they differed on how one was to speak from nature to
address social problems. For example, whereas Confucianism was concerned
with day-to-day codes of conduct, Daoism was concerned with a more
spiritual level of being. The two systems of thought also had differing views
of how to put natural virtues into social practice
through ethos. Instead of the Corifucian humanistic
self-cultivation, Lao Tzu resorted to Dao or the Way,
the essence of Daoism. To Lao Tzu, Dao was a
ftml
Dao (the Way)

traiiscendental spirit that was elusive and intangible
^
®

(21). In his words, it was "Something mysteriously formed. Born between
heaven and eartli. In the silence and the void. Standing alone and
unchanging. Ever present and in motion" (25).
Despite the different approaches to attaining traditional values and
social order, Confucian moralism and Daoist naturaiism stressed the ethical
appeal in human action in the assumption that human beings were moral by
nature. They were also capable of learriing and being transformed. Their Godgiven goodness would guide them through as they conducted day-to-day life
and business. If any disorderly conduct occurred in society, the bequeathed ren
would enable individuals to respond positively to corrective measures and
find permanent cures in the traditional virtues. Confucius thus believed in
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governance by ethical examples. In his Analects, Confucius repeatedly said,
"He who governs by his moral excellence may be compared to the Pole-Star,
which abides in its place, while all the stars bow towards it" (145). The rhetoric
Confucius spoke of thus emphasized that power or authority originated from
a high level of ethos.
The Confucian rhetoric also recognized the importance of audiences,
rhetorical situations, and strategies and clearly encouraged uses of the
pathetical appeal. According to Confucius, to govern by moral excellence was
for the ruler to cultivate his own character and regulate his own conduct. "If a
ruler is himself upright," Confucius argued, "his people will do their dutv
without orders; but if he himself be not upright, although he may order, they
will not obey" (617). Confucius insisted that the populace would look up to
the ruler and emulate his example, for "When a ruler loves good manners,
his people will not let themselves be disrespectful" and "when a ruler loves
good faith, his people will not venture to be insincere" (613). The selfimprovement of the ruler would be rewarded with sincere respect, dignity,
and obedience from the people. Confucius distrusted laws and punishments.
He said, "If you govern the people by laws, and keep them in order by
penalties, they will avoid the penalties, yet lose their sense of shame. But if
you govern them by your moral excellence, and keep them in order by your
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decorous conduct, they will retain their sense of shame, and also live up to
standard" (147-48).
Though sharing the Confucian conviction that people were naturally
good and social order had a moral foundation, Lao-tzu took a categorically
different approach to governing a state and achieving harmony. For Lao Tzu,
"To rule a country is like cooking a small fish." The ruler must "approach it
with the Dflo" as it is "source of the ten thousand things" (62). Since the Dao
was nameless, formless, and immaterial, Lao Tzu suggested that the best way
a ruler should govern his state was by wii-zuei, or inaction, zuu-xin, or absentmindedness, and wu-yi, or non-intention. Lao Tzu insisted that luu-iuei, wuxin, and wu-yi were passive in outward appearance but actually inwardly
active, for "When nothing is done, nothing is left undone. The world is ruled
by letting things take their course" (48). Lao Tzu also believed that the eternal
world moved in the full cycle of ying and yang. Accordingly, he reasoned that
"Since life is a constant flux and change, rise and decay alternate like day and
night, and reaching the prime of one's strength marks the beginning of
decline" (qtd. in Lin 12). Therefore, to Lao-tzu, the most ethical and practical
Way out of chaos was not to directly deal with it, but to feel the impulse of
mother nature and follow one's intuition (qtd. in Lin 4). Lao Tzu thus
suggested that a ruler should govern according to the Dao and be a shadowy
presence to his subjects. Lao Tzu taught that "Do not intrude in their homes.
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Do not harass them at work. If you do not interfere, they will not weary of
you. Therefore the sage knows himself but makes no show" (72).
Like Corifucius, Lao Tzu found laws and regulations irrelevant to the
restoration of social order. He regarded laws and penalties as only
instruments of fear; they were not a wise man's tool of governance. He said,
"The more laws and restrictions there are, the poorer people become. The
sharper men's weapons, the more trouble in the land. The more rules and
regulations, the more thieves and robbers" (57). He also said, "When the
country is ruled with severity, the people are cunning" (58). He encouraged
his disciples to "counsel him [the ruler] not to use force to conquer the
universe. For this would only cause resistance. Force is followed by loss of
strength. This is not the way of Dao" (30).
While Confucius and Lao Tzu lived in relatively stable times when it
was easy to assume that the order of society was founded in the order of
nature, Han Fei-tzu lived in a small state that saw growing domestic conflicts
and constant threats of invasion by its predatory neighbors. For Han, ethical
appeals and exemplary morality were not effective to bring order out of chaos.
Han also took issue with Confuciarusm and Daoism on how to govern a state
and maintained that firm laws and harsh punishments were necessary to
social order, and this perspective became fundamental to the legalistic
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philosophy, which turned firom ethical appeals to strict mandates to motivate
people.
For Han, human nature was evil—selfish, irresponsible, and chaotic.
He insisted human beings were born with motives of profit and harm. People
would know only to move toward what was profitable and avoid what was
harmful. It was also their nature to indulge the feelings of envy, dislike, and
hate. They would "delight in disorder and detach themselves

from

responsibilities" (Han Fei-Tzu n 326-27). Because people were by nature selfseeking, they were incapable of learning or being transformed by ethical
appeals. Therefore, in order to bring good out of evil and order out of chaos, a
ruler of an ideal state must gain the help of righteous ministers, enact strict
laws, and employ rewards and punishments.
Han's legalistic philosophy was an attempt to solve the social problems
of his own time. Han Fei-tzu lived at the beginning of the Warring States
period (403-221 BCE),'^ a time of political disintegration, social unrest, and
constant threats from bullying neighbor states. The state of Qin, the largest
and most powerful state, was begirming to conquer other states and unify

^ The state of Han, with Wei and Zhao, had originally been a feudal lord family within the
state of Jin (403 BCE). After becoming very powerful, the Han, Wei, and Zhao families
dismembered the state of Jin and became the independent states of Han, Wei, and Zhao
(376 BCE), joining three other states to become the Warring States. The state of Han. the
smallest of the six states, was situated in central China, with the powerful state of Qin to
the west, Chou to the South, Qi to the east, and Wei and Zhao to the north. The state of
Han was also the weakest state. Situated in a mountainous and unproductive region, it
found itself the center battle field among its predatory states (Cheng and Zhang 17)."
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China. Being the smallest and the weakest state, the state of Han became the
strategically critical place for QLn to accomplish its goal (Cheng and Zhang 1617). Furthermore, it was a time of moral disorder. People deserted their
unproductive land and gave up their primary occupations and became
Confucian scholars, itinerant couriselors, swordsmen, military draft-dodgers,
and merchants whom Han deemed as "the vermin of the state." To Han,
these people lacked virtues. Meantime, crimes drastically increased, and
people killed others for food and profit. Han Fei-tzu lamented that "Men of
remote antiquity strove to be known as moral and virtuous; those of the
middle age struggled to be known as wise and resourceful; and now men fight
for the reputation of being vigorous and powerful" ("Five Vermin" 279). He
argued for governing according to the needs of the time and thus promoted
laws with definite penalties, and iristitutions for enforcing the laws.
Wtule Han Fei-tzu is the most celebrated representative of the legalist
philosophy, it did not originate with him. The Legalist tradition started before
the seventh centaury BCE and flourished with the emergence of the warring
states. Earlier figures in legalism were Guan Zhong (c. 710 BCE), State
Minister of Qi, Tzu Chan (c. 536 BCE), Prime Miruster of Zheng, and Shang
Yang (c. 400-338 BC), Duke of Wei. Shang Yang, or as Han Fei-tzu called him.
Lord Shang, was the best known. In fact, he is considered the father of the
School of Legalism (Day 76). According to the Book of Histon/ and Poetry,
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Lord Shang was a man of affairs and a student of the history of political
institutions. He detested the Confucian theory of ren and thought that
moralism could not restore political order. He believed that society could be
governed best by the strict admirustration of laws (Day 76). He helped enact
laws that promised exact rewards and penalties.
Han appropriated the ideas of early legalists and developed them to
include a system oi fa (law), shii (tactics), and shi (hegemony) (Cheng and
Zhang 23). For Han, fa or law was the only way to attain or safeguard socio
political order. In "The Principal Features of Legalism," Han pronounced that
"Law is Uke the morriing dew, pure and simple but not yet dispersed. There is
no resentment in the mind nor is there any quarrelsome word from the
mouth" (279). Han defined his fa as the "means of controlling affairs" and
affairs as "means of celebrating merits"

("Eight

Fxgure 2.3

Fallacies" 252). He explained that "law includes
mandates and ordinances that are marufest in the
official bureau, penalties that are defirute in the mind
of the people, rewards that are due to the careful
observers of laws, and punishments that are inflicted on the offenders against
orders" ("Deciding Between Two Legalistic Doctrines" 212). Rewards and
puiushments were thus fundamental to enforcing all laws.
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While Confucianism and Daoism believed that ethical appeals were
primary in human motivation, the rhetoric that was implicit in Han Fei-tzu's
legalist philosophy was concerned with maintaining the rule of law. First of
all, unlike the Daoist rhetoric that concerned the spiritual or mystical, Han's
legalist rhetoric attended to pragmatics. Han realized the limitations of legal
measures and recommended that the ruler be efficient to assess the
practicalities and estimate the "difficulties" of a law so that he could decide
whether to enact or eliminate it. In Han's words, "When laws are made and
found to involve difficulties, then the ruler must estimate the difficulties. If
he finds the tasks can be accomplished, then he must enact them. If he finds
the accomplishment of the tasks involves losses, then he must estimate the
losses. If he finds gains will exceed losses, then he must trarisact them" (25253). Only when laws were assessed and revised, Han maintained, could thev
serve their functions to the fullest.
Han's legalist rhetoric recognized the importance of situation and
audience. Han stressed that all laws must be governed by the dualism of
change and stability. Laws must change in the same way that time and place
change, responding to the same social conditions. Han argued that "the sage
neither seeks to follow the ways of the ancients nor establishes any fixed
standard for all times, but examines the things of his age and then prepares to
deal with them" ("Five Vermin" 276). He articulated that since circumstances
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changed with the age, legal measvures must change according to circumstances
(278). "If laws are adjusted to the time, there is good goverrunent. If
government fits the age, there will be great accomplishment" (328). Therefore,
laws must arise out of a time and place and regulations change with a
peculiar social context. Also, the ruler must adjust laws according to the
mentality of his subjects. "When the people are naive, you regulate them
with fame. When everybody in the world is intelligent, you discipline them
with penalties" ("Surmising the Mentality" 328).
Han Fei-tzu believed that as "situations change, so measures change,"
but he opposed frequent, unnecessary changes in law ("Five Vermin 279). He
emphasized that once laws are made for a peculiar social context, they must
be solidified and cohesive so that they can be easily entrenched in the people's
minds. Han believed that frequent changes might create discrepancies and
even contradictions between the new and the old. Consequently, the
government would have difficulty enforcing or unifying laws, and the people
would not know which orders to follow. "So long as old and new [laws]
counteracted each other and the earlier and later orders contradicted each
other," Han pointed out, "there were many culprits" ("Deciding Between Two
Legalistic Doctrines" 213). Therefore, change and constancy are the
mutually irreducible aspects of all laws that are functional and effective.

two
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Han argued that laws must be known to all. He advocated a national
legal education program in order for the subjects to acquire a strong
awareness of laws. The program included school instructions and public
postings. He irisisted that "the ruler use bulletins to show the eye, [and]
instructions to tell the ear" so that people "will look at the bulletin and
move" ("How to Use Men" 271). They will not fear if they are deemed
immoral or virtueless. Instead, "severe penalty is what the people fear; heavy
purushment is what the people hate" ("Ministers Apt to Betray" 129). Clearly,
Han's rhetoric involved a reliance on the pathetical appeal that assumed that
people would follow the law if they feared being punished for failing to do so.
Han's rhetoric tried to make law something that would persuade the public
through instilling fear of authority.
Confucian and Daoist rhetorics did not take an activist stance on
speech. The Daoist rhetoric, for example, distrusted speeches, for "Those who
speak do not know. Those who know do not speak" (70). But Han's legalist
rhetoric assigned language an active role in publicizing laws. Han also
insisted that all provisions of law must be versed clearly. "When writings are
too sketchy, pupils debate; when laws are too vague, people dispute. For this
reason, the writings of the sages always illustrate their discussions; the laws of
the intelligent ruler always penetrate the minute details of fact" ("Eight
Fallacies"

256).

Since

vagueness

or

simplicity

would

cause
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misunderstandings, it was therefore critical for the ruler to articulate laws in a
concise, specific, and thorough manner. Equally important was that laws
must be made easy for people to understand. "The bulletins of the intelligent
sovereign being so easy to see, his promises are kept. His teachings being so
easy to understand, his words function. His laws being so easy to observe, his
orders take effect. When these three things are well founded and the
superiors have no self-seeking minds, the inferiors will obey the law and
maintain order" ("How to Use Men" 271). Therefore, Han stressed that "what
can be understood only by clear-sighted scholars should not be made an order,
because the people are not all dear-sighted" ("Eight Fallacies" 250).
The ethical appeal of Han's legalist rhetoric was evident in its emphasis
on fairness. Han urged that the ruler enforce the laws fairly regardless of the
rank of the subjects. "All-under-Heaven" must stand equal before the laws:
"The law does not fawn on the noble; the string does not yield to the crooked.
Whatever the law applies to, the wise carmot reject nor can the brave defy"
("Having Regiilations" 45). Therefore, the ruler could not act above the law. If
the ruler wanted to remain in power, he had to set himself as an example of
following the discipline of laws and regulations. In "Outer Congeries of
Sayings: Lower Right Series," Han stated that "The lord of men abides by the
law and calls actual results to account in order thereby to perform his great
achievement" (118). In addition to conducting himself lawfully, the ruler
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ought to order his ministers "never to realize their wishes outside the realm
of law and never to bestow their favors inside the realm of law" ("Having
Regulations" 44). In violation of laws, ministers and other nobles must be
brought to justice and suffer the same punishments that the common people
would. "Punishment for fault never skips ministers," he stressed; "reward for
good never misses commoners" (45).
In addition to mastery of law, a ruler had to understand shu, or tactics,
and shi, or supreme power, according to Han Fei-tzu. In Han's own words,
shu was "the means to create posts according to responsibilities, hold actual
services accountable according to official titles, exercise the power over life
and death, and examine the official's abilities" ("Five Vermin" 212). A ruler
ought to be tactful, for "If the ruler is tactless, delusion will come to the
Figure 2.4

superior; if the subjects and ministers are lawless,
disorder will appear among the inferiors" (212). Law
to Han was a means to shape the public. "The
important business of the lord of men is either law or

Shu (Tactics)

tact. The

law

is

codified

in

books,

kept

in

goverrunental offices, and promulgated among the hundred surnames"
("Criticisms of the Ancients, Series Three" 188). But a ruler's shu, was xin-ji,
or mind work that remained secretive, invisible and intangible. It was used
to manipulate ministers. As Han put it, "the tact is hidden in the bosom and
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useful in comparing diverse motivating factors of human conduct and in
manipulating the body of officials secretiy" ("Criticisms of the Ancients,
Series Three" 188). Therefore, while Confucianism and Daoism assumed that
the ethical appeal of a ruler must be displayed to enlist natural virtues in civic
action, Han assumed that the practical wisdom of the ruler was exercised
behind the scenes. In this sense, his conception of rhetoric was a craft of
stealth, not display.
Han recognized the need for tactics because of his negative view of
human nature. "Things are many; good men, few" ("Criticisms of the
Ancients, Series Three" 182). Han believed that "those who work for heavyhanded men by practicing selfishness are many; those who serve the ruler by
observing the law are few" (Ministers Apt to Betray" 119). To guard against
those men, the ruler, Han was convinced, needed three types of tactics: xin^ming shii or the tact for corresponding forms to names, yong ren shii or the
tact for appointing deserving men into office, and jie jian shu or the tact for
removing wicked ministers. Essential to the first tact was the exact
correspondence between the name of a thing and its actual form or realitv,
that is, the match-up between the words and actions of the ministers (Cheng
and Zhang 98). "The lord of men," Han insisted, "must see norm accord with
name and word never differ from task. Whenever a minister utters a word,
the ruler should in accordance with his word assign him a task to accomplish.
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and in accordance with the task the work to account" ("The Two Handles"
48). The intelligent ruler should then scrutinize both words and actions of a
minister so as to measure his performance and decide his reward or
punishment. In short, any minister whose word was big but whose action fell
short should be punished.
Han's works included an implicit theory of rhetoric as the art of
persuading people to follow the will of the ruler, but he also developed an
explicit theory of rhetoric as the art for achieving civic purposes and
interpreting the purposes of others. To detect wicked ministers, Han argued,
the ruler should, first of all, always "listen to all sides of every story and hold
every speaker responsible for it" ("Irmer Congeries of Sayings, the Upper
Series" 281). If the ruler listened orily to one side or speaker, he could not
distinguish between the right and the wrong and, therefore, would be misled.
If he held the speaker responsible, the speaker would not dare to speak
anything other than the truth. Second, the ruler should always "inquire into
cases by inverting words" and "manipulating different ii\formation" (281). To
compare different words and cross-examine the known details would enable
the ruler to view an issue from differing perspectives to discover its various
parts and hidden purposes. Third, the ruler should always encourage
ministers to disclose vicious secrets and report their wicked colleagues. "The
ruler alone is not sufficient to know all the officials," Han argued; he thus
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needed to "govern things with things" and "govern men with men"
("Criticisms of the Ancients, Series Three" 183). On the other hand, a
minister, "who does not report on wicked men, is [considered] an opponent
of the superior and a partisan of the wicked men" ("Criticisms of the
Ancients, Series Three" 173). Therefore, the intelligent ruler should not fail to
study the true intentions of people around him while enjoying their
presence.
Moreover, for Han, an enlightened ruler must demonstrate his tactical
mastery by appointing worthy men into offices. "If the superior has no tact to
appoint men to office, every appointment will end in failure" ("Eight
Fallacies" 249). He even claimed that appointing deserving men into
administrative posts was the single most important task of a ruler and the
defining factor for him to maintain his supremacy and keep everything
orderly, because "to entrust men with state affairs is the pivot between life
and death, between order and chaos" ( 249). Han laid primary emphasis o n
worthies as the chief requisite for a good appointment as he came to insist
that "the way of good government is to select worthies for office" ("Criticisms
of the Ancients, Series Three" 177). By "worthies" he meant not men who
would exert their strength and render meritorious services, but those whom
the ruler judged to be worthy. The tactful ruler, according to Han, "appoints
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worthy men to various posts, examines them in their works, and judges
them according to their results" (181).
Han believed that "laws and orders, rewards and punishments, and
fame and titles are three pairs of statescraft" ("Eight Canons" 274). In
recognition of the importance of awarding the right tides to the deserving
people, he devised a set of criteria for a ruler to recruit worthy men for his
government. First, the ruler must balance the wisdom and virtue of his
appointees. By "wisdom" Han meant the ability to recogruze and draw on
legalistic philosophies for submitting advice on state affairs; by "virtue" he
meant the willingness to follow the discipline of laws and regulations.
Therefore, the ruler should not take men into service simply because they
were "either eloquent and astute or refined and polished" ("Eight Fallacies"
249). They had to be trustworthy; "To entrust men," Han reminded, "is to let
them have influence" (249). But refined men were not necessarily wise, and
astute men not necessarily trustworthy. For example, though the ruler could
make use of their wisdom, "astute men, with their calculating minds, take
advantage of their official influence and work after their private needs" (249).
Second, the ruler must employ and promote his ministers based on the
law rather than his own judgment. If he made arbitrary hiring and
promotions himself, Han believed, mirusters would "gloss over their defects
in order to meet the ruler's need" and fail to "show their true hearts" ("The
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Two Handles" 50). "If the ruler reveals his hate, ministers will conceal their
motives; if the ruler reveals his likes, ministers will pretend to talent; and if
the riiler reveals his wants, ministers will have the opportunity to disguise
their feelings and attitudes" (50). Therefore, the intelligent ruler should
always conceal his feelings and listen to others. "Never start moving your lips
and teeth before the subordinates do. The longer I keep quiet, the sooner
others move their lips and teeth. As they themselves move their lips and
teeth, I can thereby understand their real intentions" ("Wielding the Scepter"
56). But again, he should not easily trust his subordinates. Therefore, the right
way to appoint and promote his ministers was to "make the law measure
merits" so that "able men cannot be obscured, bad characters cannot be
disguised, falsely praised fellows cannot be advanced, wrongly defamed
people cannot be degraded" ("Having Regulations" 40). This way, only dutiful
ministers are praised, and only officials of merit are awarded and promoted.
On the other hand, casting law and tact aside and trusting to personal
judgment or other measures would jeopardize the affairs and order of his
state.
Third, an appointment of office, according to Han, should accord with
the specialty and skill of the appointee so that "all officials have due abilities,
[and] are competent for their duties" ("How to Use Men" 269). Therefore, the
ruler should never assign a minister any additional post or responsibility
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beyond his primary duties. In Han's words, "According to the way of the
enlightened sovereign, nobody can hold any additional office; no office
involves any extra duty" ("Criticisins of the Ancients, Series One" 147). In this
way, no offices would interfere with each other; no dispute could happen; and
no minister would have to shift between posts, but each would concentrate
on his own responsibility. In consequence, nobody would claim

the

meritorious service of anybody else or escape the punishment of his own
negligence or incompetence.
Han's conception of the art of persuasion was integrally involved with
his political philosophy. According to Han, the ruler should exercise shi, or
supreme or absolute power. If the ruler did not exercise shi, chief vassals
would "gain influence, administer all state affairs at

Figure 2. 5

their will, and make all decisions on their own
authority" ("Ministers Apt to Betray" 130). To maintain
his supreme power, the ruler should never willingly
relinquish, transfer, or share his power with his

Shi (Authi)ritv)

ministers. "Authority and position should not be lent to anybody else. If the
sovereign loses one, the minister would turn that into one hundred" ("Inner
Congeries of Sayings, the Lower Series" 1). Han pointed out that once lost, the
ruler's supremacy and authority could never be recovered, and the ministers
would use their enhanced position to delude and molest the ruler.
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Han's legalist rhetoric also explained how a ruler should consolidate
state power. According to Han, the

ruler

should

use rewards and

punishments to safeguard and enforce his authoritarian position. "Reward
and punishment are the state's sharp tools," said Han; "If held in the hands of
the ruler, they control the ministers. If held in the hands of the ministers,
they control the ruler" ("Illustrations of Lao Tzu's Teachings" 211). By virtue
of the power of reward and punishment, "any action by the chief vassals will
aim to honor the ruler; any service by the hundred siurnames will aim to
benefit the superior" ("Eight Canoris" 273).
The ruler should also always be alert to possible contempt, coup, or
other conspiracies against him by his ministers.

Han cautioned

that

conspiracies against the ruler often arose from the people around him, and he
should keep distance between himself

and even his favorite vassals.

"Favourite vassals, if too intimate with the ruler, would cause him personal
danger. Ministers, if too powerful, would overturn the august position of the
sovereign" ("On Favourite Vassals" 28). To prevent any plot of his ministers
against him and protect his sovereign position, the ruler should become a
master of law and tact, put all his subordinates under close surveillance, keep
detectives near and afar, and hold to his clear knowledge of the conditions of
his goverrunent.

4S

Han's legalist philosophy was not, however, merely founded on the
assumption that might makes right. He knew that the ruler, evil by nature
just like his subjects, would abuse his laws, tactics, and power, and the
innocent

would

be mistakerUy

punished. Thus, ministers

needed to

understand how to advise the ruler. Han urged the righteous ministers to
master shui-shu, or the art of advising, so that they could help the ruler to
enact just laws and the illiterate populace to follow them. Han elaborated his
notion of shui-shu in particularly "On the Difficulty in Speaking" and
"Difficulties in the Way of Persuasion." These works are the fullest
expressions of Han's explicit theory of rhetoric, and they are consistent with
his views that humanity was not moral and that society was not founded o n
natTxral laws.
Essential to the art of advising was the ethical appeal, but Han's
conception of the ethical appeal differed from those of Confucius and Lao
Tzu. Foremost, Han argued that the adviser had to be wise, knowledgeable,
and just. He pointed out that "who knows not but speaks is not wise; who
knows but speaks not is not loyal" ("Difficulties" 107). That is, the advisor
must know well the subject matters, namely, the principles of law. A
knowledgeable adviser, for Han, would be "always far-seeing and clearlv
observing" and able to "uphold the law" ("Solitary Indignation" 97). Also, a
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wise adviser would attend to his duties by acting upon the ruler's orders and
obeying laws himself (98-99).
Han's negative conception of human nature is also evident in how he
conceived of the pathetical appeal. Han recommended that an adviser speak
of common sense on a topic instead of personal opinions, for "if his speeches
are very personally observing/' he would then be "regarded as self-assuming
and self-conceited" ("On the Difficulty" 23). He should also avoid going into
depth because "if his speeches are profound," he would then be "regarded as
boastful but useless" (23). Therefore, according to Han,
the business of the persuader is to embellish the pride and obliterate
the shame of the persuaded. If he has any private urgent need, you
ought to encourage him with the cause of public justice. If the
persuaded has a mean intention but cannot help it, you ought to praise
its excellent points and minimize its harm to the public. ("Difficulties"
108)
Han emphasized that an adviser should therefore know the heart and mind
of his audience—the ruler. According to Han,
Difficulties in the way of persuasion, generally speaking, are not
difficulties in my knowledge with which I persuade the ruler, nor are
difficulties in my skill of argumentation which enables me to make my
ideas clear, nor are difficulties in my courage to exert my abilit}without reserve. As a whole, the difficulties in the way of persuasion
lie in my knowing the heart of the persuaded in order thereby to fit my
wording into it. (108)
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A ruler, Han warned, tended to be "selfish, suspicious, faultfinding, without
gratitude, and cruelly demanding" (109) who would easily misunderstand the
words of others.
Han not only provided a detailed mapping of human motivation, but
also offered an explicit conception of effective rhetorical strategies. According
to Han, to be effective, rhetorical discourse must be calculatedly adapted to the
intended audience. "Whoever forcibly persuades the ruler to do what cannot
do and not to do what he cannot stop doing is in danger" ("Difficulties" 107).
An effective adviser therefore should not impose words on his audience.
Han also had a rhetorical sense of how to evaluate a discourse, for he
stressed that discourse should be assessed by its effect rather than by any
universal criteria drawn from literature or philosophy. He pointed out that
the best advice speech was not necessarily the perfect one because, in his
words, "doctrines and principles, however perfect, are not always practiced"
("On the Difficulty" 24). Specifically, as Han explained, first, accuracy was not
always the most desired quality of a good speech because "weights and
measures, however accurate, are not always adopted" (24); neither was
sincerity because "If his speeches are sincere and courteous, straightforward
and careful, he is then regarded as awkward and unsystematic" (23); after all,
citing several examples, Han showed that the most eloquent, honest, and
accurate speakers in history had gotten themselves killed, for, again, their
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audiences, the rulers, were "unreasonable, violent, stupid, crooked" (24).
Moreover, an effective adviser should not devalue norms and conventions
in the pursuit of creativity and eloquence because "if he discards all literary
forms of expression and speaks solely of the naked facts, he is then regarded as
nistic" (24).
To accomplish his intended effect, an adviser must always be sensitive
to the situation, and his speech thus must be adapted to the situation. Han
exhorted that "whoever attempts persuasion, explanation, and discussion
before the Throne must carefully observe the sovereign's feelings of love and
hate before he starts persuading him" ("Difficulties" 112). According to Han,
to advise a ruler when he was upset or hateful would be like riding a dragon
when it was angry and displayed its inverted scales below its throat. It would
use its scales to kill anyone who attempted to tame it or play with it. The
ruler, Han warned, had the same scales; he could cause death to anyone who
spoke at the wrong time. Therefore, an adviser must know when and how to
say what to his ruler ("Difficulties" 112).
CONCLUSION
The foregoing discussion, I hope, illustrates the explicit and implicit
conceptions of rhetoric in Han Fei-tzu's legalist philosophy, particularly his
theory of "speaking to convince" and the art of advising. According to Han, to
"speak to convince" was to persuade and coerce by force at the same time.
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While mastery of the ethical appeal was important, the mandates of
punishment and reward to enforce laws were central to the art. This
conception of rhetoric was consistent with his theory of human nature and
society. To Han, human

beings were evil by nature

and

therefore

untrustworthy. Han's rhetoric thus stressed the pathetical appeal over the
ethical appeal in Confucian and Daoist rhetorics. It appealed to individuals'
desire for rewards and fear of pvmishments so as to enforce laws and
maintain social order. Han's negative conception of human nature also
influenced his view on language in general and speech in particular. Simply
put, Han's rhetoric distrusted speech. According to Han, words were trusted
only if they corresponded to deeds or were truthful. Han's legalistic,
utilitarian view on speech was also evident in his conception of the art of
advising. As pointed out, Han believed that speeches were good only when
an adviser knew the heart and mind of his audience.
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Chapter 3
"A War to Touch the Soul": The Ideology of the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution

I

n his account of the Cultural Revolution, Ping-wa Jia, a contemporary

social critic, teUs the following story about Lao Gong and his daughter.

On a snowy winter day in 1969, Lao Gong, an old, diligent peasant, and his
teenaged daughter went to shop for the Lunar New Year and were attracted by
an expensive sculpture of Chairman Mao. Wearing Mao's button and
decorating their small mud house with Mao's pictures, Lao Gong had never
seen Mao in three dimensions. He thought that this sculpture would win his
fellow villagers' admiration because they respected those who had the largest
Mao button. So he bought it with all his savings.
Because of its size and weight, Lao Gong could not carry the sculpture
with his bare hands and walk ten mountainous miles home, so he decided to
use the long cotton rope he wrapped around his waist to keep himself warm
in the cold weather. He carefully tied one end of the rope to the narrow part
of sciilpture which happened to be the neck of Mao and strapped the other
end over his shoulder. Before long a large number of young red guards
paraded down the street and shouted revolutionary slogans. They came to a
sudden halt right in front of Lao Gong and his daughter, appearing shocked.
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Before Lao Gong could figure out what went wrong, he heard, "He is hanging
our beloved Chairman Mao!" "Arrest these counter-revolutionary elements
(fan-ge-min-fin-zhi)l" "Beat them to death!" So they did. The red guards
paraded and tortured Lao Gong and his daughter for the next three days.
Stricken with hunger, illness, and humiliation, Lao Gong died on the third
day of his arrest. His daughter's youth bought her time to "admit her crimes"
(ren-zhe) and saved her from further torture. She survived and was released
from jail a year later. But her nightmare was far from over. In the next few
years, she was mercilessly repudiated by her fainily and fellow villages and
coristantly denounced at the village's "big criticism meeting" {pi-clou-da-hou).
Lao Gong died for a symbol, one that he intended to mean one thing
but that was understood to mean something quite different. But his death was
one out of the hundreds of thousands during the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution, corrunonly referred to as the Cultural Revolution. The Cultural
Revolution began in the spring of 1966 and was declared officially ended in
1976 with the China's Commuiust Party's (CCP) claim to great victory. In the
wake of the Cultural Revolution, ordix\ary people turned against each other
over night, cut each other off within their own neighborhood or daily work
uruts, and went on the sfreets to attack many whom they did not even know.
Thousands of people were accused of "countering the revolution" or "taking
the road of revisionism or capitalism," a crime they might never commit or
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even understand. Nevertheless, like Lao Gong, they were jailed, tortured, and
died. According to Stephen Pan and Raymond de Jaegher, in a matter of ten
years, the Cultural Revolution shook the very foundatioris of China. It
destroyed Chinese historic and cultural heritage, tore apart the CCP, crippled
China's economy, and propelled China into deeper international isolation (2).
It is not my intention to recount the history of the Cultural Revolution
or to examine its vast scope, violent nature, or immense impact on the
Chinese society up to this date. My piirpose in this chapter is to show that the
Cultural Revolution provides a good example of ideology functioning as a
system of rhetoric. In other words, like rhetoric, ideology determined v^hat
was discxirsive, what was possible, what was acceptable, and tuho got to say
what in what way to whom for what purposes in zuhat context during the
Cultural Revolution. For that purpose I first examine the relations of
ideology to rhetoric so as to show the rhetorical nature of ideological
discourse. After I examine the term cultural revolution, I discuss the ideology
of the Cultural Revolution. Then I move to analyze The Little Red Book, an
exemplary ideological discourse of the Cultioral Revolution. These analyses
enable me to characterize the explicit and implicit conceptions of purpose,
audience, persuasion, and strategies that developed out of the ideology of the
Cultural Revolution.
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IDEOLOGY AS RHETORICAL
The term ideology embodies a broad range of functional meanings.
Terry Eagleton examines 16 definitions of ideology that are currently in
circulation. According to Eagleton, ideology has often been defined simply as,
for instance, "identity thinking," "a body of ideas characteristic of a particular
social group or class," "ideas which help to legitimate a dominant political
power," and "the conjuncture of discourse and power" (1-2). Despite the
variations, these definitions, as Eagleton notes, are in essence "compatible" in
terms of "formulations"; they all appear to reject the early rather pejorative
sense of the term as proposed in The German Ideology, the founding text of
the classical Marxist theory of ideology. Marx and Engels argue that "morality,
religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms
of consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence"
because they all lack the material conditions or "the real life-process" for their
individual existence (14). Here ideology is clearly seen as "illusion, false
consciousness, unreality, upside-down reality" (Williams 156).
Following Stuart Hall I use the term ideology to mean the world view
held by people as a consequence of their embeddedness in a network of
materialized social relations (HaU 104). The concepts of "embeddedness" and
"materialized social relations" suggest that ideology should be seen as more
than just "a body of ideas" that serve as the reflexes and echoes of individuals'
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material practices. Existing in and through ideas, ideology is rather part of the
social practices of individuals and helps define, organize, and shape these
practical activities. This sense of ideology connects with my attention to the
implicit conceptions of ideological persuasion that are involved in how a
group reasons from its experience and argues for policies and programs.
Such a definition of ideology has roots in the works of Antonio
Gramsci and Louis Althusser. For Gramsd ideology has a material nature.
The materiality of ideology "provides people with rules of practical conduct
and moral behaviour" (Simon 58). Furthermore, Gramsci believes that
individuals live and survive in a complex web of social relations among
interest groups, classes, and other social forces. These social relations often
exist in the forms of cultural institutions, such as political parties, churches,
schools, and families, which constitute what Gramsci calls "civil society"
(Simon 26). Diffused within and sustained by civil society and as "the
communal mode of living and acting," ideology "acts as the cement or
cohesive force that binds together a bloc of diverse classes and social forces"
(Simon 25). When it is necessary, ideology, as a cementing force, also
separates certain social relations from others so as to forge a collective will
that corresponds to the ruling position of the ruling class (Simon 26).
Althusser, like Gramsci, argues that ideology has a material existence.
Ideologies, as he points out, are "systems of representation materialized in
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practices" (Hail 104). The ideological representations include concepts, ideas,
myths, images, and so on, but they also appear in the cultural practices of
individuals that are "located within the rituals of specific apparatuses or
social iiistitutions" (Hall 99). The representations can also be transformed or
reproduced by the ideological workers. In his argument against the view that
ideology is false consciousness, Althusser asserts that ideology is a social
reality (For Marx 12) and that "all practices are nothing but ideology" (qtd. in
Hall 103).
The materiality of ideology allows it to function as an essential
instrument in the production and maintenance of the social relations. For
Althusser, all ideology not only exists in and through a network of social
relations and institutions but ailso "reproduce[s] the social relatior\s of
production which are necessary to the material existence of any social
formation or any mode of production" (qtd. in Hall 98). Moreover, ideology,
as Althusser convincingly points out, defines and prescribes the frameworks
of thii\king and modes of behaviors. It helps individuals to "figure out how
the social world works, what their place is in it and what they ought to do"
(Hall 99). And in doing so, it "interpolates" or "transforms the individuals
into subjects" ("Ideological State Apparatuses" 244-45). Althusser argues that
"There is no ideology except by the subject" and "for the subject" (Hall 100).
Ideology is always created and expressed to individuals, acting in such a way
that it "recruits and transforms

the individuals

into subjects"

(101).
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Furthermore, Althusser contends that "the subjects of ideology exist in
ideological practices governed by certain rituals in which these practices are
inscribed" ('Ideological State Apparatuses 246). These practices enable the
subjects to form an ideological consciousness that in turn inspires them to act
accordingly.
Recruiting individuals as concrete subjects and reproducing the social
relations within dvil society are just part of the way an ideology functions to
create the conditions for expression and interpretation. Gramsci irisists that
ideology is essential to hegemony, "a relation between classes and other social
forces" (Simon 22). The actual workings of ideology help to fabricate a system
of alliances within civil society and to forge a sense of consent, both of which
are necessary for a hegemonic class to survive and exercise its power over the
dominated. When necessary, an ideology has to cement the apparatuses of
civil society and the State, or what Gramsci calls "political society," and
combine the coercive and persuasive forces of both to maintain the existing
system of alliances, secure the consent surrendered by the subordinate, and
strengthen the social authority and hegemonic status of the dominant class. It
is because of this instrumental fimction that Victor Villanueva even claims
that "hegemony equals ideological domination" (20).
Rhetoricians have studied the relations between rhetoric and ideology.
Kermeth Burke was one of the first rhetoricians to write about ideology and
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rhetoric in detail. Stephen Bygrave examines Burke's articulation of the
relations between rhetoric and ideology. According to Bygrave, ideology is for
Burke "one of the 'traditional principles of

rhetoric'"

and

becomes

"something like the 'ground' of all argxmient" (51). And rhetoric, which itself
is for Burke a kind of ideological conflict, "is split from ideology in order to
rejoin it" (6). The second half of Burke's argument actually situates rhetoric
within ideology, which clearly suggests the ideological nature of rhetoric. To
borrow James Berlin's words, "a rhetoric can never be innocent, can never be
a disinterested arbiter of the ideological claims of others because it is always
already serving certain ideological claims" (477).
The first half of Burke's argument suggests that all ideology is always
rhetorical. An ideology for Burke, according to Bygrave, "depends on the
devices codified as the set of tropes of a rhetoric" (2). In other words, ideology
can only be produced, diffused, sustained, and understood through rhetorical
discourses within civil society. Recent discussion of the relations between
rhetoric and ideology appears to support Burke's characterization of the
discursive nature of ideology. For example, in The Ideology of Power and t li e
Power of Ideology, Goran Therborn insists that
The operation of ideology in human life basically involves the
constitution and patterning of how human beings live their lives as
conscious, reflecting initiators of acts in a structured, meaningful
world. Ideology operates as discourse, addressing or, as Althusser puts
it, interpellating human beings as subjects. (15)
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For Eagleton, ideology is transmitted through language but also
"concerns the actual uses of language between particular human subjects for
the production of specific effects" (9). Like rhetoric, ideology materialized in
practices sets rules for audiences and purposes; it determines "who is saying
what to whom for what purposes in what context" (9). The dialogic
characteristic of ideology in this sense serves as "a function of an utterance to
[an ideology's] social context" (Eagleton 9). This social function is what Berlin
means by commenting that "ideology always carries with it strong social
endorsement" (479). Strongly influenced by Goran Therborn, Berlin argues
that ideology always addresses these three questions: What exists? What is
good? What is possible? (479). In other words, ideology actually provides the
language to define what is actual, valuable, and possible while also excluding
certain statements because they do not conform to what is acceptably sayable.
As is clear from the foregoing discussion, ideology and rhetoric share a
common concern for the production as well as the consumption of discourse.
Ideologies prescribe particular discursive formations, participate in particular
discursive relations and practices, and set the limitations for communication.
In other words, all ideologies define which topics can be discussed and which
cannot, who is able to speak with authority about them, and the form which
messages must take to be coimted as legitimate expressions. In this sense, we
can say that ideology is a rhetorical construct and is always already rhetorical.
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The argviment of rhetoric as ideological and ideology as rhetorical
however does not suggest at all that rhetoric and ideology are identical,
though one is not to be understood without the other. One way of
distinguishing them is to refer to rhetoric, as Burke does, as an art or a set of
strategies whereas ideology structures our experiences, our behaviors, and our
standards for making ethical and aesthetic decisions. In other words, ideology
structures our sense of the world, and rhetoric is the art of acting on that
world. Or we can view ideology as a philosophy that defines the conditions of
meaning, and rhetoric as the art of negotiating those conditions in practice.
THE TERM CULTURAL REVOLUTION
In order to explore how the ideology of the Cultural Revolution was
put into discursive, persuasive practice, we need to understand what is meant
by the term cultural revolution. Cultural Revolution {zuen hiin ge rnin^) is
the short version of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution {zuu chan jic ji
wen hua da ge ming) approved by Mao Zedong in 1966 as the official title of
the turbulent movement. The term cultural revolution, however, was not a
new coinage. In fact, Mao used it frequently in his writings and speeches,
which were then circulated by official government press. For example, in his
speech "On New Democracy," Mao articulated "the historical characteristics of
China's cultural revolution" and claimed that the May 4 Movement was the
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"greatest and most thorough cultural revolution" {371, emphasis added) in
Chinese history.
The key to understanding the term cultural revolution lies in the word
culture. Although he claimed he was "a layman in matters of culture"
("Democracy" 339), Mao never hesitated to use the word culture in a variety
of ways. For example, at the inaugural ceremony of the All-China Federation
of Physical Culture on June 20, 1952, Mao presented this inscription:
"Promote physical culture and sports; strengthen the people's physique" (Kau
and Leung 267). In this inscription culture broadly meant "training" or
"education." Mao was keenly aware of the importance of education in
implementing socialism. Also in March 1957, Mao delivered a speech titled
"On Ideological Work" in Nanjing during his South China Tour. In this
speech Mao highlighted the problems that the largely agricultural China was
experiencing in the transition from the period of hand tool to that of
machinery production. He said, "We don't possess enough technology; we
don't have machines and cultiare" (325). The word culture for Mao in this
case was clearly equivalent to "schooling" or "literacy education."
It is evident that Mao's concept of culture was very broad and that in
the early days he used the term cultural

revolution for its traditional

meanings, such as literacy education or specialized education. For example,
an editorial in a 1958 issue of People's

Daily, the official government
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newspaper, dted Mao Zedong: "In order to meet the needs of the technical
revolution, we must simultaneously be engaged in a cultural revolution" (1).
The cultural revolution Mao advocated was to provide industrial workers
and peasants with special education in technology and science in order to
increase their work efficiency. Mao continued to use the word culture, but
gave it new meanings; culture now became to him "the ideological reflection
of the politics and economics of a given society" ("Democracy" 369). Mao
explained himself:
There is in China an imperialist culture which is a reflection of
imperialist rule, or partial rule, in the political and economic fields.
This culture is fostered not only by the cultural organizations run
directiy by the imperialists in China but by a number of Chinese who
have lost all sense of shame. Into this category falls all culture
embodying a slave ideology. (369)
Mao wanted to revolutionize this "imperialist culture" and create a
proletarian

culture by reindoctrinating

intellectuals

and averting

the

"spontaneous tendencies toward capitalism" among industrial workers and
peasants. So the term cultural revolution became to him something more
concrete, too. He replaced the traditional meanings of cultural revolution and
used the term to convey sociopolitical and ideological messages. Whenever
possible, he associated the original term with his political and ideological
objectives, such as sustenance of class struggle, resistance to the restoration of
capitalism, and repudiation of revisionism. Eventually, he launched his
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Cultural Revolution, the one as we now know it. The Central Committee of
the Party officdally defined Mao's Cultural Revolution:
a great political revolution personally initiated and led by our great
leader Chairman Mao under the conditions of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, a great revolution in the realm of the superstructure. Our
aim is to smash revisionism, seize back that portion of power usurped
by the bourgeoisie, exercise all-around dictatorship of the proletariat in
the superstructure, including all spheres of culture, and strengthen and
corisoUdate the economic base of socialism so as to ensure that our
country continues to advance in giant strides along the road of
socialism. (21 Lin)
It is clear that Mao's Cultural Revolution was in essence an ideological
revolution meant to change what and how culture made meaning in China.
MAO'S THOUGHT AS THE IDEOLOGY OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION
The Cultural Revolution, a pragmatic state intervention into civic
society to instill hegemony, is one of the best historical examples of an
ideology translated into rhetorical practice to transform society. Maoist
ideology functioned as a system of rhetoric to govern the discursive thinking,
formations, and relations during the Cultural Revolution. This ideological
discourse had clearly defined purposes. The ultimate purpose was, according
to one of the outstanding slogans, to "Destroy old thought, old culture, old
customs, and old habits; Establish new thought, new culture, new customs,
and new habits." An editorial in the Liberation Army Daily on June 6, 1966,
corifirmed this ideological objective as it announced the "Principal Points of
Propaganda for the Cultural Revolution," also known as the "16 Points."
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Point One cited Mao: "To overthrow a political power, it is always necessary,
first of all, to create public opinion, to do work in the ideological field." It
went on to proclaim that
although the boxirgeoisie has been overthrown, it is still trying to use
the old ideas, culture, customs and habits of the exploiting classes to
corrupt the masses, capture their minds and to stage a come-back. The
proletariat must do just the opposite: it must meet head-on every
challenge of the bourgeoisie in tiie ideological field and use the new
ideas, cultural, customs, and habits of the proletariat to change the
mental outlook of the whole society. ("Principal Points" 1)
The "old" thought, culture, and habits referred to Mao's suspicion of
the entrenchment of decentralism, capitalism, and imperialism as well as the
come-back of Confucianism. Mao's suspicion was not unfounded. In 1958
China started massively experimenting with the Great Leap Forward
movement and the commune system, both of which were designed to
mobilize the mass movements and put politics in command of agriculture
and industry in order to speed up the modernization of China's economy.
This ambitious scheme originated from Mao's conception of the modes of
production of the new China. Mao believed that the change in ownership of
agriculture from private to collective and of industry from bourgeois to public
would make possible the successful establishment of socialism in China. So
he proposed to "Unite the people of all nationalities in our country for a new
battle, the battle against nature, to develop our economy" ("Principal Points"
1). But both movements soon failed.

67

The failure of the Great Leap Forward movement and the People's
Commune system caused serious doubt about Mao's domestic policies. Poor
agricultural and industrial production compounded by numerous natural
disasters shattered the masses' confidence in Mao's government. Many
central and local officials began to covertly oppose Mao's leadership and
demand freedom and democracy in the areas of economy and ideology. Mao
responded angrily to the challenge at the Plenary Session of the Eighth
Central Committee Conference in August 1959, at Lushan, and warned his
opponents; "Someone arrived at Lushan, demanded freedom and democracy
which they were afraid to mention in the past. . . Now they dare to mention
this because the records of the past two years were a big mess" (Bulletin 15).
That "someone" Mao referred to included his Minister of Defense, Peng Dehuai, who at the conference openly spoke against Mao's proposal of
continuing the Great Leap Forward and the People's Communes. Mao
accused Peng of being an antisocialist and stripped from him all posts of the
Party and the goverrunent.
But the purge of Peng did not stop the covert opposition to his
leadership, which soon developed into a serious overt power struggle.
Opposition leaders, such as Vice Chairman Liu Shao-qi and CCP Secretary
Deng Xiao-ping, came to realize that Mao's radical policies would not be able
to modernize China's economy. They challenged Mao to admit his mistakes
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and revise his economic policy. Advocating the combination "revolutionary
fervor with pragmatism/' they emphasized the need to adopt an incentive
system that based wages on the levels of skills. They even argued for the
restoration of private farming as long as it would boost production.
Furthermore, the escalation of the Vietnam War intensified fears among
Mao's opponents. They feared that China might be eventually involved in
the war, and they believed that China should reconcile with the Soviet Union
for aid and protection. Their advocacy was in direct opposition not only to
Mao's concept of the commune system but also to his belief in the goodness of
politics, ideology, and self-reliance over material incentive and foreign aid.
Mao believed that the broad masses were poisoned by this antisocialist
and bourgeois ideology. He saw an urgent need to make a revolution in the
superstructure—the total sum of aU the cultural constructs above the
economic base—comprised of the media, education, literature, the arts, social
conscience, and the preferences of the intelHgentisa. This superstructure,
according to Mao, was where the bourgeois ideology could entrench itself and
ought to be transformed. Therefore, it should become the focus of the
reindoctrination of the proletarian ideology. In 1963, Mao launched the
"Four-Purification and Five-Anti"^ campaign that preceded the Cultural

'The "Four-Purification" referred to "purifying one's economy, purifying one's thought,
purifying one's organization, and purifying one's politics." The "Five-Anti" were "antibribery, anti-tax evasion, anti-fraud, anti-theft of government property, and anti-theft of
state economic secrets."
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Revolution

and subsequently the

Anti-Confucius

and Anti-Lin

Biao

campaign. All three political movements aimed to cultivate a new generation
of revolutionary successors under the guidance of a proletarian ideology.
The "new thought [and] new cidture" Mao's Cultural Revolution
sought to establish was the so-called "proletarian ideology" (zuu chan jie ji si
xiang). It was a combination of a pure ideology essentially derived from
Marxism-Leninism and a practical ideology, namely, the Thought of Mao
Zedong (henceforward "Mao's Thought"). Since its existence in 1921, the CCP
had assumed Marxism-Lerunism

as its "pure" ideology—a

universal

doctrine. This universal doctrine must be combined with a practice suitable to
the conditions of the country in question. In other words, it is the theoretical
basis for a "practical" ideology. Deng Xiao-ping, in commemorating the tenth
aimiversary of Mao's death, reaffirmed that the practical ideology in China
was Mao's Thought which, in his words, "unites the universal truth of
Marxism-Leninism with the practice of [both] revolution and construction of
China" ("Deng" 15).
But during the Cultural Revolution, Marxism-Leninism seemed to be
left out, and Mao's Thought alone was understood as the proletarian
ideology. The editorial on the "Principal Points" I mentioned earlier titled
Point Sixteen: "Mao Zedong's Thought is the guide for action in the Great
Cultural Revolution." It stated that
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it is imperative to hold aloft the great red baimer of Mao Zedong's
Thought and put proletarian politics in command. The movement for
the creative study and application of Chairman Mao Zedong's works
should be carried forward among the masses of workers, peasants,
soldiers, cadres and intellectuals, and Mao Zedong's thought taken as
the guide for action in the revolution. (3)
Lin Biao, Mao's Minister of Defense, exhorted the armed forces to "Read Mao
Zedong's works, follow Mao's teachings, and become good soldiers for Mao
Zedong."
Mao's Thought continued to be endorsed in the 1973 CCP Constitution.
Even the 1975 Constitution of China emphasized the importance of Mao's
Thought, proclaiming: "The CCP is the core leadership of the whole Chinese
people, and Marxism-Leninism

and Mao Zedong's Thought

are the

theoretical basis guiding the thinking of our nation." It urged people of all
nationalities "to earnestly study Marxism-Leninism

and Mao Zedong's

Thought."
MAO'S THOUGHT MATERIALIZED IN REVOLUTIONARY PRACTICES
As the dominant ideology, Mao's Thought was materialized in
practices of the Cultural Revolution, defining frameworks of thinking,
prescribing codes of conduct, managing social relations, and representing
ideas and concepts that were deemed appropriate to the revolutionary needs.
These ideological representations were then transformed and reproduced by
Mao's ideological workers for the revolutionary public to form their own
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ideological consciousness and act accordingly. The Party's Central Committee
of the Cultural Revolution (PCCCR) and its affiliatioris nationwide were the
designated ideological workers of Mao's Thought. In order to systematically
diffuse Mao's Thought, the PCCCR seized total control of the main charmels
of expression, namely, a network of institutional orgaris and social relatior\s.
One of these organs was the CCP's Propaganda Department {xiian qiian
bit). The Propaganda Department was directly responsible for interpreting and
transmitting Mao's directives and supervising ideological training. Its various
bureaus regulated media and the press, in

particular, activities

and,

particularly, supervised the publications of People's Daily and Red Flag, the
Party's main newspaper and ideological journal. This function was extremelv
important because Mao believed that mass media and press were among the
most effective propaganda tools, for "newspapers are educating the people
every day" ("Propaganda Work" 394). Moreover, as an essential Partv
function, the Propaganda Department was in charge of supervising all the
publications of the directives, speeches, and writings of Mao Zedong. Under
its supervision the General Political Department of the People's Liberation
Army (PLA) compiled the famous The Quotations of Chairman Mao, also
known as The Little Red Book in 1966. The Little Red Book selected short
excerpts from Mao's writings prior to and in the early period of the Cultural
Revolution. Some of these selections were later turned into revolutionary
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slogans, such as "Never forget class struggle!", "Grasp revolution; Promote
production!", and "Modesty helps one to go forward, whereas conceit makes
one lag behind!"
During the Cultural Revolution, every Chinese—^young and old, mass
and cadre, literate or semiliterate—had to read from The Little Red Book on
practically all occasior\s, whether in school, at

Figure 3.1

home, in pubUc meetings, while traveling, or on
the way to work. Within the first year of its print.
•

The Little Red Book was translated into more than
ten foreign languages and widely distributed in
China and worldwide with an estimated circulation
equal to that of the Bible. In essence, it became the

Mao's Little Red Book

Chinese version of the Bible. Aiming to propagate Mao's Thought, The Little
Red Book as the following analysis shows, went beyond its set goals and
played an essential role in instigating

and

promoting

the

Cultural

Revolution.
The Little Red Book became the most important ideological discourse
of the Cultural Revolution. The main message of this ideological discourse
was the core of Mao's Thought. The fundamental themes of Mao's Thought
included: (1) class struggle (jie ji du zhen), (2) the Mass Line (qun zong hi
xian), (3) contradictions {xiang did lun), and (4) thought reform {si xiang jie
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zhao). The theory of class and class struggle constituted the essence of Mao's
Thought and the CQ? world outlook during the Cultural Revolution. Mao
claimed that since the Opium War (1840-1842) "China has changed gradually
into a colonial, semi-colonial and semi-feudal society," which inevitably gave
rise to social class distinctioris ("Chinese Revolution" 76). He therefore
considered China basically a class society and all conflicts, internal and
external, as class conflicts.
Further, Mao was convinced that "in a class society, everyone lives as a
member of a particular class, and every kind of thinking, without exception,
is stamped with the brand of a class" {Red Book 1954). In his "Analysis of The
Classes in Chinese Society," Mao maintained that there were five basic social
classes in a class society: big bourgeoisie, middle

bourgeoisie, petty

bourgeoisie, semiproletariat, and proletariat. Accordingly, Mao categorized
Chinese society into five social classes: the landlord class, the middle
bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the semiproletariat, and the proletariat (12).
Mao defined the landlord class as "wholly appendages of the international
bourgeoisie, depending upon imperialism for their survival and growth"
("Analysis" 13). The middle bourgeoisie class, on the other hand, was "the
national bourgeoisie." This class "represents the capitalist relations of
production in China in town and country" (14). Mao classified the following
groups of people under the petty bourgeoisie: "the owner-peasants, the master
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handicraftsmen, the lower levels of the intellectuals—students, primary and
secondary school teachers, lower government functionaries, office clerks,
small lawyers" (15). Mao's proletariat class was made of the two million
industrial workers, whereas the semiproletariat class consisted of five
categories of people: "the overwhelming

majority of the semi-owner

peasants, poor peasants, small handicraftsmen, and the peddlers" (16).
As the embodiment of Mao's Thought, The Little Red Book

dictated

the political thinking of the masses. It helped the masses figure out how their
social world worked and what their place was in it. For example, Mao's
classification of Chinese social classes helped the masses to define their allies
and enemies during the Cultural Revolution. For Mao, knowing friends
from enemies (fen qin di e) was "a question of the first importance for the
revolution." The reason why
all previous revolutionary struggles in China achieved so little was
their failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies. A
revolutionary party is the guide of the masses, and no revolution ever
succeeds when the revolutionary party leads them astray. To ensure
that we will definitely achieve success in our revolution and will not
lead the masses astray, we must pay attention to uniting with our real
friends in order to attack our real enemies. (Red Book 1955)
So "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?" Mao asked. Mao's
answer to these questioris rested upon his analyses of the economic status of
the various classes and their respective attitude towards the revolution. Mao
conducted his own investigations and concluded that "The leading force in
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our revolution is the industrial proletariat. Our closest friends

are the entire

semiproletariat and petty bourgeoisie" (Red Book 1955). He continued to
point out that "our enemies are all those in league with imperialism—the
warlords, the bureaucrats, the suppressers, the big landlord class, and the
reactionary section of the intelligentsia attached to them" (Red Book 1955).
Mao expanded his "enemy" list by declaring "whoever sides with the
revolutionary people is a revolutionary. Whoever sides with imperialism,
feudalism, and bureaucrat-capitalism is a counterrevolutionary" (Red Book
1955). Clearly, The Little Red Book prescribed the frameworks
terms of who the masses could frust

of thinking in

and who they should sfruggle against

during the Cultural Revolution.
The Little Red Book also insfructed the masses what they ought to do if
conflicts or confradictions occurred within their sodal world. For Mao, there
were two types of confradictions: "those between ourselves and the enemv
and those among the people themselves" {Red Book 1960). He pointed o u t
that the first differed fundamentally from

the latter. The first type ot

contradictions was "antagonistic," whereas the other was "non-antagonistic"
(1960). Mao believed that correct handling of confradictions was critical to the
victory of the proletarian ideology. He thus articulated different approaches to
handling different confradictions, for "qualitatively different contradictions
can orUy be resolved by qualitatively different methods" {Red Book 1960).
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According to Mao, the contradiction among the allies ought to be settled "by
the democratic method, . . . not by the method of coercion or repression"
(Red Book

1961). The democratic method for Mao was the method of

discussion {tao liin) , investigation {dao cha), criticism a n d self-criticism {pi
pan yu zi e pi pan) , and education (jiao yu).
On the other hand, the contradiction between the proletariat and the
bour g e o i s i e o u g h t t o b e " r e s o l v e d b y t h e m e t h o d o f s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n " { R e d
Book 1961). Here Mao considered class struggle {jie ji dii zhen) as the socialist
revolutionary strategy. "Where there are classes and enemies, where there is
class struggle," said another Mao's directive. Class struggle for Mao was an
everlasting task in a class society, for he believed that "bourgeois and pett}'
bourgeois ideology, anti-Marxist ideology, will continue to exist for a long
time" {Red Book 1956). He exhorted CCP members and the masses, "Never
forget class struggle!" The Cultural Revolution for Mao was class struggle
because as for Marx, ideological struggle is an organic part of class struggle.
Mao urged his revolutionary masses to struggle against the bourgeoisie and
other exploiting classes and the Right-Opportunists {Red Book 2006).
As the embodiment of Mao's Thought, The Little Red Book also
became the CCP's main chaimel of expression. It helped commurucate to the
masses what was discursive, what was acceptable, and what was possible
during the Cultural Revolution. In other words, Mao's Thought, particularly
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his theory of class and class struggle, not only defined the frameworks of
political thinking, but also rendered precise codes of discourse for the Cultural
Revolution. Like Corifucius, who defined the five basic human relationships,
Mao fixed

precise assximptior\s for communications

among

the CCP

members. These assumptions included that "the individual is subordinate to
the organization; the minority is subordinate to the majority; the lower level
is subordinate to the higher level; and the entire membership is subordinate
to the central committee" {Red Book 1989). He also renewed specific rules he
set for the military on the revolutionary bases, known as the "Three Rules of
Discipline and Eight Points for Attention."^ He called upon the revolutionary
masses to "Be brave, firm, and calm. Learn in struggle. Be prepared at all
times to sacrifice for the cause of the revolution" (Red Book 2008).
Mao's Thought specifically prescribed codes of conduct for the
revolutionary masses and cadres. Mao commanded that in order to transform
China from a backward agricultural state to an industrial economic power,
the masses should practice "diligence and frugality ... in rurming factories
and shops and all state-owned, cooperative, and other enterprises" (Red Book
1980). He urged all his revolutionary cadres to "keep in close contact with the

^The "Three Rules of Discipline" were as follows: 1. Obey orders in all your actions. 2.
Do not take a single needle or piece of thread from the masses. 3. Turn in everything
captured. And the "Eight Points for Attention" were as follows: 1. Speak politely. 2. Pay
fairly for what you buy. 3. Retum everything you borrow. 4. Pay for everything you
damage. 5. Do not hit or swear at people. 6. Do not damage crops. 7. Do not take libertes
with women. 8. Do not ill-treat captives.
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masses" and "guard against arrogance" when coming to problem-solving.
Cadres should always "place the problems on the table" so that the masses
would know what they were and might contribute to the discussion. If the
masses would have different views, the cadres "must patiently listen to and
seriously consider them" {Red Book 2024). In addition, cadres must "ask
subordinates about matters they do not understand or do not know. They
must never pretend to know what they do not" {Red Book 1969). Further,
cadres should learn to solve problems in the maimer of "learning to swim b\'
swimming." In other words, they should engage in practical work and
investigate conditions at the lower levels where the problems occur. And
Mao emphasized that this investigation was of particular importance to those
"who know theory but do not know the actual conditions" {Red Book 1986).
In addition, Mao's Thought consistentiy addressed the question of
audience. Mao recognized "the creative power" and "the inexhaustible
enthusiasm for socialism" of the masses in a revolution. "The People, and
the people alone," said Mao, "are the motive force in the making of world
history" {Red

Book 1970). Mao suggested that the alliance of workers,

peasants, merchants, intellectuals, and soldiers constitute the social basis of
the Cultural Revolution and thus become the audience of Mao' Thought.
Mao pointed out that the Party should have faith in this alliance and rely o n
it to carry the revolution through to the end. Mao reminded that not all the
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masses were ready to "brave the storm of the revolution." Some, particularly
intellectuals who were educated in the old schools, might still harbor the old,
bourgeois ideology. And cadres with semiproletarian backgrounds might
make mistakes in the revolution. To ensure the complete success of the
Cultural Revolution, the old thinking or mistakes must be rectified. So these
intellectuals and cadres must be reeducated, or to borrow Stuart Hall's words,
"interpolated" so that they first became the "subject" and then audience of
Mao's Thought.
Such reeducation was what Mao called "thought reform." Thought
reform served two purposes. First, Mao realized that blind obedience was not
enough; the masses ought to form an ideological consciousness and act
accordingly in the Cultural Revolution. Second, in order to foster an
ideological hegemony, Mao's ideological workers had to recruit revolutionary
successors to consolidate the revolutionary aUiance. For these purposes,
Mao's thought reform was generally carried out in three ways. First, Mao
called on the army to "give political and military training in the universities,
middle schools, and the higher classes of primary schools, stage by stage, and
group by group" (Red Book 2021). Second, he recommended that "the masses
of cadres, educated young people, and other city people" be sent to the
countryside "to be reeducated by the poor and lower-middle peasants" (Red
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Book 2028). Third, Mao devised what he called "Three-in-One" strategy,
namely, the "Struggle-Criticisin-Transformation" strategy.
Criticism and self-criticism was critical to Mao's "Three-in-One"
strategy. Mao considered criticism and self-criticism "the Marxist-Leninist
weapon," an effective ideological strategy in which the people spoke for or
against themselves, but within themselves. Criticism and self-criticism
usually took place at public meetings in villages or work units that became
important sites of ideological struggle during the Cultural Revolution. They
included

confession,

reindoctrination,

heart-to-heart

talk

{tan

xin),

repudiation, and labor education. Individuals whose thinking or acting was
deemed inappropriate were first encouraged to confess at a public meeting.
Confession was thought an effective strategy because Mao believed that
"Demons can be wiped out only when they are let out of the cage and
poisonous weeds can be got rid of only when they come out of the soil" {Red
Book 2018). After the public meeting, the Party committee members in charge
would

take turns "talking"

to

the

corifessing individuals

so as

to

reindoctrinate them in "a higher level of ideological consciousness." If the
accused individuals were not receptive to the mass criticism or refused to
conduct self-criticism, they would be labeled as si bu gai hui pai (or the
diehard lost souls) and sent to labor camps. They would be reformed and
transformed ideologically through manual work {lao jiao).
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The ideological discourse of the Cultural Revolution also prescribed
specific vocabulary and terminology that embodied Mao's Thought. The Little
Red Book formulated specific categories of language for the masses to use so
that they could translate Mao's Thought into the appropriate meanings and
act accordingly. Mao and his PCCCR understood that language is an
hegemonic instrument that could help reinforce the existing ideas or
transmit new ones. In order to exercise hegemony of one ideological
message—^Mao's

Thought—they

created

and

used

one

language

to

corrununicate it. Knowing that the masses of workers, peasants, and cadres
were not well educated, the PCCCR ideologists designated some common
words to cormote special mearungs. For example, the word discussion as
commonly seen in "discussion group," was stripped of its conventional
meaning and designated to mean "political study," "ideological criticism" and
so on. Mao defined a revolutionary "successor" as someone who not only was
young, "broad-minded, candid, honest, positive, and upright" but also had
"political foresight and militant and sacrificial spirit" {Red Book 2007).
The PCCCR propaganda teams also invented new, operational terms.
For example, "the four olds" meant the old thought, old cultiire, old customs,
and old habits—^what Mao referred to as the bourgeois ideology. The children
of workers, the poor and lower middle peasants, the revolutionary cadres, the
Liberation Army men, and the revolutionary martyrs were called "the five
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red elements." In order to implement Mao's "thought reform" policy by
sending urban youths to the countryside, the ideologists coined the term d u
shu wu yong lun, literally, "the theory of the futility of studying books."
These preset categories of language were then used to form new slogans or
posters, such as in "Down with the Four Olds!" More importantly, they were
used to officially label groups of people, such as "cadres," "revolutionaries,"
"reactionaries," "rightists," "revisionists," and "capitalists." These labels
created "status groups" which became conscious of their shared interests in
the Cultural Revolution and helped people in each group figure out what the
Cultural Revolution meant to them, what their place was in it, and what they
had to do.
Besides embodying Mao's Thought
strategies. The

Little Red

and formalizing

ideological

Book functioned to cement other ideological

apparatuses to chaimel Mao's Thought to the revolutionary audiences. Mao's
ideological apparatuses included schools, mass media and press, and special
propaganda publications and organizations. Mao stressed that "all work in
school is for the purpose of transforming the students ideologically" {Red
Book 2009). He suggested that curriculum must be centered on ideological
education, for "political education is a link of the center" {Red Book 2009).
Mao thus advocated that, as another outstanding slogan read, "education
must serve the interests of proletarian dictatorship!"

S3

School textbooks became readings on Mao's Thought. Students were
required to read, memorize, and take tests on "the three old articles" {loushan-pian) by Mao. The three articles were "In Memory of Norman
Bethune," "To Serve the People," and "The Foolish Old Man who Removed
the Moimtain." These articles were corisidered the simpler version of the
Little Red Book and claimed to give the masses the core of Mao's thought.
Indeed, they all encouraged the masses to selflessly and faithfully follow the
courses of the Cultural Revolution and communism. Students were also
taught to understand and appreciate the "revolutionary exemplary plays" (gemin-yang-ban-xi) and to sing revolutionary songs such as "Sailing the seas
depends on the helmsman."
As mentioned earlier, Mao considered the press and other mass media
"an important instrument of class struggle" {Red Book 2019). Mao demanded
that mass media help transmit his revolutionary ideology {Red Book 2026).
Newspapers, magazines, television, and radio were used to carry primarilv
Mao's speeches, writings, and directives. These speeches, directives, and
speeches were then carefully "studied" at the weekly "Political Education"
meeting of a work unit, village, or neighborhood.
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Special propaganda publications included big-character posters and
"internal documents" {nei bu wen jian). Big-character posters transformed
Mao's Thought into slogans for the
largely semiliterate and illiterate public.
A typical big-character poster might read
"Liu Shao-qi is China's Khrushchev!"
On the other hand, internal documents
dealt

with

information

that

was

exclusively for CCP members. They were

Big-Character Posters

documents on CCP policies or policy changes. The CCP members and
goverrunent officials at all levels would "study" and "discuss" these
documents so that, as a political formality, they would cast their vote of
agreement on policies that were already made.
Furthermore, in order to ensure a maximum flow of ideological
messages, Mao irisisted on establishing a web of Party organizations that
covered all corners of China and penetrated deep into its social fabric. All
Party organizatioris were under the leadership of the PCCCR committees,
such as the Production Unit Cultural Revolution

Committee

or the

Neighborhood Cultural Revolution Committee. All these PCCCR local
committees

consisted

of

"representatives

of

revolutionary

cadres,

representatives of the armed forces, and representatives of the revolutionary
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masses" (Red

Book 2002). Mao made it dear that "all revolutionary

organizational forms must serve the needs of the revolutionary struggle.
When an organizational form no longer conforms to the needs of the
struggle, it should be abolished" (Red Book 2003). These Party organizations
served at least two purposes. Firstiy, they served to motivate individuals to
remain committed to the Party. Secondly, and more important, they helped
diffuse Mao's Thought during the Cultural Revolution. Members of these
committees were responsible for turning every household into a site of
ideological struggle and for transforming every individual into Mao's
revolutionary successor.
The first task of these organizations was to cultivate new ideological
forces. Red guards were one of these powerful ideological forces. Red guards
Figure 3.3

were recruited from cities and villages
according to Mao's mass line of "from
the masses, to the masses." They were
young sons and daughters of workers,
peasants, revolutionary cadres, military
officers, and

heroes.

Youngsters

of

other backgrounds had to be reformed
Mao's Red Guards with The Little Red Book

so as to qualify for the red guards. Red

guards identified themselves by wearing red bands and army-green outfits.
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and carrying little red books. Mao instructed red guards to "put politics in
command, go to the masses, and make a greater success of the Cultural
Revolution" (Red Book 2010). He also openly supported red guards' resort to
violence and rebellion (zhao-fan). Their violent actions were "justified"
because, according Mao, they had the right "to express wrath and to denounce
the landlord class, the bourgeoisie, the imperialists, the revisionists, and their
rvmning dogs" (Red Book 2017).
CONCLUSION
As it was acclaimed, the Cultural Revolution was "a war to touch the
soul" (yf cang chii ji ling hun zhan zen). Indeed the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution was in quintessence an ideological struggle, a concerted
effort to propagate and instill Mao's Thought as the dominant ideology
among the masses. As the foregoing discussion makes clear, it was a
revolution in which ideology functioned as a system of rhetoric. As The Little
Red Book exemplifies it, Mao's Thought—the ruling ideology of the Cultural
Revolution

prescribed frameworks of thinking, codes of conduct, and

categories of language. In other words, it provided general assumptions and
specific structures for the masses to understand Mao's Thought and put it into
their revolutionary practices.
As the dominant ideology of the Cultural Revolution, Mao's Thought
also embodied explicit and implicit conceptions of purpose, audience, and
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persuasion. Ideology for Mao was pragmatic, serving general interests of his
proletarian dictatorship and specific needs of his Cultural Revolution. It
transformed the masses into ideological subjects and, consequently, audiences
of his proletarian ideology through identification and affiliation. Ideological
persuasion for Mao was a juxtaposition of indoctrination through ideological
discourses, such as The Little Red Book, and coercion through ideological
apparatuses, such as red guards.
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Chapter 4
Kai Men Jian Shan (Open the Door to See the Mountain):
Academic Writing Theory and Instruction in China

O

n October 12, 1989, 748 first-year students of Beijing University

gathered at Shijiazhuang Army Academy to start a year-long military

and political training course ("Fresh Term" 9). On-site ideological education
was nothing new to Chinese students, but the selection of Beijing University
and an army academy was significant. Just four months earlier, students from
Beijing

University

had spearheaded

the

massive

demonstration

on

Tiananmen Square, and the army had carried out the goverrunent's order to
suppress the movement that became known as the June 4 Pro-Democracy
Movement. The Chinese goverrmient blamed the weakening ideological
education in schools for the political protest and hoped that such training
courses would "improve the ideological standards of students" and make
them "recognize the kind of personnel needed by the state and learn the best
way to make themselves useful" ("Fresh Term" 9).
Political and ideological education in Chinese schools was intensified
after the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in the early 1990s.
Various ideological campaigns were orchestrated to fight against advocacy for
Western-style political freedom and democracy. According to William Brent,
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the Chinese government was "compiling a blacklist of academic works
advocating Western ideas and democracy" (279). In January 1992, China's
State Education Commission, for example, issued an internal document
"ordering top universities and the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences to
check all dissertations written in the last five years for 'political problems'"
(Brent 289). The docvunent emphasized that institutions would not be
allowed to accept graduate students in the future if they failed to follow the
Commission's directive.
It is clear that education in China is not free from politics, and schools
operate under strong influence of ideological forces. Like any discipline,
Chinese academic writing is bound to be shaped by ideological principles and
becomes a process of ideological consciousness formation (Eagleton 15; Berlin
477-79). It is in this process that ideological assumptions, along with rhetorical
conventions, are taught and learned. These assumptions include the rules of
"what students in specific courses believe they may write about and how thev
think they are expected to 'logically' develop their subjects" (Jolliffe 266).
Changes in political ideologies inevitably cause changes in assumptions about
rhetorical norms and language use (Saville-Troike 23-5). Writing instruction
is thus expected to adapt to changes in political ideologies and subsequent
changes in rhetorical conventions the ruling ideology approves. In doing so,
it always serves certain political interests and ideological claims (Berlin 477).
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As a matter of fact, academic writing instruction has always served the
dominant ideological claims throughout Chinese history. Academic writing
instruction in China started with the eight-legged essay in ancient times.
After the eight-legged essay was banned during the New Cultural Movement
(1919), academic writing became part of Chinese Language and Literature
Education {yii wen jiao yu), a standard course for schools across China for the
first half of the twentieth century. In 1956, instruction in language and
literature split into two courses: Chinese Language and Chinese Literature,
and the latter included academic writing instruction. In 1980, the Chinese
Literature course split into literature and composition, and academic writing
became an independent course for the first time. In the same year, China
Association of Academic Writing was established, which resulted in the
formation of Composition Studies, the Writing Textbook Reform movement,
and the first annual convention of the Conference on Academic Writing and
Composition Studies. In this chapter I examine how Chinese academic
writing instruction has developed out of specific social contexts and has been
adapted to the needs of specific times. I first explore the eight-legged essay in
classic Chinese and its relation to the ancient Chinese civil service system. I
then move to investigate the influence of Western discourses on Chinese
academic writing during the New Cultural Movement. After I explain Mao's
concept of the Party Eight-Legged Essay {dang ba gii), I focus on analyzing the
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theoretical principles and pedagogical concerns of academic writing in
contemporary China.
THE EIGHT-LEGGED ESSAY
The first form of academic writing in its strict sense is bti gii wen or the
eight-legged essay. The eight-legged essay was part of the Chinese civil service
system. The ancient Chinese dvil service system developed after the Warring
States Period (475 BCE-221 BCE). Before this period, the central government
was basically a clan system organized into a political hierarchy. Under this
hereditary system, appointment of officials was a matter of honoring the
time-old principle that "blood is thicker than water." Since appointment was
a matter of succession to the next generation, there did not exist the question
of evaluation or dismissal of government officials.
This patriarchal political system started to change during the Warring
States Period due to the fast economic development and the rising landlord
class. During this period the administrative system of the states was an
autocracy headed by the King assisted by ministers and other officials who
assumed responsibilities according to their posts. The central government
was divided into civil and military services in an effort to annex neighboring
states and strengthen the centralized power of autocracy. To meet the needs of
this centralized autocratic rule, a civil service system was introduced to
recruit government officials. While the royal son still succeeded his father as
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the next King, the BCing started to appoint or dismiss govermnent officials
based on their merits in service. This merit-based civil service system was
formally established in the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 AD) and then gradually
standardized.
The ancient Chinese civil service system included an elaborated set of
systems that governed the appointment, dismissal, evaluation, promotion,
salary, and retirement of government officials. The most important system
was the imperial examination system (Zhang 43). Before the Tang Dynasty
(618-907 AD), government officials were selected from the commoners based
on the recommendation of ministers, senior officials, or direct recruitment by
the court. In the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD), the annual imperial examination
was introduced. This annual examination was the first and most important
part of the whole civil service system. All candidates had to take the
examination, and only those who passed the examination could proceed to
the next stage of recruitment. In its formative days, the examination was
given in the forms of did che, oral comments on politics in general, and s li c
die, informal written responses to specific topics chosen from Chinese classics

(Zhang 44). During the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1645-1911) dynasties, a
formal written examination that included writing the eight-legged essav was
instituted. A candidate's successful performance on the eight-legged essay

93

would warrant his appointment to goverriment office and determine his
rank and salary.
The conventions of an eight-legged essay were governed by the
sociopolitical contexts. The writing purpose, topic, content, language, and
method of development were dictated by the prevalent ideology and the
attitude that arose out of it toward what subjects and "logics" were
appropriate. The criteria for a good essay was the same for a good official
recruit. The eight-legged essay clearly came into being to meet the needs of the
ruling class and its autocratic rule. The King and his dependents sought to
establish and preserve their political dictatorship by recruiting obedient,
morally Confucian, and talented officials. An eight-legged essay was designed
to promote Confucian doctrines, praise sages, and preserve the classics. It was
therefore intended to test examinees' loyalty and their willingness to accept
the authority of traditional norms, which had been set by the sages and rulers
to maintain social harmony.
The eight-legged essay is known mostly for its rigid structure, namely
the designated eight gu or parts as shown below. Each part formed a
paragraph, and each paragraph consisted of two to four sentences.
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Gt//PART

MEANING

PURPOSE

LENGTH

1

po-ti

opening-up

general statement

two sentences in antithesis

2

cheng-ti

amplification

introduction of topic
and thesis

four sentences in antitheses

3

qi-jiang

preliminary
exposition

lead-in to claims

four sentences in antitheses

4

qi-gu

first claim

introduction of first four sentences in antitheses
claim

5

xu-gu

second claim

introduction
second claim

6

zhong-gu

third claim

introduction of third four sentences in antitheses
claim

7

hoii-gu

final claim

introduction of final four sentences in antitheses
claim

8

chii-gu

conclusion

summmg-up

of

four sentences in antitheses

two sentences in antidiesis

According to Jian-xin Kuang, the most important part was cheng-ti in which
the writer introduced the given topic and expressed the intended thesis of the
essay. Kuang points out that the examiner would first read this part of each
essay, and that if he could not find the writer's main point there or if he
thought the writer's main point was poorly presented, he would throw the
essay away and never go back to it. In the next five parts, the writer elaborated
on the topic by drawing from some Chinese classics. Then the writer
concluded the essay (Wang 29). In addition, every part had to be carefully
balanced by rhymed words, paired phrases, and matched length of sentences.
The writer had to pair nouns, verbs, and adjectives precisely according to
particular featxires, such as colors, characteristics, and numbers.
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Writers were required to follow strictly the designated structure, draw
heavily on classics for content and expression, and use exclusively analogy,
metaphor, and comparison and contrast for development. The following
example suffices to demonstrate these characteristics of an eight-legged essay.
This eight-legged essay was written by Tang Yin, also known as Tang Bai-hu,
of the Ming Dynasty and collected in The Complete Works of Tang Bai-hu.

{title)
{.author)

Once Started, Self-Cultivation Continues Forever
Tang Yin

po-ti

It is said that the Sage's words on self-cultivation are the
source of wisdom for the people to cultivate themselves.

opening-up

2 cheng-ti

Cultivation must originate from within oneself. The Sage
cultivated himself to perfection on his own. He thus set
forth the example of self-cultivation.

amplificaiicm

3 qi-jiang

Therefore, laws and punishments are not needed to
enforce self-cultivation. Emperor Chen-Tang of Shang
Dynasty had this inscription engraved on his bathtub:
"Once started, self-cultivation continues forever." Like
bathing, if people can clean their body every day on their
own, they can certainly make their soul moral and their
conduct righteous on their own.

preliminary'
exposition

4 qi-gu

People cannot leam when they are not aware of the need to first
leam. Once they overcome a sense of selflessness.
develop a consciousness of righteousness, and know the
way of the universe, they will be able to cultivate
themselves.

5 xu-gu

The key to learning the good and ridding the evil from
one's soul is to find inner-peace. If people find peace
within themselves, they will be able to achieve selfcultivation.

second claim

6 zhonggu

Constancy and persistence are also essential to successful
self-cultivation. People should conduct daily selfexamination to ensure that progress is being made.

third claim

7 hou-gu

Since people tend to be absent-minded, they need to
establish a routine for practicing self-cultivation. In any

tlnal claim

1

claim
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case, self-improvement must start with the sunrise and
make steady progress as the day goes by.
8 chu-gu

In short, people need to cultivate themselves on their own,
and they need to achieve their goal through a clear
conscience and a sense of constancy.

conclusion

According to Fu-ning Cheng, Tang distrusted Confucianism. He was among
those in his time who resisted the influence of classicism in the humanities
and advocated an "educational romanticism" (Cheng 184). But Tang could
not openly criticize the establishment of Corifucian society in his essay.
Instead, he had to follow the requirements of the civil service examination by
citing the Sage's teachings. In doing so he achieved the expected purpose of
obeying the system and flattering the examining officials who would read his
essay. Therefore, as Cheng points out, an eight-legged essay was just to speak
of the moral teachings of the Sage {dai sheng ren li yan). This deference
helped to strengthen established authorities and instill social conformityIn addition to the rigid structure of the eight-legged essay, writers were
required to learn how to write characters, pair phrases, rhyme words, balance
sentences, and then fit all these into the designated eight parts of the essay. As
Chun Wang notes, no matter who you were, how intelligent you were, and
what you wanted to be, you would have to learn the eight-legged essay first.
Otherwise you would be nobody and achieve nothing in life (25). This was in
no way an easy task. In "Traditional Educational Methods," Mason Gentzler
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recounts Yuan-pei Cai's experience of learning to write an eight-legged essay.
Cai recalled that he had first to learn characters and calligraphy. Then he
could go on to learn how to construct and pair phrases, starting with one
character and going on to four. Since this can be the best way to show how the
eight-legged was learned and written, I hereby quote Cai's words in full:
In this method, not only do nouns, verbs, and adjectives have to be
precisely paired, but moreover, among nouns, animal, vegetable and
mineral, as well as implements, buildings, and so forth, must ail be
paired according to the same kind. The same is true for adjectives, such
as colors, characteristics, numbers, and so forth. For example, if the
teacher gives "white horse,' and the students pair it with 'yellow ox,'
'gray fox,' and so forth, that is good; but if they pair it with 'yellow
gold/ or 'sly fox,' then that would not be so good. . . . One more point:
when pairing phrases, we also practice the differences in the four tones.
For example, although it is not absolutely impermissible to pair level
tone characters with other level tone characters, or deflected tones with
other deflected tones, the normal way is to pair level tones with
deflected tones. (181)
Only after students attained a certain degree of proficiency with characters,
calligraphy, and phrases could they be allowed to practice sentences, and then
the eight-legged essay. Cai explained:
Before the [middle] six legs is the first part, the 'leading to the topic,'
meaning 'opening section,' which cites the topic; and after the [middle]
six legs is the conclusion. So you can see that from leading into the
topic to the conclusion makes one whole piece. [But each part can be
very complex. For example,] preceding leading to the topic, there is the
'introductory discourse,' about ten phrases or so, a hundred or more
characters in length. And before that comes the 'taking up the topic' of
four or five phrases, twenty or more characters in length. Before the
taking up the topic comes the 'broaching the topic,' merely two
phrases, ten or more characters. (181)
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Cai admitted that he never understood what the essay was when he learned
to write it. Only after so many years writing did he finally figure

out the

"what" as he continued to explain:
It is a kind of exercise: first you break one phrase of the topic into two
phrases (you can also shorten several phrases of the topic into two
phrases, but this is done only by those who can write a complete piece);
then you can go a step further and extend it into four phrases, more
phrases, then another step, extending it to ten or more phrases, until
finally you extend it to a complete piece. (181)
Chun Wang called the eight-legged writing "the Incantation of the Golden
Hoop" (30). Only a few talented and obedient could learn how to play with its
rules and face up to the tightening pressure.
Because of its rigid traditionalism, writers were not free to select
original topics, debate controversial issues, or develop rational arguments.
For writers, the ultimate goal was to pass the examination and become a
goverrunent official. In order to achieve that goal, they followed proprieties
and flattered the examining officials, but did not invent new ideas. All topics
for eight-legged essays were derived from such Chinese classics as The Four
Books and The

Five Classics/ These classics convey the philosophical

teachings of Confucius that set forth the moral and ethical basis of society
(Wang 29). Since expressing personal views was often risky, writers also

^ The Four Books refers to The Great Learning, The Doctrine of the Mean, The Wori<s of
Mencius, and The Analects of Confucius. Vie Five Classics refers to The Book of
Changes, The Book of Poetry, The Book of Books, The Book of Spring and Autumn, and
The Book of Etiquette.
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imitated or copied the language of the Sage. As a result, an eight-legged essay
is also known as "the Four Books essay." Tang's essay was no exception.
According to Cheng, Tang took his topic from The Great Learning, one of the
four books. Since plainly expressing his personal views might be offensive to
the examining officials and jeopardize his opportunity of being recruited.
Tang simply paraphrased Emperor Chen Tang's words in his entire essay.
The conservative purpose, the deference to traditional assumptions,
and the dogmatic structure of the eight-legged essay also determined the
method of its instruction in school. According to Bi-xiang Cheng, the
common approach to teaching the eight-legged essay consisted of three steps:
memorizing, modeling, and practicing (70). Student examinees were taught to
read and memorize The Four Books and The Five Classics. The guiding
principle of this approach was that "If one learns by heart three hundred
poems of the Tang Dynasty, he will automatically be able to compose good
poetry." After students memorized the Corifucian classics, they started to
write an eight-legged essay by modeling those classics they remembered. After
they got a feel for how to compose an eight-legged essay, they would keep
practicing it until they took the examination.
According to Cheng, despite its non-academic purpose, the eight-legged
essay was considered the earliest form of academic writing in China. It thus
constituted the basic framework

of expository and persuasive writing in
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classical Chinese and has influenced academic writing in Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Singapore, and China even though it was abolished in 1904. As the following
section illustrates, despite its ban during the New Cultural Movement (1919),
the eight-legged essay, according to Zhang, survived

mainly

through

structural changes (55). Expository and persuasive writing came to foUow the
qi-cheng-jun-he four-part organizational pattern: introduction, elaboration
on the topic, traiisition to another seemingly unrelated point, and summingup. Like its original, the new structure was rigidly followed and remained the
organizational pattern of academic writing until the 1960s when Chairman
Mao Zedong condemned it. Mao called the qi-cheng-jiin-he pattern "the Party
eight-legged essay" and banned it.
THE INFLUENCE OF WESTERN ACADEMIC DISCOURSES
After China's defeat in the Opium War (1839-1842), progressive social
thinkers, such as Guofan Zeng, Hongzhang Li, and Zhongtang Zuo, saw
China's loss of the war as a manifestation of the imperial government's
incompetence. They started the Constitutional Reform and Modernization
Movement in 1889 and gained enthusiastic support from radical intellectuals
Uke Kang You-wei, Qichao Liang, Shi Hu, and Lu Xun. These reformists
reevaluated Chinese traditions in the light of Western science and democracy.
They turned to the West for solutions to China's problems and wanted to
rebuild China by replacing Confucian moral principles with Western ideas of

lOl

science, technology, and democracy (Chen 23). This complex phenomenon of
"anti-traditionalism and whole-hearted Westernization" is now known as
the New Cultural Movement (1919-1921).
The New Cultural Movement had two fronts. On the one hand, the
radical intellectuals recognized the need for a complete transformation of
Chinese traditions. They challenged and attacked traditional Chinese ethics,
literature, philosophy, and sociopolitical institutions. For example, literature
before the New Cultural Movement was based on the principle of zuen yi zhni
dao, or "literature as a vehicle for moral messages" (Lu Xun 45). This

principle was applied to an extreme to mean that writers should write to
convey the moral teachings of Confucianism. The New Cultioral Movement
thus denounced authorities of Confucianism and traditional ethics.
The New Cultural Movement paid particular attention to Chinese
language and vernacular problems. Written Chinese included thousands of
pictographic characters or pictograms. Pictograms are graphic representations
of objects or acts by origin and in shape. According to Xu Shen Shuo Wen [i
Zhi, a second century AD etymological dictionary, Cang Zhi, the Yellow

Emperor's scribe, saw the tracks of birds and beasts. A close examination of
these tracks led him to realize that everything possessed a distinct pattern that
could be replicated symbolically. He then aeated characters. First, he
established a set of primary "patterns" or luen. Then in order to make the
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writing system extend to the whole of language, he allowed zuen to spawn
with sounds—giving birth to zhi. Wen-zhi has since stood as the standard

lb

Figure 4.1
The character shan is
a graphic representation
of mountains.

Chinese compound for Chinese

characters.

/
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characters, such as

phonograms, indicators, deflectives, and loan characters, came to exist after
some of the pictograms had been trarisformed or disappeared (Fazzioli 18).
Phonograms, for example, are characters consisting of two parts: a meaningindicator and a pronunciation-indicator. For exannple, the character
or "tree" is formed of

or "wood" and

song

{gong) or "public" and

pronounced song.
Chinese characters have continued to transform. The pictographic
features of early written characters have been replaced by strokes. There are
six basic strokes, with up to 31 modifications. These strokes combine to make

STROKE

I

MEANING

1 dot
1
1
1 >
1 /V

EXAMPLE

f

1
horizontal

vertical

...L

V

down to the down to the
left
right

/V

4
hook

/V

up more than fifty thousand characters. The Chinese characters vary in

103

complexity from one up to fifty-two different strokes. The character — ( i / i ) or
"one," for example, consists of only one stroke, while the character

{Cai}, a

svirname, has a combination of 14 strokes.
The complexity of characters made it extremely difficult to learn classic
Chinese, particularly its written form. For example, in order to speak Chinese
with native proficiency, one must master and remember about five hundred
characters. A knowledge of ten thousand characters makes one a scholar. This
level of difficulty alone kept the majority of Chinese illiterate. Before the
New Cultural Movement, literacy was limited to the elite, and mastering the
written language was simply a rite of passage for the educated minority. Lu
Xun lamented that
Piece by piece, our ancients created written words of a difficulty that is
truly frightening. And yet I don't blame them entirely for that, for I
don't feel that they did it on purpose. Whatever their intent may have
been, it was nonetheless true that a good many people could not begin
to utilize such a difficult writing system to express themselves. As for
the common people, they grew, withered away, and died in the total
silence. (446).
The New Cultural Movement thus declared classical Chinese "a dead
language" and adopted the Chinese vernacular. According to Bixiang Cheng,
the Chinese vernacular was a form of written Chinese designed to be the
opposite of classical Chinese (29). It was based on the Northern dialect and
acquired idiomatic expressions and pronunciations of a certain historical
period. Such a combination was believed to make it easy for people to learn
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and use. The adoption of the Chinese vernacular was one of the most
prominent aciuevements of the Movement.
The New Cultural Movement also reformed the Chinese educational
system. To the reformists, education was essential to rebuilding China. Zheng
Guan-yin, one of the leading education reformers, claimed that "schools are
the place to cultivate the young and the talented who will be able to govern a
strong nation" (Cheng 15). In August 1904, under the growing pressure from
the reformists, the ailing government of Qing pronounced the abolishment
of the Chinese civil service examination system and publish "Regulations of
National School Education," the first

of its kind (17). These regulations

adopted a Western-style public school system that mandated a fourteen-year
schooling for children nationwide, starting at age six. The first nine years
were for the primary school, and the remaining five years for the middle
school. With heavy emphasis on science and technology, the new curricula
included Chinese Language and Literature for all levels. This nine-hour-perweek course was designed to "teach children how to read and how to write to
communicate (ci-da)" (17). According to Bixiang Cheng, a total of ten class
hours were allocated for Chinese Language and Literature. Six out of the nine
hours were for lecture and reading, and the remaining three hours were for
students to memorize lecture notes and practice writing.
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Apparently writing was instituted as part of the Chinese language and
literature course. Writing instruction included character writing, sentence
combining, grammar, and essay composition

{wen zhang xi zhoii) (Cheng

22). Students were taught to memorize the governing rules of characterwriting. The general rule was to write from left to right, downward, and
inward. That is, the upper stroke preceded the lower, the left preceded the
right, and the horizontal preceded the vertical. These rules were always to be
respected, with a few exceptions in cursive writing, a style of Chinese
calligraphy. In addition, students learned how to write characters in a fixed
way, with each character appropriately filling a square.
After students learned how to stroke individual characters, they then
were taught how to form sentences by combining characters and phrases.
They were also taught how to write stories, diaries, and letters through
imitating models that included Chinese classics (25). According to A Guide to
Primary School Curricula (1928), teaching these forms of writing was to help
students "meet the needs of their learning, career, and living in the future"
(Cheng 39). Specifically by the second grade, it was thought that students
should be able to write stories {gu shi) about a daily event in two to three
sentences; by the third and fourth grades, they should be able to perform a
similar task in eight to ten sentences; and by the fifth grade, they should be
able to write letters {shu xing) and contracts {chi zhu). By the sixth grade and
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after, students were to be taught how to write "common essays" {pu tong
wen) and were to be able to write an essay "in hundreds of characters" (Cheng
40).
The New Cultural Movement called for the ban of the eight-legged
essay. Instead, Western academic discourses were introduced in the Language
and Literature course after the sixth grade. To be exact, Chinese writing
scholars and teachers interpreted Western categories of discourse in terms of
their own tradition. According to Wangdao Cheng, Yue Tang's Figures of
Speech (1923), for example, was an edited translation of J. C. Nesfield's Senior
Course of English Composition (275). Tang's book briefly explained the four
modes of discourse: narration, description, argumentation, and exposition. As
its title shows, it focused on discussing typical writing techniques in English.
One year before Tang's book, Qichao Liang, Miruster of Education,
wrote "Composition Pedagogy," to show writing teachers how to teach
writing. Liang divided academic discourse into three modes: description,
argumentation, and prose (105). Liang's discussion of Chinese academic
discourses appeared to be an appropriation of Western academic discourses.
In the same year, Yiping Zhang published his Lecture Notes on Cotiiposition.
This book was written in Chinese, but English terms such as "narration,"
"unity," and "coherence," were used to clarify misunderstandings. Zhang
started his book with a chapter on diction and another on sentence

lor
construction. In the remaining chapters, he elaborated on jie gou, or
"structure" or "organization." Zhang cited Aristotle on the

three-part

division of a composition: "beginning, middle, and end." But interestingly,
he insisted that the basic structure of a composition should consist of the qicheng-jiin-he format that stood for "introduction," "elucidation of the topic,"
"transition to another topic," and "summing-up" (87). This four-part format
was nothing but a transformation of the eight-legged essay that the New
Cultural Movement banned. Other works on Western academic discourse
included Gaizhen Xia's A Writing Guide (1926) and Wangdao Cheng's An
Introduction to Rhetoric (1932).
After the New Cultiural Movement, China underwent the Warlord
Period (1915-1928) and fought an eight-year war (1937-1945) against Japanese
invasion. The Nationalists and Communists engaged in a prolonged political
power struggle. During these decades, education was mandated to serve
political interests of each party. Academic writing became unprecedentedly
important, for both sides considered it among the most powerful of
propaganda weapons. Writing instruction adapted to this political situation.
According to Bixiang Cheng, students were taught to write about war
atrocities, expressing hatred toward the other party (26). This change in topic
selection, for example, signaled a major

departure from the Western

discursive traditions writing scholars and teachers had appropriated. After the
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Communist Party took over power and established the People's Republic of
China (1949), students were taught to write exclusively about national identity
and pride. Ideas originated from the "old China" and in Western cultures
were considered a thread to the new national identity. It was under this
political climate that Western rhetorical conventions were discarded in
Chinese academic writing instruction.
MAO'S BAN OF THE 'TARTY EIGHT-LEGGED ESSAY"
During

the

Great Proletarian

Cultural

Revolution

(1966-1976),

education was explicitly directed to exclusively serve the interests of the
proletariat and its political ideology. For example, education was used to
honor the proletariat that included workers, peasants, and soldiers. On the
other hand, education criticized and attempted to destroy those who were
excluded, such as intellectuals. In this political climate, academic writing had
to be connected with political criticism and ideological education. Students
were taught to do self-criticism and take political sides by critiquing political
figures, such as senior leader Deng Xiaoping, and their political ideas.
Specifically, before 1973 students were taught to critique the so-called
"Seventeen-year's Dark-Line Dictatorship," and after 1973, the revisionism of
Confucianism (Cheng 293).
Also during the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong
barmed the eight-legged essay. The essence of the eight-legged essay survived
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the New Cultural Movement. As a matter of fact, academic writing
iristruction included both the conventions of the eight-legged essay and
elements from the Western tradition in the post-Movement eras. Zhiyu
Zheng called this phenomenon "co-existence of Chinese and Western
rhetorics" (605), and Wangdao Cheng saw it as the "competition between
Chinese and Western rhetorics" (274). According to Cheng, the qi-cfieng-junhe format derived from this co-existence (275). For Mao Zedong, this four-part
format was in essence the structure of the eight-legged essay. Mao called it
"the Party Eight-Legged Essay" and banned it. In his speech "Oppose the
Stereotyped Party Writing," Mao listed "eight indictments" against an eightlegged essay. Specifically Mao condemned its "endless pages with empty
verbiage," "its shooting at random without considering the audience," "its
drab language," and "its poor arrangement of materials" (57-60). The other
four indictments were explicidy related to his ideological campaign; Mao
criticized the assimilation of Western discourse traditions into modern
Chinese academic writing. He characterized modern Chinese discourse as
"one brand of the foreign stereotype" that had "some smell of native soil"
(53). Mao accused this "domestically produced creature with some foreign
flavor" of poisoning the Chinese people and jeopardizing his revolution, for
it failed to "convey the revolutionary ideology to the people" (57-63).

no

In response, students were taught to organize criticisms into formulaic
fan lun-yi lun-jie lun, three-part essays. In fan-liin or the "introduction,"
writers used a standardized statement addressing the then-on-going political
propaganda. They then proceeded to yi-lun or the "discussion." In this section
writers defined and disoissed a topic by analyzing some examples. Finally,
writers

went into jie-liin or the "conclusion" in which they anticipated

possible future discussions of the topic, shifting to a seemingly irrelevant
topic.
WRITING THEORY AND INSTRUCTION IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA
Since 1979 China has opened up to the Western world and introduced
market forces into its socialist economy. The

"socialist-style

market

economy," as the ruling Chinese Communist Party calls it, not only
introduces the idea of competition to Chinese industry and business market,
but also entices the people's desire for freedom to choose and decide. The
more rapidly the economy grows, the stronger the desire becomes. This
development has driven changes in other areas of Chinese society. For
example, even though the CCP has striven to sustain its political monopolv,
there have been signs of decentralization in the Chinese social and political
system (Sullivan 139).

For example, as provincial goverriments enjoy an

increasing economic growth, they are allowed to a certain degree to decide
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how to use profit surplus, a decision that used to be made exclusively by the
state goverrunent.
The Chinese educational system has responded to larger economic,
social, and political changes and initiated an Education Reform Movement
(Shen and Zhang 370). The educational reform movement is marked by
decentralizing institutional and cixrricular decisions. The Chinese educational
system used to be overseen by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and
administered by the State Education Commission. The Commission and its
provincial organs prescribed education plans for all levels of school,
including institutional structiares, curricula, uses of textbooks and references,
and students' extracurricular activities. According to Wing-Wah Law, this
institutional

and curricular decision-making power is gradually being

transferred to school districts, universities, and colleges (323-24). This
decentralization is also marked by the changing means of funding in the
educational system. Before the 1980s all schools were state-owned and funded.
Since then the "socialist market" began to apply market principles to the
education system. The state government has increased the educational
spending to 3.1 percent of GNP in 1988 (Delfs 32). In addition, nonstate
organizations and private sectors have begim to finance universities and
colleges in the form of loans so that they can employ top graduates (Law 329).
Furthermore, the traditional system of free higher education for those who
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pass the college entrance examination has gradually been phased out, and
college students have been charged with "miscellaneous fees" since 1992, and
with full tuition and fees since 1996 (Cui 13). Finally, business and special
interest groups have begun to establish private schools at all levels (Shen and
Zhang 371; Ning 39). Though these schools affiliate with the State Education
Commission and are expected to meet its educational standards, their
independent financing enables them to decide their own educational plans
and objectives, curricula, textbooks and references, faculty and staff hirings,
and so on.
The gradual decentralization of management and reallocation of
financial

resources within the educational system give individual school

districts and university systems more freedom

and power for institutional

decisions. The changes thus allow institutions to renovate curricula and
institute new areas of study and research. For example, the traditional
Chinese educational system gave priority to science and technology, an
educational environment

that assessed a relatively lower status to the

humanities and social sciences. The educational reform and subsequent
institutional changes allow the humanities and social sciences to compete for
more resources and ensure stronger footing in curriculum and more
visibility In other aspects of institutional life (Zhou 35). The changes also
present teachers and scholars with opportunities to establish national
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discipline-based organizations so as to report research findings and exchange
views on disciplinary matters (Sullivan 342).
Like their colleagues in other disciplines, writing scholars and teachers
have responded to the social and institutional changes by establishing their
own national organization, restructuring writing curriculum, and instituting
provisions on writing instruction. The National Conference On Writing
Instruction and Composition Studies, the first of its kind, convened for the
first time in December 1980. This inaugural meeting demonstrated that
academic writing was being firmly

established as an independent course in

Chinese schools and composition studies as an independent area of research.
According to Yi-sou Zheng, the conference was intended to "stage a scientific
investigation of composition studies" and to "encourage its founding
members to exchange ideas on writing instruction and research" (2)
The conference proved to be fruitful. In the next three years, hundreds
of books and thousands of articles were published in response to the
conference's call. Among all the publications Sou-Kang Zhang's Composition
Studies stood out. According to Yi-sou Zheng, Zhang's book was so
comprehensive in defining composition studies that the National Council of
Composition Studies regarded it as the founding work of the field. In his
book, Zhang defines composition studies as "a science of discourse principles
and conventions" (3). Composition studies examines the relationships

114

between reality and subjectivity, thought and form, writers' intent and social
impacts of academic writing. Other studies investigate the nature and
elements of academic writing. More important, they provide theoretical
principles and pedagogical guidelines for writing scholars and teachers.
In these studies academic writing is understood to serve important
academic and sociopolitical purposes (gong nen). For example, Fu-ning Cheng
believes that academic writing, first of all, records human history and
knowledge. It passes on that knowledge to the next generations so that people
can use it to understand the world of their own (115).

In doing so they

contribute to the existing body of knowledge by adding their own
interpretations.

Second,

academic writing

provides

ir\structions

and

guidelines for people to follow and act upon. It answers the luhat, zohy, and
how questions. That is, it describes a situation {qing kuang),

explains a

problem (jie shi), and makes a judgment {pan duan) (Cheng 116). In this wav
writing creates new knowledge (zhi shi) and provides a critical mode of
thinking (Cheng 119). Third, writers write to express personal views on
disciplinary issues.
This function of academic writing must be subordinate to its fourth
function, wen yi zhai dao, or "writing as a vehicle for moral messages"
(Cheng 128). The educational system, like any domain of Chinese society, is
used to transmit social values and political ideologies. Passing ideological
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courses is part of the formal curriculum and admission and graduation
requirements. In the early 1980s the CCP took a relaxed approach to this
curricular requirement as the Party and the State Education Commission
were decentralizing control over institutional and curricvilar decisions. But
the CCP political monopoly was seriously threatened by various political
protests, particularly the massive student demonstration in 1989. Fearing a
recurrence of such political challenges, the CCP resumed its ideological work
and reiiistituted ideological courses in the formal curriculum. The Education
Reform Movement even assigns ideological work a "strategic status and
development priority" that will "uplift the national level of ideology,
morality, science and technology, which is fundamental

for

China's

modernization" (Cui 13). Students are once again required to pass ideological
courses for admission and graduation, and teachers are required to raise the
level of their political consciousness (Sullivan 349-51). Acadenaic writing
becomes a valuable channel to transmit the CCP's ideological messages.
Writing is also understood to occur under several conditions. In other
words, writing takes place when all its basic elements are appropriately
defined and considered. According to Fu-rung Cheng, any act of writing
requires four basic elements: thought (shi xiang), language {yu yan), form {ti
shi), and communication (jiao ji) {6-7). These four elements are rariked in
order of importance. Thought is the content of an essay that consists of a
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writer's ideas {guan dian) and factual evidence {chai liao). Ttie Language
referred to is standard written Chinese. In writing, it is understood to be the
tool through which thought is expressed. Form refers to both the genre {ti-cai)
and the structure (ge-jii) of a discourse.
12) Lofiguage

While narration, exposition, critique
and argument {yi-lun wen), and lyric
prose {shii qtng wen) are understood

(I)Tbaaght

to be the basic genres of discourse,
structure concerns

titling,

heading.
Fig.4.2: Basic Elements of Writing

paragraphing, sentence complexity, topic sentences, as well as topographic
features of an essay (65-71). Finally, communication is meant to be "the act of
a writer expressing thoughts to others" (Zheng 45). Communication
determines the effectiveness of an essay; if it fails, thought becomes
meaningless.
Writing is also regarded as a process {wen zhang xing cheng ge cheng).
As the diagram below shows, Cheng Fu-ning argues that the writing process
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LANGUAGE

H

II

LANGUAGE

f-

COMMUNICATION^

< >

V
rOMMUNICATION^
FORMING THOUGHT

EXPRESSING THOUGHT

Cheng Fu-Ning's diagram on the writing process
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can be divided into two stages: forming thoughts (xing cheng shi xiang) and
expressing thoughts (biao da shi xiang) (100-101). Cheng believes that writers
should form ideas by first observing an event or phenomenon. "Language"
plays a significant role during the thought-forming stage, for writers may
need to talk to others so as to enhance their understanding {zheng qiang rcn
shi) of the event. They then express those ideas to others through language
and in a particular mode of discourse (102).
Yi-sou Zheng shares Cheng's understanding of the writing process, but
he goes into more depth to explain it. He uses the analogy of manufacturing a
spade to describe the writing process. According to Zheng, to make a spade, we
must first mine for the needed metal. We then melt and mold it into a spade.
Finally, we sharpen and polish it before we use it. The manufacturing of a
spade, according to Zheng, involves in its primitive sense a "cold-hot-cold"
process (47). Writing involves a similar process. Writers should first Icn jin
kai zhiii or generate ideas by calmly observing an event. They then need to
think through those ideas thoroughly and repeatedly until they are polished
{sheng hiia). This stage is critical to the success of the entire writing process,
for the more ideas are generated, the smoother the process moves later on.
More important, writers can see better what their arguments are and how
they are developed. Zheng points out that beginning writers often overlook
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this stage and find themselves in trouble finding their thoughts as their
writing proceeds.
Writers then move to the next stage, chan re zhii zhao. That is, they
should find focal points and arrange the generated materials around them
when all ideas are still "hot" or "fresh" (46). Zheng points out that it is
common for writers to not have all materials ready to firush an entire essay.
Writers, Zheng advises, should move on with what they have. After they put
everything on paper, they then can go back and generate more ideas (48).
Finally, writers should len choii chu li or literally, calmly revise their essays.
Zheng believes that revision takes time, and it is normal for writers to come
back to an essay after several weeks or months (49). According to Zheng,
revision should focus on the essay's thesis {zhong xin shi xiang), organization
(bii ju), logic (chen ci), traixsition {juan zhe), punctuation (biao dian fit hao),
and so on (49-50).
The above defined purposes, elements, and processes of academic
writing are taught to students from third grade to college (Cheng 305).
Textbooks and reference materials all include chapters or sections on writing
pvirposes, elements, and processes. For example, in College Composition, Yushu Hu starts with these chapters: "Prepare to Write," "Define Your Purpose
and Thesis," "Select Ideas," "Arrange Ideas with Care," "Revise Your Essay,"
and "Polish Your Expression." Each of these chapters provides a "how-to"

I 19

section with specific examples. For example, the chapter on "Define Your
Purpose and Thesis" breaks into four sections; "What is a writing purpose?",
"Factors to consider," "How to define your purpose," and "Thesis and Title of
an Essay." Ning Yang and her colleagues include similar chapters and sections
in their Senior High Composition, and Wen-yi Liu in his A Guide to Chinese
Language and Composition.
These textbooks and reference materials also include chapters on
modes of academic discourse that writing scholars and teachers deem
important for students to learn. These modes of discourse include narration
(ji xu wen), exposition {shou ming wen), lyric prose {xii qing zum), and critical
commentary (yi lun zoen). A narrative is commonly defined as a form of
writing in which writers remember a person or an event, describe a scene or
object, and/or express feelings. It includes correspondences, news reports,
editorials, stories (te-xie), interview reports, biographies (zhuan-ji), memoirs,
and documentaries (Liu 304; Hu 152; Yang 30). An exposition is understood as
a form of writing in which writers describe an object or a phenomenon and
explain its characteristics (Liu 334; Hu 207; Yang 197). A lyric prose is defined
as a type of short essay {xiao-pin) or informal essay (siii-bi) in which writers
overtly (c/zz jie) express or indirectly (jian jie) describe personal feelings about
an event, a person, or a scene (Liu 325; Hu 191; Yang 45). Finally, a critical
commentary is a form of writing in which writers reason through evidence to
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determine whether a personal opinion is acceptable or correct. A critical
commentary takes in different forms, including miscellaneous essays {zawen), random

thoughts {za-gan), literary criticisms, dissertations, and

newspaper editorials (Liu 329; Hu 160; Yang 214).
Composition curriculum from third grade to college teaches all these
modes of discourse, but according to Cheng Bixiang, the level of complexity
and degree of emphasis vary from grade to grade (299). For example, while
seventh grade composition emphasizes developing student ability to narrate,
eight grade composition focuses on teaching students how to explain, and
ninth grade composition concentrates on teaching students how to write
critiques and commentaries. Composition for tenth to twelfth grades is
structured with the same emphasis but with an increasing level

of

sophistication (Cheng 299). This cumulative sequence moves from lesser to
more demanding forms.
In addition to purposes, elements, processes, and modes of academic
discourse, writing instruction during the Education Reform Movement also
teaches students specific rhetorical conventions, or in Fu-ning Cheng's words,
"the social standards of academic writing" {wen zhang de she hui fan choii)
(233). These standards are used to measure the effectiveness of student essays.
According to Cheng, an effective essay must be didactic {you yi), practical
{Zheng shi), clear {ming xi), logical {lian giian), situated {de ti), fluent {chang
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da), substantial {chong shi), and simple and concise (jian jie) (232-233). The
1990 edition of A Guide to Language and Composition

Instruction regards

these features as the objectives of academic writing instruction (70).
To be didactic is to be purposeful. As mentioned earlier, an essay
must serve to carry moral, political, and social messages so that it can provide
guidelines for people to think, speak, and act accordingly. In order to meet the
didactic goal, an essay must alvi^ays deal with a realistic topic, and its content
should be truthful [zheng shi cai liao). The following student essay written by
Chen Ting, a twelfth grader, is a case in point.
MONEY, LIFE, TIME
1

A Russian General once said, "Money is precious, life is more precious, and time is

the most precious."
2

Money, life, and time may seem unrelated, but they are subtly interrelated in reality.

3

Money reflects material wealth. It is essential to people's daily life and a nation's

civilization and prosperity. In this sense, money determines, to some extent, one's success
or failure. The great inventor Addison did experiments for thousands of times to make
filaments. When he used up all the money he had and the donations his friends made,
financial support from a factory enabled him to carry on his experimenLs and eventually
find tungsten filaments.
4

However, if money is considered to be the only important thing, iLs real value will

inevitably be misunderstood. Or even worse, one may be trapped in all kinds of evils. A
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female accountant in Shanghai was sentenced to death for the corruption and bribery worth
of more than two hundred thousand yuan she took. Her case shows that it is critical for
people to understand correctly the true value of money.
5

It is a comraonsense that money and wealth are made by spirited people. Life is

basic to social wealth. It is life that enables us to realize our ideals and to create more wealth
for our socialist revolutionary course.
6

Young people should live and value our lives for the sake of our revoIutionar\'

course. Mr. Xie Jiezhai once said, "We should give our lives to our revolutionary course,
and if necessary, we should preserve or prolong them for the same reason."
7

Time is an index of life and life lasts in time. Mr. Lu Xun once said, "Time is life."

To value life, the first thing to do is to value time." It is estimated that in three fourths of
Premier Zhou's life time, he worked till very late in the night and staned working again
earlier next morning, taking care of numerous matters for the nation. He created
immeasurable wealth for the nation in his life. Efficient use of time is the same as
prolonging one's life, allowing one to create more wealth. The famous writer Goregy once
said, "Everyone has the same amount of time, but time brings prosperity to a diligent
person and only gray hair and empty pockets to a lazy person." This leaches us to be a
master of time, to treasure time, and to study and work most efficiently by making best use
of our lime.
8

Time flies. "Nothing is more unfortunate than the loss of time." But many of us

don't know the importance of valuing one's time. They fool around, achieving nothing. To
make us understand the importance of time, Mr. Li Dazhao once wrote an essay entitled
'Today." He said, 'To me, time is the most valuable thing because it is the easiest thing to
lose." Thus, we are able to keep what we earned yesterday and take full advantage of
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tomorrow only when we value today. That is because today is the starting point of
tomorrow and tomorrow is the continuation of today. No fumre achievement is likely
without today's effort. If we give up today, we are giving up tomorrow as well.
9

We are a generation at the turn of the century. We should take our lives seriously,

manage oiu: time efficiendy, and "to contribute our finite lives to the infinite course of
serving the people." To conclude, we should hold on to today, value our time, prolong our
lives, and make as much "money" as we can.
Chen Ting's essay was collected into Yu-ming Dang's The National
Archive of High School Student Essays (1993). In early 1990s school drop-out
rate saw a rapid increase. Many youngsters skipped schools so that they could
work for some quick cash. Many parents, particularly those in the poor areas
of China, did not encourage their children to stay in school, either. In fact,
many did not mind a small but helpful income their kids brought home. The
CCP and the state government saw a potentially serious social problem and
thus started an anti-drop-out campaign. The campaign stressed that all
school-age children should stay in school and those who skipped school
wasted their time and subsequently their lives. "It was in this context that
Chen Ting wrote his essay," Chen's teacher, whose name was not revealed,
wrote in his summative remark (Dang 97). The title says it all about the
didactic intent of the essay: Time and life are more important than monetarv
wealth. To Chen Ting, "making best use of our time" was for his peers to get a
good education so that they could have better lives in the future. Chen Ting's
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essay was practical because his peer readers could jie jian or literally, "learn a
lesson by relating to what Chen was saying."
Clarity is understood as being straightforward and visible {zhi guan),
focused [zhong xi xin), and logical {lian giian). According to Ning Yang, the
introduction of an essay must always kai men jian shan or literally "open the
door to see the mountain." That is, it must unveU the essay's main argument
or thesis (15). The thesis is to be made so clear that the reader can see it like a
mountain that is visible to the eyes. The straightforwardness can often be
accomplished by either posing and answering questions or quoting from
famous people (15). Chen Ting's essay did exactly that. In the summative
comment, Chen's teacher wrote, "The essay begins by quoting from a Russian
General on money, life, and time, wliich cleverly introduces the essay's thesis
in a concise, overt, direct way" (97).
The "visibility" (guan) of an essay refers to the different signals writers
provide readers. These signals include topic sentence (zhong xin ju zhi)
signals, layout {chen-ci) signals and transition {guo dii zhao

yin) signals

(Cheng 74). Students are taught that every paragraph must have a topic
sentence to signal its focus, and a topic sentence can be placed at the begirming
or the end of a paragraph (Cheng 75). Layout signals of a critical commentary,
for example, refer to titling, heading, and paragraphing. A transition signal
can be a transitional word, phrase or even a paragraph (Cheng 76). Chen's
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essay provides a good example of how to use the various signals. Chen wrote
in complete, natural paragraphs {zhi yuan diian). He varied paragraph
lengths, but stayed focused in each paragraph. Moreover, Chen frequently
used topic sentences. For example, he stated his topic for Paragraph #3 in
three sentences: "Money reflects material wealth. It is essential to people's
daily life and a nation's civilization and prosperity. In this serise, money
determines, to some extent, one's success or failure." He then provided the
example of Addison to develop the topic. Finally, Chen also skillfully used
trarvsition signals. In Paragraph #3 he used the phrase

"in this sense" to

cormect to the previous idea. He then used the word "however" to move
from Paragraph #4 to Paragraph #5, a transitional paragraph. All these signals
made Chen's ideas visible and his essay fluent.
The logic of an essay rests upon how well the essay is structured as it is
supposed to be. For example, according to Yu-shu Hu, a critical commentary
essay should follow the structiire of xu lun (introduction), zhen^

liin

(analyses), and jie lun (conclusion) (168). In the introduction writers present a
problem and state their argument {lun-dian). They then move to break the
argimient into parts and analyze each part through reasoning {lun-zhen^)
(Hu 174). Typical analytical strategies include exemplification, analogy,
comparison and contrast, cause and effect, and use of metaphor and simile
(Hu 180). According to Wen-yi Liu, writers may use any or a combination of
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three reasoning procedures zhong fen fa, or deduction,

bin lie fa, or

coordination, and di-jing fa or induction (331). Writers must support their
analyses with strong evidence {liin-jii) (Liu 184). In general three types of
evidence are acceptable; they are factual, theoretical, and scientific. Factual
evidence includes historical events, statistics and figures, and anecdotes.
Theoretical evidence refers to Marxist and Leninist theories, the CCP policies,
Mao's Thought and teachings, quotations firom

the famous, mottoes,

proverbs, and old sayings. And scientific evidence includes principles from
nattiral sciences (zhi yuan ke xue) (Liu 331). Writers can present evidence by
quoting or paraphrasing (Liu 332). Chen Ting's essay meets this structural
requirement. As mentioned earlier, Chen stated his thesis by quoting a
Russian General on relationships between money, Ufe, and time. Again,
according to his teacher.
He supported his thesis well through detailed analyses on each of the
three: money, life, and time and the relation of each to people's needs.
All three subtopics were fully developed in the process. . . Among the
three, the most important subtopic was the importance of "time."
Instead of giving equal space to all three subtopics, the student wisely
decided to emphasize the one on 'time" by giving the example of
Premier Zhou and quoting from Lu Xun, Goregy, and Li Dazhao. (97)
Chen clearly used a coordinative approach, and broke his thesis into three
subtopics, and analyzed each subtopic through exemplification. He supported
his

analyses

by quoting from

personalities, and news editorials.

famous

Chinese

politicians,

foreign
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The sihiatedness is essential to the success of an essay, particularly the
effectiveness of communication (jiao ji), the fourth element of writing. It
emphasizes writers' consideration of audience {did xiang) and situation (qing
xing) (Cheng 233). It also determines language choice, form of discourse, and
rhetorical strategies (257). Fu-ming Cheng used the following example to
show how situation and audience influence writers' purpose, language use,
and form of discourse. Suppose you were mistreated by a clerk in a post office.
You wanted to report this incident to the clerk's manager. You wanted the
manager to know exactly what happened and how you felt about it. To that
purpose, your report had to attend to details about time, place, name,
appearance, and attitude of the clerk, witnesses, conversations with the clerk.
Your report would naturally read like a narrative. Since the manager was able
to understand the procedures, you might use specialized language or jargon
where you saw thought it was appropriate. But maybe then you decided to ask
a local newspaper to publish your report so that your experience would teach
about the importance of treating others with respect. Because you changed
your purpose and audience, you would need to analyze rather than simplv
tell your readers what happened to you, and you would have had to present
your analyses in "easy-to-understand words" {da zong yu yan) (257-59).
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CONCLUSION
The foregoing discussion shows that like other rhetorical constructs,
academic writing in China has historically been subjected to politics and
ideology. The theories and practices of academic writing have reflected and
responded to larger social, economic, and political developments. This has
been the case for writing instruction. The nature, purpose, conventions, and
standards of academic writing have been defined and redefined according to
the changing political ideology and other sociohistorical factors. Writing
instruction has been conditioned in the same manner, which subsequently
affects student's composing in terms of topic selection, perceived purpose of
writing, and rhetorical approaches.
Topic selection and perceived purpose of writing, for example, are a
telescoping of social, political, and ideological changes in China. In ancient
times writers of an eight-legged essay chose topics on Confucian doctrines and
moral teachings. Because the eight-legged essay was a crucial part of the
imperial civil service examination, writers wanted to demonstrate that thev
were willing to accept established authorities and follow requirements of the
rigid examination system. During the New Cultural Movement, students
opted to write about patriotism, the fate of the nation, and the pursuit of
national awakerung. Topic selection was again dictated by the large social and
political context during the Cultural Revolution when school education was
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ordered to "serve the interest of the proletarian dictatorship." As a result,
students were taught to write about the CQ? policies so as to take a political
side. This pedagogical tradition has continued in the current educational
reform movement, and students, like Chen Ting, are taught to write so as to
improve their ideological standards.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion: Moving from Rhetoric to Comparative Rhetoric

he analyses in the preceding chapters demonstrate that rhetoric, like
any ideological coristruct, is shaped by its sociohistorical context. That
is, rhetoric is not a detached organism that can survive on its own fragile
metabolism. Rhetoric is an organic outgrowth of particular sociocultural
contexts. As in the Western culture, there have existed coherent rhetorical
traditions that are explicit and implicit in Chinese philosophical, political,
and educational theories and practices. My analyses also construct a
historically grounded sense of what Chinese rhetorics might represent. In
doing so they prove that, contrary to James Murphy's belief, non-Western
civilizations have produced rhetorics, though these rhetorical traditions
differ from those in the West.
The discussions therefore speak volumes of the need to fight against
the lingering ethnocentrism in the field

by expanding the boundaries of

(Western)

scholarship.

rhetoric

and

composition

More

important,

rhetoricians and composition scholars need to understand these nonWestern

rhetorical

traditions

in

order

to

develop

a

comparative

understanding of rhetoric. We must, as Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzburg
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pledge, "develop effective rhetorical strategies for communicating

both

within and across cultural boundaries" (v). To understand the rhetorics of
others, as Mary Garrett pointed out, we must commit serious attention and
direct sufficient resources to research in comparative rhetoric (45-46). In this
chapter, I examine the theory and research of comparative rhetoric as well as
its influence on composition studies. I also explore specific implications of my
case studies for the theories of rhetoric and comparative rhetoric. In doing so I
review the explicit and implicit conceptions of rhetoric in the Chinese culture
that I have demonstrated in the preceding chapters. I also examine some of
the differences and similarities between Chinese rhetorics and Western
rhetorics. Furthermore, I develop a comparative approach to writing by
showing how to teach writing effectively in cross-cultural situations. Finally, I
demonstrate the need for rhetoricians and scholars to develop intercultural
communication strategies.
THEORY AND RESEARCH IN COMPARATIVE RHETORIC
Comparative rhetoric is emerging as an independent discipline in
composition scholarship. Simply put, comparative rhetoric is the study of
rhetorical theories and practices in different languages and cultures. In terms
of composition, comparative rhetoric studies what constitutes writing well i n
different cultures and languages. Research in comparative rhetoric has
examined the formal differences between texts written by native and
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normative speakers of English, and these textual differences have been related
to cultural differences in rhetorical expectations and conventions.
Comparative rhetoric originated in applied linguistics. In its formative
phrase, comparative rhetoric was better known as contrastive rhetoric.
Contrastive rhetoric arose to meet the challenges of teaching English
composition to increasing numbers of people who speak English as a second
language (ESL). It was, as UUa Cormor states in Contrastive Rhetoric, "the first
serious attempt by applied Unguists in the United States to explain second
language writing" (5). Robert Kaplan coined the term contrastive rhetoric and
articulated its basic notion in his 1966 article "Cultural Thought Patterns i n
Intercultural Education." Kaplan, an applied linguist, was influenced by
theories of cultural relativism and second language (L;) acquisition.
An important theory of cultxiral relativism is the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis, or the Whorfian hypothesis. The Whorfian hypothesis examines
the relationships between language and culture and language and thought. It
suggests that language is interwoven with thought. Language, Sapir argues, is
"primarily a vocal actualization of the tendency to see realities symbolically"
and thought is therefore "hardly possible in any sustained sense without the
symbolic organization brought by language" (15). Benjamin Whorf
expands Sapir's

theory to suggest that language determines

later

thought.

Thinking, Whorf believes, is not only linguistic (66) but also "a matter of
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different tongues" (239) because "it is the grammatical background of our
mother tongue" that distinguishes "not only our way of constructing
propositions but the way we dissect nature and break up the flux of experience
into objects and entities to construct propositions" (239). Whorf

thus

proclaims that speakers of different languages perceive and understand reality
differently.
The field of second language acquisition (SLA) in the 1960s, according
to Connor, focused on investigating "language trarisfer" (12). SLA research
compared the processes of first language (L^) learning and second language
(Lj) learriing, suggesting that the former plays a negative role in the latter.
Robert Lado, for example, asserted that speakers of a second language "tend to
transfer the forms and meanings, and the distribution of forms and meanings
of their native language and culture to the foreign language and culture" (53).
Basic to the study of negative language transfer were three approaches:
contrastive analysis, error analysis, and interlanguage analysis (Connor 13),
all of which were claimed valuable to study the errors learners make in Lspeech. Assuming that language learning is habit-building, contrastive
analysis, as Gass and Selinker note, attempted to compare languages "in order
to determine potential errors" (59). The comparisons were made between "the
phonological, morphological, syntactic, and even the cultural systems of two
languages for the purpose of discovering similarities and differences" (60).
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Contrastive

analysis, however,

helped Lj teachers

predict and

understand only some of the errors learners make. With its emphasis on the
first language of a learner, contrastive analysis failed to explain all the errors.
This failure and subsequent criticisms triggered the shift of SLA research
attention to error analysis that focused on comparing "the errors a learner
makes in producing the TL [target language] and the TL form itself" (Gass and
Selinker 67). Although error analysis facilitated "a broader range of possible
explanations than contrastive analysis for researchers and teachers to use to
account for errors," it could not resolve the difficulties inherited from its own
framework, namely, the absence of contextual information of a learner's
linguistic behavior and the inadequacy of ascribing causes to errors (Gass and
Seliiiker 68-73).
Observing children learning their first language, critics of both
contrastive analysis and error analysis were then quick to point out that Llearners do not just passively take in the rules of the target language; thev
actively make sense of the language as a whole as they are exposed to it. Thev
tend to generalize for both what they already know and what they need to
know about the target language, and they systematically

test

those

generalizations. In doing so, they construct and follow rules of their own for
the target language, creating an "interlanguage"—"a system distinct from
both the native language and target language" (Seliriker, Swain, and Dumas,
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qtd. in Connor 13). This hj^othesis thus became the basic notion of the
interlanguage theory. Despite its overlooking semantics and pragmatics, the
interlanguage theory proclaimed that the recognition and examination of a
learner's interlanguage can help explain the errors inexplicable in light of
contrastive analysis and error analysis.
In short,

Benjamin

Lee Whorf

hypothesized

that

thought

is

inseparable from language and that language is inseparable from cultxxre. L;
research comparing

and Lj learning began to examine how the former

influences the latter. Drawing on the Whorfian hypothesis and taking a
reductionistic approach to rhetoric, Kaplan argued that logic and rhetoric are
generally culturally determined and specifically influenced by the social
conventions of a culture. He discussed these social conventions as "thought
patterns" that condition the way people think, speak, and write. Drawing on
theories of cultural relativism and research on language acquisition, Kaplan
hypothesized that Lj writing performance is inescapably influenced by the
rhetorical conventions of students' native languages.
To substantiate his hypothesis, Kaplan examined some six hundred
English writing samples by college ESL students, focusing principally on
patterns of paragraph organization. He found that students with different
linguistic backgrounds constructed English paragraphs according to the
"thought patterns" that are typical of their native cultures. Kaplan delineated

136

^"touz/iair

Or^jwJ

JttWMJkV

JPllXWJl

I

\

Figure 5.1

Kaplan's Diagram on Cultural Thought Patterns in "Cultural Thought Patterns in Intercultural
Education." Language Learning: A Journal of Applied Linguistics 17 (1966): 1-20.

these thought patterns in a famous set of diagrams. For example, a solid
straight arrow was used to represent the American thought pattern to suggest
that American students write paragraphs in a linear progressive maimer. In
contrast, a spiral that gradually closes in on a point but never reaches it was
used to characterize the "Oriental" sequence of thought.

Kaplan was

convinced that Asian students treated topics in totality and focused on the
interrelatedness rather than dealing with them directly. In his own words,
"things are developed in terms of what they are not, rather than in terms of
what they are" ( 10).
Kaplan's

diagrams also describe the thought

patterns of other

languages. For example, the thought pattern in Semitic

languages is

parallelism, meaning that paragraph development in these languages relies
heavily on parallel coordinate clauses. On the other hand, Romance and
Russian languages have a thought pattern of a zigzag, differing in degree as
represented by a solid line for the former and a dotted line for the latter.
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Kaplan suggested that writers of both Romance and Russian languages tend
to digress and elaborate on "structurally related subordinate elements"
("Thought Patterns" 14).
Kaplan's theory of contrastive rhetoric has drawn waves of responses,
with perhaps more criticism than praise from L; writing teachers and
researchers. Foremost among the criticism has been the claim that contrastive
rhetoric, as proposed by Kaplan, adopted a narrow view of rhetoric, reducing
it merely to formal patterns of development. In Kaplan's original study,
rhetoric was explicitly reduced to paragraph organization. Second, Kaplan's
notion of contrastive rhetoric ignored cultural contexts of writing in different
languages. Third, Kaplan's study was limited to the expository texts written by
ESL students, overlooking other text genres, developmental factors of student
writers, and the complexity of discursive conventions within cultures.
Fourth, according to Ilona Leki in her article "Twenty-Five Years of
Contrastive Rhetoric," Kaplan's study helped confine contrastive rhetoric
within the current-traditional approach to teaching ESL writing that
emphasizes written products over writing processes. Finally, Kaplan's notion
of contrastive rhetoric has also been criticized, according to Connor,
for being too ethnocentric and privileging the writing of native English
speakers (Matalene 1985); for examining only L, products and ignoring
educational and developmental process variables (Mohan and Au
Yeung Lo 1985); for dismissing linguistic and cultural differences in
writing among related languages, that is, for including Chinese, Thai,
and Korean in one "Oriental" group (Hinds 1983a); and for considering
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transfer from a first language a negative influence on second language
writing (Raimes 1991a). (16)
In short, embedded in theories of applied linguistics and language acquisition,
Kaplan's theory of contrastive rhetoric emphasized textual analyses that
reduced broader rhetorical contexts to cultural stereotypes by ignoring
relevant work in rhetoric and composition on such important factors as
purpose, audience, and situation.
Much of the subsequent research in comparative rhetoric has taken a
text-based approach but avoided its limitations by attending to the pragmatics
of writing. Connor's "Argximentative Patterns in Student Essays: CrossCultural Differences" is a case in point. Connor decided to study persuasive
writing because it "reqxiires the writer to be aware of both audience and
personal constructs" (58). Using a multilevel analysis system that focused on
the processes of composing, she examined argumentative patterns in essays
written in

by students from England, Finland, Germany, and the United

States. She found that there was some cross-cultural variation on "the
writer's reasons for selecting ideas and on how they are presented" (65).
Though Cormor did not find

apparent cultural differences with regard to

audience considerations, she concluded

her

study by reiterating

the

importance of teaching audience awareness in ESL composition.
Like any new field of inquiry, the field of comparative rhetoric has
since its inception expanded by drawing on neighboring disciplines, such as
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rhetoric and composition studies, genre studies, text linguistics, and
ethnography of communication. Insights from research in these disciplines
have helped change the textual orientation of contrastive rhetorical studies.
For example, James BCinneavy's study of discourse aims and modes, as
Cormor notes, has helped contrastive rhetoricians analyze texts students
produce other than expositions (Cormor 70). It has encouraged and helped
sustain research on narrative and persuasive texts (70) as well as nonacademic texts, such as the research reports, proposals, resumes, application
letters, and editorials in cross-cultural contrasts (135-49). The field of rhetoric
and composition has also provided contrastive rhetoric with cognitive
models of writing. The cognitive approach to writing has helped contrastive
rhetoricians understand students' writing processes in both L, and L, (Connor
18,75-9).
The field of text linguistics has enriched comparative rhetoric by
helping expand sentence-based analysis and introducing the evaluation of
situational constraints in a text (Cormor 80). Comparative rhetoric with a text
lingxiistics dimension compares and contrasts the superstructures (i.e., story
grammar in a narrative), intersentence and intratext relations (i.e., cohesion
and coherence), and "theme-theme relationships" of cross-language texts (8397). In other words, it helps comparative rhetoricians and teachers to examine
ESL student essays on a broader basis and from a more global perspective.
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Contributions

also

come

from

the

field

of

ethnography

of

communication. The most notable is perhaps Muriel Saville-Troike and
Donna Johnson's "Comparative Rhetoric: An Integration of Perspectives." In
their article, Saville-Troike and Johnson argued for an ethnography of
commvmication perspective of contrastive rhetoric that emphasizes "a text
and its production as a socially situated communicative event," that is, "text
as praxis" (231). An ethnography of communication perspective, as SavilleTroike and Johnson maintained, defines contrastive rhetoric as the study of
"skilled language use in different speech communities" and gives priority to
the functioris of language within cultural, social, and political settings, as well
as physical ones (241).
Saville-Troike and Johnson's study is significant in at least two ways.
First, as noted above, it helps shift the paradigm of comparative rhetorical
studies from its early product-oriented perspective to a new focus on both the
text and the broader sociocultural contexts of the text. Second, it replaces the
term contrastive rhetoric with comparative rhetoric, renaming the field and
broaderiing its scope. The term contrastive rhetoric employs a very narrow
basis for comparison, assuming that only two rhetorics are involved. Also it
suggests contrasting the differences between the two rhetorics,

often

overlooking their similarities. Further, it harbors and reinforces a strong
ethnocentrism. The dominant line of inquiry in contrastive rhetorical studies
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has been to look at discourse in a first language and compare it with English,
with a positive attitude and description of English rhetorical norms and a
stereotypical view of other languages and cultures as illustrated by Kaplan's
diagrams. The term comparative rhetoric, on the other hand, looks into "a
very broad range of commuiucative phenomena across [more than two]
languages and cultures" at one time (Saville-Troike and Johnson 4).
More importantly, the term comparative rhetoric takes rhetoric more
seriously. Attuned with the classical tradition, comparative rhetoric defines
rhetoric as "the skilled and artful use of language" (Saville-Troike and
Johnson 4), giving primary attention to the concerned discourse community
that "extends the older notion of audience to consider broader social and
political contexts of communication" (3). This expanded approach to rhetoric
is in direct contrast to the reductionistic one taken by contrastive rhetoric. As
noted earlier, Kaplan, in his original study, equated rhetoric to arrangement,
or more exactly, paragraph organization. He was aware of his reductionistic
approach when he admitted that "rhetoric" in "contrastive rhetoric" is "in a
somewhat loose way in the sense of 'elements of prose composition'"
("Further Note" 13). Later, under the influence of a cognitive approach to
writing, Kaplan, in collaboration with William Grabe, defined contrastive
rhetoric as "the study of Lj rhetorical influences on the organization of text i n
an Lj, on audience considerations, on goal definitions" (266). When examined
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in the larger context, Kaplan and Grabe's mention of "audience" is just lipservice. "Rhetoric" is confined to form, structure, and style.
RECEPTION OF COMPARATIVE RHETORIC IN COMPOSITION STUDIES
As work in comparative rhetoric has developed a more sophisticated
sense of such rhetorical factors as audience, purpose, and situation, it has
enjoyed an increasing influence on composition studies, particularly among
ESL teachers and researchers. The theory of comparative rhetoric has begun
to shape the basic approach to the teaching of

writing. With its emphasis

on the relations of texts to cultural contexts, comparative rhetoric has
provided teachers with a practical nonjudgmental framework for analyzing
and evaluating

ESL writing and helping students see the rhetorical

differences between English and their native languages as a matter of social
convention, not cultural superiority. ESL writing teachers can further use the
framework, as Connor suggests, to explicate "problems in composition
encountered by second language writers" as attributable to differences in
rhetorical strategies of their native languages {Contrastive Rhetoric
doing so, they will eventually
conventions

of

English

not only teach ESL students

composition,

but also

explain

the

5). In
textual
broader

sodocultural contexts in which these conventions are embedded and valued.
Work in contrastive rhetoric has established the groundwork for
comparative studies of discursive conventions. Research has begun on
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differences in genres, modes of composing, author-audience relations, and
ways of configuring purposes and defining topics, including comparative
studies of English and Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, Hindi, Arabic,
Spanish, German, and French. Such research has been well documented by
Connor in Contrastive Rhetoric, Helen Fox in Listening to the World, and
Cormor and Kaplan in Writing Across Languages. Research in comparative
rhetoric has also been attentive to pedagogical implications and has begun to
generate practical suggestions for teachers. For example, in "Contrastive
Rhetoric: An American Writing Teacher in China," Carolyn Matalene
reminded teachers that Chinese ESL students may not only write but also
think in a characteristically Chinese way in their English classes. She exhorted
fellow teachers to take the initiative to explain their cormnents, such as "Be
original" and "Use new language." These students, Matalene noted, "are too
puzzled and too polite to point this out—and they are certainly not in the
habit of questioning teachers" (792). On the other hand, Shen's "The
Classroom and the Wider Culture: Identity as a Key to Learning English
Composition" offers other ways of helping Chinese students with their
writing. Shen explains that he was using the Chinese approach of yi-jing in
his English essays, creating a mental pictiore that went along with the abstract
meaning he was trying to argue. He suggests that in order for him to write
good English essays, his English professors have to help him "get rid of this
approach and, instead, use "Western logical critical approaches" (460).
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OBJECTIVES OF COMPARATIVE RHETORICAL STUDIES
My case studies have specific implications for the theories and further
developments of rhetoric and comparative rhetoric. Research in comparative
rhetoric in particiilar has at least five objectives. A first objective is to provide
with an understanding of rhetoric as a sociocuitural construct. A second
objective is to study both the differences and similarities among rhetorics
across cultures and languages. A third objective is to develop an historically
informed prospective of how rhetorical conventions are related to cultural
assumptions and social practices. A fourth objective is to develop a
comparative approach to writing. And a final objective

is to apply

comparative rhetorical methods to develop strategies for cross-cultural
communication and interaction.
The foremost objective of comparative rhetorical studies is to continue
arguing that rhetoric is neither entirely Western nor universal. Rhetoric is
better understood as having a cultviral dimension. As I have shown in the
previous chapters, rhetoric in the Chinese context can be defined differently
from that of the Western tradition. With its practical involvement
philosophical, political, and academic theories and

in

practices, Chinese

rhetorics are a pivotal means of social management that engineers ways of
thinking, speaking, and writing. In other words, rhetoric is the study and
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practice of putting philosophy and language into social action for practical
purposes, such as managing sodopolitical relations.
I pointed out in Chapter 2 that Han Fei-tzu's philosophy had explicit
and implicit conceptions of a legalist rhetoric. Han's legalist rhetoric was
clearly a rhetoric that valued the power of both persuasion and force. This
characteristic is evident in Han's theory of "speaking to convince" {quan-fu).
For Han "speaking to convince" was to persuade and coerce by force at the
same time. This conception of rhetoric was consistent with his theory of
human nature and order, for, to Han, human beings were evil by nature and
untrustworthy. Han's legalist rhetoric did not stress the ethical appeal as
Confucian and Daoist rhetorics did. Because promises of reward and threats of
punishment were central to Han's theory of "speaking to convince," his
legalist rhetoric stressed the pathetical appeal; it appealed to individuals'
desire for rewards and fear of punishments in order to enforce laws and
maintain social order. Han's legalist rhetoric also recognized the importance
of situation. Han stressed that all laws must be governed by the dualism of
change and stability. Laws must change in the same way that time and place
change, responding to the same social conditions.
Furthermore, Han's legalist rhetoric, particularly his theory of the art of
advising, stressed the importance of audience. For example, an adviser's
minute knowledge of the ruler's heart and mind was a matter of life and
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death. He had to study with care the niler's desires, likes, and dislikes as he
prepared for his advice speech. Moreover, according to Han, the speech did
not have to be accurate, perfect, or insightful. Because of his negative view of
human nature, Hein distrusted language and speech. Words for Han were
trusted ordy if they corresponded to deeds, and speeches were good only when
adapted to the audience.
The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, I argued in Chapter 3,
provides another example in which Chinese conceptions of rhetoric differ
from the Western. In this case, ideology functioned as a system of rhetoric.
Mao's Thought, the ruling ideology of the Cultural Revolution, determined
what was discursive, what was possible, and what was acceptable. As
exemplified in The Little Red Book, it prescribed frameworks of thinking,
codes of conduct, and categories of language. In other words, it provided
general assumptions and specific structures for the masses to understand
Mao's Thought and put it into their revolutionary practices.
Mao's Thought also embodied explicit and implicit conceptions of
ideological discourse, including its purpose, audience, and

persuasion.

Ideology for Mao was pragmatic, serving general interests of his proletarian
dictatorship and specific needs of his Cultural Revolution. It transformed the
masses into ideological subjects and cor\sequently audiences of his proletarian
ideology, through identification and affiliation. Ideological persuasion for
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Mao was a juxtaposition, of indoctrination through ideological discourses,
such as The Little Red Book, and coercion through ideological apparatuses,
such as the red guards.
It is clear that the rhetorics explicit and implicit in non-Western
traditions may serve as instruments for purposes that are far more diverse
than persuading others in deliberative assemblies. Chinese rhetorics, for
example, tend to be characterized by a concern for consensus, conformity, and
collaborative problem-solving. We therefore need to redefine the notion of
rhetoric and adopt one that better captures the nature, scope, and function of
rhetoric, that better helps all peoples interact and communicate, and that
shapes and represents the ways of thinking by collapsing the boundaries
created by our social, cultural, political, and economic conditions.
A second objective of a comparative study of rhetoric is to study the
similarities and differences among different rhetorics around the world. Mv
analyses in the preceding chapters suggest some of the similarities and
differences between Chinese and Western rhetorics. For example, in a fashion
consistent with the Western tradition, Han stressed the importance of
audience's response to the success of persuasive discourse. But Han's
conception of legalist rhetoric granted the audience a less active role. For
example, when the ruler enacted a law, his subjects had to obey, leaving no
room for debate or feedback.
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Chinese academic writing, however, assigns audience (dui xiang) a
more active role and thus a higher importance, even though the conception
of audience is not often discussed in textbooks or taught in classrooms.
Audiences are always expected to be responsible for understanding what is
said and unsaid in a text.

A case in point is Chen Ting's essay on the

importance of money, time, and life that I discussed in Chapter 4. Chen Ting
quoted a Russian general to state his argument and several Chinese political
figures to support it. But he did not introduce these figures, interpret their
sayings, or provide citation information. He did not have to, for he
understood that these people were deemed as exemplary heroes and their
lives and deeds were carefully studied at the weekly ideological education
course over the years. He knew that his high school peers would, and were
supposed to, know these heroes and the given meanings of their words. After
all, Chen Ting was not in the position to interpret the words of such
established authorities anyway. It was acceptable for him to leave out the
information and trust his readers to fill in the gaps as established writers do
in China. Doing it otherwise would be considered impolite or unacceptable
according to Chinese rhetorical conventions.
Similarities

and differences are also evident

in

the

rhetorical

expectations and conventions of Chinese and English academic writing. As I
pointed out in Chapter 4, academic writing in China, in English contexts, has
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always been bound up with social and political beliefs and has served the
ideological claims of the Chinese society. For example, students are not taught
or encouraged to express personal views in their writing, no matter if it was
in an eight-legged essay in the remote past or in a critical commentary
nowadays. It is feared that self-expression will disturb social harmony and
endangers political order. In fact, personal views are often associated with
wrong ways of thinking, and free expression is believed to cause conflicts and
disrupt social harmony. The ultimate goal of the CCP's ideological education
after the Pro-Democracy Movement in 1989 has been to train students in how
to think and coach them on how to speak. In doing so they learn not to
express personal or dissenting views.
Furthermore, Chinese

society remains

under

the

influence

of

Confucianism that values collectivity and coriformity. While individualism
is "entrenched as a privilege and a characteristic of American society"
(Hoffman 113), it is among the ideologies the Chinese government most
fears. In China the individual is conceived as a communal being rather than
an independent being in the American sense; the individual is, to borrow
Regamey's term, a "harmonized

collection

of

universals"

(517). The

following example suffices to illustrate the differing view of "self" betv\'een
Chinese and Americans. In a recent study, Phoebe Ellsworth, a psychologist
from the University of Michigan at Arm Arbor, selected groups of culturally
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Chinese and Americans, showed them the same pictures of fish, and aslced
them to write down their responses. One of the pictures showed a fish
swimming away from a school of fish. The Chinese subjects tended to believe
that the single fish was "rejected by the group," but the Americans considered
the departing as a sign of "striking out on its own." The two groups also
responded differently when they saw another picture that reversed the
scenario—a school of fish converging to a single fish. The Chinese regarded
the act of convergence as the fish group's concern for the well-being of the
"isolated" fish whereas the Americans viewed it as a "threat" to the single
fish.
In China, the concept of individuality may even have negative
cormotations, taken to mean egoism or selfishness. The serise of self is
realized, not through self-fulfillment, but only when group values are
recognized and accepted. Therefore, expression of self is not encouraged or
tolerated in Chinese academic writing. Fan Shen laments that "[in China]
both political pressure and literary tradition require that T be somewhat
hidden or buried in writings and speeches; presenting the 'self too obviously
would give people the impression of being disrespectful of the Communist
Party in political writings and boastful in scholarly writings" (460).
A third objective of comparative rhetoric is to emphasize historically
informed comparisons of how rhetoric has developed in different cultures
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and languages. To develop an historically informed comparative sense of
rhetoric, we should begin by examining the Western biases built into the
Greco-Roman definition of rhetoric. The dominant conception of rhetoric in
the West derives from Aristotle's articulation that rhetoric is "an ability to see
the available means of persuasion in each case" (36). From this perspective,
the purpose of rhetoric is to persuade. However, contemporary scholars of
rhetoric in the West have shifted away firom the traditional emphasis on
"persuasion" to examine how people accomplish a wider array of purposes.
For example, I. A. Richards sees rhetoric as the construction of "meaning."
Richards is so concerned with how language and symbols come to mean that
he defines rhetoric as "a study of misimderstanding and its remedies" (3). The
goal of rhetoric, according to Richards, is to promote understanding. Another
major source for a broader conception of rhetoric is Kermeth Burke, perhaps
the foremost rhetorician of the twentieth century. Burke strives to highlight
the importance of rhetoric as "identification"

(62). He stresses

that

communication and "corporation" should be the primary end of rhetoric.
These definitions of rhetoric have potential for comparative analyses of
rhetoric, but that potential is often lost when the emphasis on collaboration is
subordinated to a persuasive purpose, as, for example. Golden, Berquist, and
Coleman do when they conclude that "mearung" or "identification" is always
subordinated to persuasion (7).
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Robert Oliver's Communication

and Culture in Ancient India and

China provides a case in point. In this study Oliver presents the first
comprehensive effort of a Western scholar to trace the strands of rhetoric
through religious and philosophical schools of Eastern thought and examine
the rhetorical history in ancient China. He argues that "rhetoric always is
authentic in its cultural matrix," and Eastern rhetoric must be defined in its
own terms (ix). Provided his powerful argument and years of experiences
living with and practicing Eastern rhetoric, Oliver himself was obviously not
able to escape the stigmatism he argues agair\st. Because of his Western habits
of mind, Oliver's analyses of Eastern rhetoric is dearly influenced by the
Western conception of rhetoric. For example, Oliver opens the first chapter by
asserting that
Neither India nor China has ever had a public platform comparable
with that of America or of those European nations inclined toward
democracy. Their courtrooms offered none of the inducements found
in the West to affect judicial decisions through eloquent pleading. . . .
Their education did not feature what the West would consider to be
lectures, though it encouraged student discussions. (1)
To Oliver rhetoric is ultimately in service of democracy that provides "three
avenues of motivation: rational appeal, emotional appeal, and a process of
pseudo-reason, which has been termed rationalization" (qtd. in Berquist 181).
A democratic rhetoric is characterized by logic, but Eastern rhetoric does not
"presume logical argument but the explication of self-evident propositions"
because in the East "no real logic was ever developed" (259).
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Oliver continues to polarize Western and Eastern rhetorics

by

associating the latter with a catalog of negative statements. He defines Eastern
rhetoric "as a branch of philosophy"—"the art of phrasing propositions in
such a manner that their truth is self-evident" (258). It aims "toward
rationalization of the statiis quo rather toward reformist efforts to produce
improvements" (260). "Its preferred methodology," as Oliver contends, is
"not argument but exposition" (258). Further, within the Eastern tradition of
rhetoric, according to Oliver, individuality and the welfare of the speaker are
discounted (261); discursive originality is discouraged (262); and expression of
points of view is filtered through social norms and expectations (262-3).
Clearly Oliver employs a Western intellectual framework to define Eastern
rhetoric in Western terms and characterizes Eastern rhetoric against norms of
its Western tradition.
A less ethnocentric approach to the history of rhetorical practice can
contribute to a fourth objective of comparative
construct a cross-cultural

perspective on

rhetorical studies—to

writing. This

cross-cultural

understanding of writing will help us teach English composition to all
students, particularly students who speak English as a second language (ESL).
Fang Li (not the student's real name) and her writings provide a good
example to show the importance of the cross-cultural prospective on writing.
Fan is representative of millions of high school graduates in China. She
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Started learning how to write basic academic essays in the fourth grade under
the strong influences of the eight-legged, the four-part, and the three-part
essays. Like her peers, she started learning English in the seventh grade.
English is primarily learned for such technical reasons as translating literary
works and exchanging scientific information. Since English composition is
not a part of school curricula, students are not exposed to English rhetoric and
academic writing. As a resxilt. Fang is among the thousands of new Chinese
students who walk into American secondary schools or universities thinking
and writing English essays in the Chinese way.
Fang, now in her early twenties, has been in the United States for three
and a half years, during which time she took five college-level writing classes
at the University of Arizona, including English 306. Previously she had taken
English 106, 107, and 108, which are specially designed as a sequence of
composition classes for first-year international students, and also 308, a course
emphasizing tecfmical writing usually reserved for scientific or technical
juniors and seniors. English 306 is intended to improve students' expository
and persuasive writing skills and is open to all interested students after their
first-year composition sequence (Applen, McNenny, and Ransdell 7). Fang
took this course in the spring semester of 1993. The texts selected for the
following analysis are from Fang Li's writing portfolio for English 306.
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Despite her extensive

contact with

the English language and

considerable experience with English composition. Fang's perspective on
English rhetoric and composition is still significantly more Chinese than
American. Most of her schematic knowledge about rhetoric and writing is
based on the Chinese sociocultural and political contexts and her experience
with Chinese academic writing, which is yet to be influenced by the English
contexts. All

of

Fang's

six essays

consistently

show

the

following

characteristics of Chinese rhetoric and academic writing. Her topic choice
tends to be more reliant on the given reading materials than on her own
imagination. As a result, her essays' contents appear to be more a restatement
of the readings than an argument out of her personal thoughts. Furthermore,
the overall organization of Fang's essays seems to be more identifiable with
the eight-legged or four-part pattern in Chinese writing than with the English
introduction-body-conclusion

linear

progression,

and

her

paragraphs

demonstrate the cji-cheng-jun-he structure and lack of concern for the sense
of cohesion stressed in English writing. Finally, instead of directly asserting
her personal views. Fang tends to develop her points by frequently employing
questions, quotations, abstract wording, and word-by-word translation into
English of Chinese-prescribed phrasings or sayings. The detailed analysis that
follows may suffice to illustrate the above features, which are not what Fang's
instructor expected to see in her essays.
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The sodocultural ideology and political register of Chinese rhetoric are
dearly evident in Fang's topic choice for all six essays. Fang and her
dassmates were not given any spedfic assignment instructiorxs or prompts for
writing these essays; rather, they were asked to read chapters from their
multicultural reader. Our Times, by Robert Atwan and develop six arguments
on any topics they felt comfortable with. This means that topic choice was
open-ended in nature. However, Fang seemingly did not want to take any
risk or write on subjects of her own, but dedded to comment on subjects
others had defined; that is, she chose topics similar to or the same as those
raised in the chapters she read. For example, after reading chapters on
"Television Broadcasting; Does it Distort the News?" and "Television and Sex
Roles; Is TV Defying the Stereotypes?" Fang wrote Essay #1 "For a Better
Future" in which she posed exactly the same questions about mass media.
Fang titled Essay #2 "Cultural Diversity; Is It a Good Thing?" using almost the
same wording as the chapter title she read, "America's Cultural Diversity: Is It
a Good Thing?" In the same way. Fang's Essay #3 "Racism on Campus; Why
Does It Happen?" was directly derived from her reading of chapters on
"Racism on Campus: How Can We Explain It?"
Further, all Fang's essays address the issues of diversity, racism, and
equality, which are dealt with in Atwan's book. I asked Fang why she chose to
write about those topics. She explained that she was exposed to these issues
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when she was still in China, and the readings in English 306 reminded her of
those issues. What Fang said is true. In fact, ethnic and racial discrimination
is among the most commonly used topics in recent Chinese political writing
criticizing Western cultures, and they are inevitably popular themes in school
composition and ideology education, warning young generations that the
West is not an ideal place as expected and "Going West" may not be the best
choice for life. In light of her experience in China, Fang's topic selection also
had clear political and moral foundations.
Moreover, Fang's topic choice is very consistent with her perception of
function and purpose for writing, which is also reflective of Chinese rhetoric
and sociocultural ideologies. Instead of convincing her reader of her own
takes on the issues. Fang's essays make it clear that she had the following
three common purposes in mind for aU essays: First, Fang thought of writing
in terms of demonstrating to her instructor her understanding of the assigned
readings, that is, paraphrasing or repeating the authorities. Second, she
intended to draw moral lessons on the chosen issues through her essays, such
as in her own words: "We should try our best to eliminate racism." Finallv,
she saw writing as an important means to achieve social harmony. She made
this purpose clear when she claimed on the cover page to Essay #1: "We do
not want increased social conflicts and we want a peaceful future."
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Fang's essays reveal some topic development strategies typical of
Chinese rhetoric and sociocuitviral and political contexts. The overall formats
or the "superstructures" (Coruior and Lauer 142) of Fang's six essays have a
clear corrunonality of topic development, which is identifiable with the
traditional eight-legged or four-part pattern in Chinese writing. Essay #4
below, in which Fang wrote about how to achieve equality, illustrates these
topic development tactics and other rhetorical strategies.
On Equality
1

Equality, a notion which was posed in the French Revolution two hundred years

ago, has been a primary concem in most of the political movements in the last two
centuries. Generations and generations of people all over the world have striven for this
political ideal. However, no nation in the world has succeeded in realizing equality in their
society. This failure leads people to ponder the implication of the notion itself The debate
on equality becomes a hot topic in the 1990s.
2

In the French Revolution in the 19th century, the revolutionaries claimed that ever\'

citizen has the right to participate in the nation's politics; this is not a privilege only
belonging to the nobility. In the turbulent days of revolution, various social groups—the
nobility, the bourgeoisie, the urban working class and the peasants fought with each other
violently for their political power, since everybody seems to believe that you are either the
winner or the loser in society, and the only way to make yourself the winner is to make
others the loser. However, the result of French Revolution as a whole suffered the
turbulent violence of group rivalry and the old problem of inequality in the country's
political, economical life had not been solved.
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3

The failure of the revolution which aims at the goal of the equality leads people to

ponder what is going to be an effective way to pursue this ideal. Since human beings are
bom differendy, some with more intelligence, some with more material wealth, some with
more physical strength, the distinction among them determines that they will not achieve
success in the same degree, and they will have different needs to in order to realize their
goals. Because of this distinction among individuals, how the society can provide the
opportunities to its members based on their different needs should be the primary concern
in the process based on their divergent economic, intellectual and social conditions.
4

Since the distribution of wealth is not equal in our society, every individual has a

different economic ability to achieve their goals. A person bom with several milhon dollars
will certainly have the opportunity to receive a good education and to pursue whatever
he/she decides to do in his/her life. However, people with a poor economic background
will have a hard time, stmggling for economic stability while they are trying their other
personal goals. However, like President Kennedy said thirty years ago, "If a c()untr>'
cannot help the poor, it will not save a few rich." The practice of equality is to relieve the
nightmare of poverty for every member of the society. It means that the poor and the
economically unwell-to-do should be guaranteed the basic necessities for living, such a.s
social security and health care, and the essential opportunity to pursue success, such as the
access to a good education. Under these conditions, every individual in the society can
concentrate on their career and will be more likely to succeed. At the same time, the society
as a whole will benefit because the success of individuals will naturally contribute to the
wealth and civilization of the society.
5

Another cmcial aspect of equality to be considered is intellectual equality. It is a

matter of fact that some people are bom as intellectual geniuses, and some arc not.
Geniuses only count a small percentage of the population; the vast majority are ordinary'
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people like you and me. How to create opportunities so that everyone can give play to their
wisdom to the highest degree is an essential factor in achieving the intellecmal progress of
the whole society.
6

I feel the American higher education system has more advantages than the Chinese

one because it offers more opportimities for students to pursue their education. In the
Chinese system, the admission to colleges and universities totally depends on the student's
score on the College Entrance Examination which is highly competitive, for only l{)-3()
percent of students will be accepted. A student may have been an "A" student in six years
in middle school, and get sick on the say of the test, and cannot get into college for several
points lower than the admission standard. On shortcoming of the Chinese higher education
system is that it is not open to a large population of students, only the "perfect" studenLs
can squeeze into the door of college. In contrast, U. S. colleges have a much higher
admission rate. Therefore, not only the smartest, but also the intellectually ordinary'
students are able to get in. In addition, after getting college, students can switch majors,
which allows tiiem to choose a field they are good at and most interested in to work on.
The outcome of the flexibility of the education system and the recognition of the distinction
among individual students allow more members of the society to become well-educated
individuals and the society as a whole will enjoy higher level of intellectual wealth. This
point can be proved by the fact that the United States is in the lead in the world's scientific
and cultural fields.
7

Social equality involves the issue of diversity. Although ethnically and culturally

divergent, every citizen in the society has the right to voice their opinions. At the same
time, every one has to listen to people with backgrounds different from one's own. to
understand their perspectives. It is human nature that we tend to like people that are the
same as us and mistrust people different from us. However, if everyone sticks to this
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point, the whole society will become the battle ground of various social groups. The
dialogue with other members in society will allow us to examine and reexamine our notions
about people different from us and gradually eliminate various kinds of social stereotypes
which are the stumbling blocks to social equality.
8

My own experience shows how important it is to listen to the divergent point of

view instead of only listening one side of the argument. When I had just arrived at the
University of Arizona, I used to hear some Chinese students talking about blacks in a
despising tone. Not having had any contact with blacks before, that was the first
impression that I got about blacks. However, after living here for two years, because of the
everyday contact with black students, I found out that black people are remarkable
individuals, and what I have heard about them are just racial stereotypes.
9

The search for equality is a formidable path, because we have to deal with

economic, intellectual, and social diversities which are complicated issues. However, there
is hope if we recognize the difference among individuals and respect people unlike
ourselves. In this way, we will not necessarily be rivals of each other, but there is the
possibility that everybody can become a winner on his/her life. That is the real implication
of equality and it is what we should strive for.

In Paragraph #1 Fang appeared to define the notion of equality. But
because the paragraph is so abstract and general, it falls short of explairung
what equality is and seemingly has little to do with the thesis implied in
Paragraphs #2 and #3, which is, in her own words: "The failure of the
revolution which aims at the goal of equality leads people to ponder what is
going to be an effective way to pursue this ideal." As a result. Paragraph #1
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appears to be the po-ti in the eight-legged pattern, the qi in the four-part
format, and the fan-lun in the three-unit pattern, all of which I discussed in
Chapter 4 on Chinese academic writing.
Fang moved to cheng-ti (amplification) or cheng (elaboration) in the
next four paragraphs by taking up the proposed thesis in Paragraphs #2 and
#3 and offering general solutions to the problem in economic, intellectual,
and sociopolitical domains. Then in Paragraph #8, she suddenly turned to a
short discussion of her own experience regarding "racial stereotypes," which
seems to have little relevance to the subject under consideration; "I found out
that black people are remarkable individuals." Finally, she ended the essay by
tying everything together, not "logically" in a Western ser\se, but simply by
repeating her main point in general terms: "The search for equality is a
formidable path . . . and it is what we should strive for."
The apparent irrelevance of Paragraph #1 to the rest of the essay, the
abrupt transitions from topic to topic, and the brief mention of her own
experience also come to the notice of Fang's instructor. In his endnote to the
final draft of this essay. Fang's instructor remarked: 'XJltimately, the paper is
not very cohesive. The topic you start discussing isn't very well connected to
the topic at the end of the essay." He characterized this disconnection, not as a
difference, but as a clear violation of the English rhetorical norms. He
underlined both start and end to bring what he considered the incoherence of
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her ideas to Fang's attention, and he repeated this view to me when I asked
him about it. More importantly, without knowledge of alternate rhetorical
traditions, he did not point out to Fang in his endnote why he considered the
incohesive topics as something absolutely wrong and not merely different
from the rules Fang foUows.
At the intersentential level. Fang tended to structure her paragraphs in
the qi-cheng-jun-he progression rather than the more straightforward topicsupport structure of English paragraphs. Paragraph #4 provides examples.
Fang introduced her reader to the paragraph with the statement that "every
individual has a different economic ability to achieve their goals." This
statement, which is the qi part, does not necessarily have the same function as
a topic sentence in English does because, unlike an assertive topic sentence,
the qi statement is rather a general comment implying the focus of the
paragraph.
Then, Fang proceeded to the cheng part and commented in the next
two sentences on the implied theme that inequality in wealth hinders many
individuals' pursuit of personal goals. Before ending the paragraph with li c
in the last sentence. Fang left the theme with the /un, turning to government
respoi^sibility and welfare, topics only loosely related to the general theme.
Fang offered a brief "however" warning at this turn, but it was not enough to
keep her native English-speaking readers on the track. Her instructor, who
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again did not see the difference, wrote his frustration

on the margin: "I don't

understand the significance of the quote."
In addition to their typical topic-support structure, English paragraphs
also display coordinate or subordinate relationships between sentences. These
relatioiiships are often enhanced by the use of external cohesion devdces.
Fang's paragraphs, by contrast, illustrate the Chinese perception of cohesion
and coherence. In Chinese writing the semantic chain of each sentence to the
other is more important than the syntactic and lexical cohesion to the
concerned topic, in part because the Chinese language is more "tolerant" of
lexical absence (Tsao 101-05). This can be seen in Paragraph #5 in which Fang
did not use any lexical cohesive device (e.g., "but" or "however") to help shift
from Sentence #2 to Sentence #3 that an English writer might use. The
semantic relation between these two sentences is, however, strong and clear
to Fang and her Chinese readers who are instilled with the ideology that
geniuses are rare and that the only way to success is to "work hard and make
progress everyday."
As regards topic development at the sentence level, features of Fang's
self-expression and language use are worth noting. Fang's self-expression
tends to be general, impersonal, and less direct than American academic
writing expects. First, instead of direct assertions. Fang often employed
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questions to imply her points. The following example is from Paragraph #2 of
Fang's Essay #2:
Facing this situation, some people begin to doubt: Is cultural diversity a
good thing? Is it a mistake of the founders of this country to allow
every race and nationality to move into America? Is separation of
different groups and encouraging them to live in their own
commimity a way to reduce ethic conflicts?
On the surface, there seems nothing inappropriate about the use of these
questions. But these questior\s are not just rhetorical gestures. As I pointed
out in Chapter 4, when placed in the introduction, these sentences are a way
of stating a thesis without direct imposition of an opinion.
Second, like Chen Ting in his essay "Money, Time, Life" I examined in
Chapter 4, Fang frequentiy used quotation and reference to other sources in
order to avoid expressing personal views. But she did not cite references in
the Western style. In Paragraph #2 of Essay #4 above, for example. Fang made
substantial reference to the French Revolution, suggesting the origin and
history of the concept of equality. Also Fang did not credit the source of
information—the assigned readings in Atwan's book. This is permissible in
Chinese academic writing because pang zheng po yin or yin jing jii dian does
not necessarily require the writer to provide full citation information.
Similarly in Essay #2, Fang wrote:
As a major instrument to propagate the dominant ideology for the
society, the mass media always picks upon the minority groups because
they usually do not have enough strength to fight back and therefore
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are the perfect target. Stereotypes against various groups, such as
Blacks, Indians, Asiarvs, and other unpopular groups are all of the same
nature: the crucification of these groups as the scapegoat of social
pathology.
In addition to taking directly from the assigned readings phrases, such as
"social pathology," "unpopular groups," and "to propagate the dominant
ideology," Fang also paraphrased several passages from them in writing this
segment. This caused her instructor to be concerned, for he was not sure why
Fang did what she did. When I asked about this, he explained that Fang "got
more help than she should," suggesting that she used others' ideas without
properly crediting them. But instead of explaining this to Fang, he wrote next
to the segment in an almost sarcastic tone: "This
sophisticated

language."

His

tone

could

lead

to

sounds like very
another

cultural

misimderstanding. Fang could see it as praise because she was completely
unaware of why this comment would be negative.
Finally, Fang's language use tends to be both impersonal (in the sense
of being not "individualized") and prescribed (rather than "original"). Even
though Fang used the personal pronoun I in every one of her essays,
especially in the part of personal anecdotes, impersonal pronouns, such as zu c
you, one

person, everyone,

everybody,

people,

our

society, and every

individual are usually among her first choices when taking a stand. In
addition, many of Fang's sentences are direct translations of prescribed
sayings in si xiang jiao yu ("ideological education") pamphlets, such as:

IG7

(1) Generations and generations of people all over the world have
strived for this political ideal.
(2) You are either the winner or the loser in society, and the only way
to make yourself the winner is to make others the loser.
(3) Since human beings are bom differentiy.
(4) That is the real implication of equality, and that is what we should
strive for. (Numbers added)
Sometimes, Fang's translation relies too much on Chinese wording, word
order, and sentence structure to be understood by her instructor. Once again,
considering what Fang did as absolutely unacceptable, he marked the
following sentences with phrases like "awkward expression," "What do you
mean?" and in one place, simply a question mark:
(1) The search for equality is a formidable path.
(2) The society as whole will benefit because the success of individuals
will naturally contribute to the wealth and civilization of the
society.
(3) Its negative portrayal of minority groups efficientiy promotes social
stereotype and turns out to be a public health hazard. (Numbers
added)
While these sentences make littie sense to Fang's instructor, they ring with
meaning for Chinese speakers. The first sentence is a direct translation of a
popular Chinese saying: xun zao ping den shi yi tiao jian kou de dao lou. The
phrases the wealth and civilization of society in the second sentence and a
public health hazard in the third are rendered as shi hiii de chai fii yii wen
ming and da zhong wei sheng de yin huan in Chinese.
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A cross-cultural understanding of writing could have informed Fang's
English instructor that she might have

written her compositions in

accordance with a set of rhetorical norms that differ from those of English.
Her instructor could have thus tried to understand her compositions by first
considering the Chinese contexts. In doing so he would have been be able to
find out why she composed essays as she did. More importantly, he would
have been able to aciaiowledge her strengths as a writer and then help her
revise her essays to make them more acceptable to her English audiences.
Finally, an historically informed comparative study of rhetoric can
help teachers and scholars develop effective strategies for cross-cultural
communication.

With

the

globalization of

communication

and

the

internationalization of trade, this objective has an unprecedented urgency.
The following example is emblematic of this urgent need. In the aftermath of
a near trade war, China and the US admitted the need to develop their skills
in

each's dealing

with

the

other. According

to

New

York

Times

correspondent Elaine Sciolino, both Beijing and Washington decided to
pursue dialogue and cooperation rather than their usual tactics of threat and
counterthreat over explosive issues like Taiwan, human rights, and missile
sales. As a recondliatory gesture, China invited a US delegation of dignitaries
including senators Diane Feinstein of California, John Glenn of Ohio, and
Sam Nunn of Georgia, for a visit. During one meeting, Chinese Deputy
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Foreign Minister Liu Huaqiu suggested that the US Congress not bring up
anything negative about the relationship between the two countries in the
coming election year. Much to his surprise and dismay, his suggestion
infuriated senator Glerm who later reiterated at a press conference in a sober
tone, "I told him [Liu] 'You just don't understand our form of goverrunent if
you think anybody could tell a particular congressman or senator not to bring
up anything about China'" (Sciolino 4).
What was hoped to be a prelude to a healthy geopolitical dialogue
turned instantly into the usual finger-pointing and left each with sour
feelings toward the other. It is fair to say that both sides set out to seek mutual
understanding and respect, but each wanted to do so on its own terms and
play by its own rules. For decades, the common cliche has been that China is
the region's sleeping dragon, too self-absorbed with its internal turmoil to
make its great weight felt. Now the dragon has stirred; it seeks to become a
major economic, political, and military power in Asia and the rest of the
world. It is not a cliche any more. Following

the ambitious "four

modernizations" program launched by the paramount leader Deng Xiaoping
in 1979, China, with its 1.2 billion population, has become the world's fastest
growing economy. With lucrative business opportvmities and the US as its
third largest trade partner, China has trarisformed itself into a world market,
building up a whopping trade surplus with its partners, near and far. Also
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with the recent whine of missiles crashing to the sea, China has made itself
felt across Asia with a weight not seen since the eighteenth century.
China's growing profile challenges Wastiington politicians to figure
out whether to consider it friend or foe and whether to "engage" or "contain"
it in the international arenas. It presents business men and women with an
ever-lasting dilemma of wanting to grasp the vast Chinese

business

opportxmities and worrying about a sudden breakdown of the fragile BeijingWashington relatioriship. As rhetoricians, we need to explore a wider
application of comparative rhetoric and study ways in which comparative
rhetoric is

used

to enhance

cross-cultural

communication,

geopolitical exchanges, business and trade negotiations,

and

such

as

personal

interactions.
CONCLUSION
As the foregoing discussion shows, it is important for rhetoricians and
scholars to shift from rhetoric to comparative rhetoric. As an emerging
discipline, comparative rhetoric has already made its impact felt in the
current scholarship on rhetoric. As international students in Englishspeaking countries continue to increase and educated people increasingly are
challenged to communicate across cultures, comparative rhetoric has the
potential to foster a growing awareness of and positive attitude toward the
fact that people write differently in different languages and cultures.
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Rhetoricians and composition teachers are coming to understand rhetorical
conventions as sociocultural constructs. The norms for writing well that may
seem self-evident within a culture are soon seen not to be universal when
one looks to other languages and cultures, and what is deemed as adequate
writing in one language is not by any means superior or inferior to that in
another.
More important, in order to develop a comprehensive, culturally
based, and historically informed sense of rhetoric, we need to commit close
attention and more resources to research in comparative rhetorical studies.
We need to realize the biases in Western rhetorics and study explicit as well
as

implicit

conceptions

of

rhetoric

in

non-Western

cultures.

This

investigation can help us see rhetoric as a sociocultural construct. We also
need to study the history of those cultures. As in this study, we need to situate
our investigation by using case studies of particular historical developments
to understand rhetoric as a sociohistorical practice.
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