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Most rhetorical readings of Confucius’s Analects have focused on his
views on eloquence, reflecting an insuppressible impulse among com-
parative rhetoricians to match Confucian rhetoric to Greco–Roman rhe-
torical framework. My reading of the text argues that Confucius was
more concerned about the suasory power of the multimodality of ritual
symbols than narrowly verbal persuasion. To achieve the Way for restor-
ing social unity and peace, Confucius emphasizes the ritualization of
both the self and the others through studying history and performing
rituals reflectively. I suggest, as the first Chinese rhetoric par excellence,
the Analects shares some similar features with epideictic rhetoric.

Comparative rhetoricians have shown great interest in Confucius’s
Analects during recent years, concurring that it is an important
treatise in non-Western rhetoric. For example, in Rhetoric Before and
Beyond the Greeks, recently edited by Lipson and Binkley, all three
essays in the section of ‘‘Chinese rhetoric’’ heavily reference the
Analects. The special attention devoted to this ancient text is well
deserved. The text heralds a rhetorical tradition that dominated
Chinese and other East Asian societies for two thousand years. Even
today, Confucian rhetorical strategies continue to be favorably deployed
in both Chinese politics and Chinese composition instruction (Li ‘‘Good
Writing’’; Lu ‘‘The Influence’’; You). A close examination of the text not
only promises a better understanding of Chinese rhetoric, but also,
through comparative analysis, sheds light on other rhetorical traditions.

The effort to read the Analects closely is warranted; however, the
rhetorical reading itself has been rather unsettled. Over the last three
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decades, studies of classical Chinese rhetoric in the United States
shifted from a ‘‘deficiency’’ model to efforts trying to account Chinese
rhetoric in its own terms (Lu Rhetoric; Mao ‘‘Reflective Encounters’’).
The publication of Robert Oliver’s Communication and Culture in
Ancient India and China in 1971 marks the formation of the
‘‘deficiency’’ model, which, tacitly against Western culture, tends to
perceive other cultures as lacking a concept of rhetoric or a rhetorical
tradition. Both Lu and Mao characterize this model as a clear manifes-
tation of Orientalism in comparative rhetoric. Into the 1990s, Mary
Garrett, Vernon Jensen, Xing Lu, and Heping Zhao tried to examine
classical Chinese rhetoric in native terms. In their pioneer work, they
evoked concepts in classical Western rhetoric, with a focus on verbal
persuasion, for reference and comparison. Imbedded in the work of
comparative rhetoric, the rhetorical readings of the Analects have
reflected precisely such a methodological trajectory over the years. It
was read by comparative rhetoricians both within the ‘‘deficiency’’
model as well as ‘‘in its own terms,’’ thus leading to markedly diver-
gent interpretations of the text. The unsettledness of the various read-
ings makes me wonder, What can we derive about classical Western
rhetoric from the complexity of reading the Analects? If reading classi-
cal Chinese rhetoric in its own terms remains the right direction to
pursue, according to Mao, what kind of reading of the Analects would
evidence an effective move ‘‘from the etic approach to the emic
approach’’ (7), or shifting our focus from categorical concepts to mate-
rials and conditions native to the text itself?1

This article intends to explore these two questions crucial for com-
parative rhetoric. I will first review various readings of the Analects
both within the ‘‘deficiency’’ model and ‘‘in its own terms.’’ I will dem-
onstrate that heavy reliance on concepts of verbal argumentation and
persuasion in Greco–Roman rhetoric renders the previous readings
either superficial or incomplete. These readings become superficial
because the readers are primarily concerned about how the text could
fit nicely into the Greco–Roman rhetorical framework rather than
seeking to reconstruct the rhetorical framework of the text itself. Or
the readings become incomplete when Confucian rhetoric is discur-
sively reconstructed using Western concepts more or less related to
verbal argumentation as the primary pillars and building blocks, thus
suppressing the true spirit of the text. Next, I will delve into the pri-
mary text,2 seeking to identify its own pillars and building blocks, or
‘‘rhetorical resources’’ as Yameng Liu would call them (‘‘Nothing’’),
which will give rise to the reading of the Analects as the first Chinese
rhetoric par excellence. Through my reconstructive reading, the text
will present itself as a full-fledged rhetoric, emerging from the unique
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Chinese sociocultural milieu of two thousand years ago. A close reading
of the text will reveal that Confucian rhetoric entertains an epistem-
ology and rhetorical contingencies, strategies, and processes vastly
different from the Greco–Roman rhetorical tradition. Rather than
focusing on verbal argumentation and persuasion, the Analects is
primarily concerned about ritualization of the self and the others
mediated through multimodality of ritual symbols, that is, the rhetori-
cal process of symbolic identification and transformation. Finally, I
suggest that Confucian rhetoric comes relatively close to the epideictic
discourse in Aristotelian rhetoric.

The Limits of Verbal Persuasion

Until recent years, various readings of the Analects were centered on
verbal persuasion in Greco–Roman rhetoric. Ever since Aristotle
defined rhetoric as ‘‘an ability, in each case, to see the available means
of persuasion’’ (36), the overriding emphasis in Western rhetoric has
been on the verbal persuasion of an audience by a speaker or a writer.
According to Aristotle, there are three general modes of oratory, that
is, the forensic, the deliberative, and the epideictic, in Athenian
society. The forensic discourse is primarily concerned about facts of
‘‘the past,’’ whereas deliberative discourse focuses on issues of ‘‘the
future.’’ In epideictic discourse, an orator speaks in ceremonial occa-
sions to praise or blame on matters of ‘‘the present’’ based on a general
consensus of the community. Whereas argumentative discourse dis-
covers truth through logical proofs that must withstand the test of
counterargument, epideictic establishes its truth by accurately reflect-
ing, through display and magnification, the audience’s present obser-
vation and judgment of the praiseworthy or blameworthy object
(Oravec). As an antidote to oratorical cleverness that plagued Athe-
nian polis at that time, Aristotle expects epideictic rhetoric to induce
practical, rather than instrumental, reasoning in the general public,
or ‘‘thoughtful consideration of contingent affairs in order to achieve
the common good of eudaimonia or happiness’’ (Hauser 12). The juxta-
position of different readings of the Analects offers us an optimal
opportunity to ponder the boundaries and cultural specificity of the
Greco–Roman rhetorical framework.

A representative reading of the Analects within the ‘‘deficiency’’
model has appeared in George Kennedy’s Comparative Rhetoric. In
his book, Kennedy introduces rhetorical practices in various societies
and recognizes different approaches to rhetorical acts based on the
intricacies of cultures. However, for Kennedy, ‘‘the only fully
developed system of rhetorical terminology we have is that derived
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from Greco-Roman rhetoric’’ and rhetorical terms developed in China
and India ‘‘are unfamiliar to most Western readers and to try to use
them as a basis of analysis of discourse in other cultures would be con-
fusing’’ (5). Therefore, not surprisingly, through the ‘‘terministic
screen’’ of Greco–Roman rhetorical terms, Confucian rhetoric is repre-
sented as occupying different ends of a series of binaries. For example,
Kennedy writes, ‘‘Confucius was a scholar who put great value on
study of the written word; the Platonic Socrates was suspicious of writ-
ing and emphasized individual thinking and orality. Socrates was
much given to irony; Confucius to maxims and epigrams. Socrates
was much interested in epistemology and a method of dialectic that
would lead to truth; Confucius was less systematic and did not develop
a system of argumentation’’ (153, my emphasis). The last of these bin-
aries against which Confucian rhetoric was thus portrayed may seem
the most striking to the reader. Confucius is characterized as being
less systematic with epistemology and dialecticism and failing to
develop a system of argumentation. What underlies Kennedy’s use
of the two key terms, ‘‘system’’ and ‘‘argumentation,’’ in describing
Confucian rhetoric is revealing. Apparently for Kennedy, Socrates’s
expressed interest in epistemology and method of dialectic is the only
way to reveal one’s epistemological or philosophical system; and
besides a system of argumentation, there is no other system of human
communication that would deserve the name of rhetoric. Although
Kennedy intends to ‘‘formulate a General Theory of Rhetoric that will
apply in all societies’’ (1), he forecloses an alternative system of epis-
temology, logic, and communication which might perfect rather than
muddy his General Theory of Rhetoric.

For scholars who have tried to read the Analects in its own terms,
they tend to focus on verbal persuasion, the realm of classical Western
rhetoric. For example, Xing Lu manages to approach some Western
rhetorical concepts with Chinese terms in her reading of the Analects.
That, however, eventually renders her reading of Confucian rhetoric
rather incomplete. In her studies of preimperial rhetorical practices
in China, Lu suggests that the Chinese term ming ( ) equates to
the Western concepts of rational thinking, logic, and epistemology;
bian ( ) equates to argumentation, discussion, and eloquence; and
yan ( ) to the use of language (Lu and Frank ‘‘On the Study’’; Lu
Rhetoric).3 Guided by these native Chinese terms, she has identified
some ‘‘rhetorical perspectives’’ expressed by Confucius (Rhetoric
160–165). For example, Confucius emphasizes the importance of recti-
fying names, or assuring a truthful representation of reality through
the use of language. The rectification of names implies that a clear
prescription and maintenance of everyone’s roles and functions in
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society will lead to social stability and harmony. Further, Confucius
emphasizes the appropriate use of language in communication and
he has developed a set of terms to describe moralized language beha-
viors, such as virtuous speech, trustworthy speech, upright speech,
cautious speech, and correct speech. Admittedly, Lu has captured
some important rhetorical perspectives of Confucius. However, pre-
occupied with searching for Confucian terms compatible with Western
concepts in verbal persuasion, she has missed important elements in
the text that might give rise to an alternative rhetorical framework,
rather than ‘‘rhetorical perspectives,’’ unique to Confucius. For
example, she places the concept of li ( rites, propriety, or codes of
conducts; or to ritualize or to act according to the rites), a term una-
vailable in Aristotelian rhetoric but central to Confucius’s rhetorical
teaching, under the category of ‘‘philosophical views.’’4 I will argue
that ritualization, or bringing someone up to a highly symbolized
rite system widely practiced in a community, is truly a rhetorical
process and holds a pivotal position in Confucian rhetoric. Lu’s focus
on concepts of verbal persuasion and the traditional perception of
Confucius primarily as a philosopher (Liu ‘‘Confucius,’’ ‘‘Nothing,’’
‘‘Three Issues’’) apparently caused her failure to conceive ritualization
as a primary definer of Confucian rhetoric.

Drastically diverging from the Greco–Roman framework is LuMing
Mao’s reading of the Analects, one of his ‘‘reflective encounters’’ with
the text (‘‘What’’). He first sets out to identify the shared ideology
underlying the ways that Kennedy, Plato, and Aristotle have con-
ceived rhetoric. He describes their ideologies as being causal and logi-
cal, concerned about ‘‘a logical order, and about the agent or process
that brings the object into being and sustains its existence’’ (511).
Next, believing non-Western rhetorical traditions may possess a
nonlogical and noncausal ideology, he identifies three components of
the Analects that would constitute what he calls ‘‘participatory
discourse.’’ He suggests that the text embodies three important compo-
nents of Confucian teaching of rhetoric—accumulating and transmit-
ting knowledge, performing reciprocity, and acting in accordance
with rites. Together they can be characterized as forming a participa-
tory mode of discourse, or ‘‘they promote an open-ended interaction
between antiquity and the present, and between the individual and
an ever-expanding circle of human-relatedness’’ (515). Surely Mao’s
determination to break away from ‘‘Western’’ ideological ground needs
to be saluted. However, assuming non-Western rhetorical traditions to
be nonlogical and noncausal in the first place, has he gone too far in
his ‘‘reflective encounters’’? Is it true that the Analects is not con-
cerned about a logical order, an agent, or a process of transformation?
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Granted that the rhetoric of the Analects is situated within a sociocul-
tural context different from the West, it still does not warrant a dichot-
omized reading—nonlogical and noncausal for non-Western rhetorical
traditions versus logical and causal for Western tradition(s). Thus, not
surprisingly, although Mao has identified much textual evidence to
support his notion of ‘‘participatory discourse’’ in the Analects, he also
admits that there are plenty of places in the text that contradict his
characterization of Confucian rhetoric.

Apparently the obstacles in reading the Analects in its own terms,
as demonstrated in the aforementioned examples, have sprung from
the readers’ engagement with concepts of verbal argumentation and
persuasion in Greco–Roman rhetoric. Admittedly Western rhetorical
concepts and frameworks are nearly inescapable in comparative stu-
dies of non-Western rhetorical texts. However, assuming the verbal
suasory framework articulated by the Greeks and Romans is univer-
sally applicable to reconstructing non-Western rhetorical traditions
has proved unsatisfying in the case of the Analects. On the other hand,
the assumption that non-Western rhetorical traditions share different
or even opposite ideological values with Western traditions seems to
be a faulty impression, lacking sufficient evidence. The unsettledness
in reading the Analects as a rhetoric clearly reveals that the text may
embody a rhetorical framework marking significant departure from
the Greco–Roman framework of verbal persuasion. In the rest of this
article, I would like to define rhetoric broadly as the art of modifying
human minds and behaviors through symbols. I would argue that
the Analects is a rhetoric on the multimodality of ritual symbols, deal-
ing with the rhetorical process of symbolic identification and trans-
formation in ritualistic performance.

Before we proceed to examine the Confucian text, a conceptual
framework of ritualization needs to be established. Insightful research
on social functions of ritual has mainly come from symbolic anthro-
pology and sociology. These disciplines offer several theoretical con-
structs extremely useful for understanding ritualization. First, a
ritual represents multimodal configurations of symbols. For example,
Victor Turner describes ritual as ‘‘a stereotyped sequence of activities
involving gestures, words, and objects. . .’’ (‘‘Symbols’’ 183). Edward
Fischer also claims, ‘‘all ritual is communication, as communication,
ritual speaks to our minds, and spirits, and intuitions by means of
words, sights, sounds, and smells’’ (161). Words simply constitute
one of the many symbolic configurations in the ritual. Symbols, when
arranged in a particular sequence during ritual, like the notes in a
musical score, convey meaning in various ways and possess the
power to produce social transformations. Second, ritual works only
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if there is a high level of societal bond that is recognized to exist
beneath all of society’s hierarchical and segmentary oppositions and
contradictions. Ritual symbols function dialectically between the
common bond and structure, homogeneity and differentiation, and
equality and inequality. Ritual performance impresses upon the indi-
viduals a realization of the common human bond among members of
society, thus potentially undoing the ordinary ties of social structure
(Turner The Ritual Process). Third, ritual is always endorsed by an
institution or a collective (Bourdieu). Both ritual performers and
receivers need to be consecrated or legitimated by the institution.
The performer has to go through the severity and painfulness of the
rites of initiation, or rites of passage. Once instituted, one performs
statutory assignments, or rituals, by complying with his or her insti-
tutional definition. The symbolic efficacy of the ritual also depends on
whether the people for whom the ritual is performed are prepared
or disposed to receive it. Further, crisis over ritual performance
may well point to the crisis in the mechanism that ensured the pro-
duction of legitimate performers and receivers. In these theoretical
constructs, symbolic anthropologists and sociologists have agreed on
the multimodality of ritual symbols and their potential for social
transformations.

Ritual is a unique, time-honored form of cultural communication.
Human beings use particular ritual configurations to elevate or sym-
bolically fix and recreate those beliefs that are important to them.
Ritual depends on the appeal of the configurations, or form, in affect-
ing the participants because first, ‘‘form, having to do with the creation
and gratification of needs, is ‘correct’ insofar as it gratifies the needs
which it creates’’ (Burke 138); second, the form ‘‘provides for the cel-
ebration of what is shared by participating in known sequences of
coordinated action, which by definition, require—and, once enacted,
implicate—the exploitation of shared rules’’ (Philipsen 251). The par-
ticipation of those involved, either directly or indirectly, in the ritual
commits them to an overt affirmation of the intended symbolic goal,
thus fixing or creating reality. Further, ritual performance also opens
up space for rhetorical invention. When someone performs a ritual
action, he or she not only derives meaning and value from this embodi-
ment, but also strengthens it through his or her contribution of novel
meaning and value (Hall and Ames 88). Therefore, ritual exercises an
‘‘automatic’’ persuasion on people as long as they believe in its auth-
ority and power. In my reading of the Analects, Confucius offers a
systematic deliberation on how to maximize the rhetorical efficacy of
ritual symbols to perpetuate cultural values and actuate positive
social change.
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Ritualization for the Way

The Analects is not a rhetoric on verbal persuasion but rather a soph-
isticated rhetoric on ritualization as the ultimate goal of communi-
cation. The text is primarily concerned about various means for
ritualizing individuals in order to bring them in alignment with sym-
bolic acts that reflect the true spirit of the Way ( dao). Written two
thousand years ago, the text records both Confucius’s and his stu-
dents’ deeds and conversations. Confucius, born in 551 BCE, served
in the administration of State Lu for several months and devoted most
of his life to educating students of various social backgrounds. After
Confucius died in 479 BCE, his students recollected his deeds and
words to bring together the Analects. Thus the text recovers Confu-
cius’s teachings, serving primarily an educational function for its audi-
ence. Being an esteemed sage, Confucius praises the social rites of the
past, critiques their practice in the present, and envisions an ideal
society of rites for the future. According to the Analects, Confucius
laments that the complex ritual systems established in previous Xia,
Shang, and Zhou dynasties were regretfully deteriorating. He attri-
butes the deterioration of the rites to the lack of true spirit that under-
girds rites in the contemporary society. He says, ‘‘A man who is not
Good, what can he have to do with ritual? A man who is not Good,
what can he have to do with music?’’ (3.3). Being Good or virtuous
( ren) is what Confucius has advocated as the true Way throughout
the entire text. Only through restoring the Way will the social rites
prosper; only after the rites prevail will the disintegrated society come
together again. This is the Confucian logic. Instead of resorting to mili-
tary conquest for social change, he turns to rites as a cultural strategy
for order and unity (Fingarette)—thus establishing ritualization as
the overarching frame of his rhetoric. Why does Confucius want to
highlight a strong liaison between rites and music and being Good?
What does being Good mean exactly for Confucius?

Rites and music are a sophisticated complex of social codes that sig-
nifies what was valued the most in the Xia, Shang, and Zhou societies.
They embody the total spectrum of social norms, customs, and mores,
covering increasingly complicated relationships and institutions. The
appropriate acts prescribed by the rites and music not only overlook
ceremonial occasions but also govern daily human interactions. Accord-
ing to Yi Li (Rites), a book that was allegedly edited by Confucius him-
self and later grew into Li Ji (Book of Rites), one of the Five Classics,
there were at least seventeen types of rites developed in the Zhou
Dynasty. For example, for a gentleman at home, there are the rite
of hat ( shi guan li), the rite of meeting other gentlemen
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( shi xiangjian li), the rite of wedding ( shi hun li),
the rite of last weeping at a funeral ( ji xi), and the rite of sacrifice
after the parents’ funeral ( shi yu li). For an individual serving
in office, there are the rite of archery ( da she), the rite of feast
( yan li), the rite of diplomacy ( ping li), and the rite of
national funeral ( sang fu). Each of these rites constitutes a com-
plicated symbolic system of its own. For example, according to the rite
of wedding, the special occasion kicks off in a highly symbolic manner,

When the representative of the bride’s family appears afar, the usher
goes inside to inform the host. Then the host dresses up and welcomes
the guest outside the house. He prostrates himself in front of the guest,
who does not need to do so but simply bows to the host. At the entrance
to the family shrine, the guest bows three times. Upon the stairs, the
host invites the guest three times to take steps first. The host lets the
guest go up to the western end of the house, so the guest takes the stairs
on the west side.5

The symbolic acts of ‘‘welcoming the guest outside the house,’’ ‘‘pros-
trating oneself,’’ ‘‘bowing three times,’’ ‘‘inviting the guest three times
to take the stairs first’’ and ‘‘letting the guest go to the western end of
the house’’ all carry culture-ridden meanings. Underneath the compli-
cated system of rites, their signification permeates nearly all Confu-
cian classics, that is, a gentleman needs to establish and maintain
human connectedness by being filial to his parents, loyal to the ruler,
respectful to the seniors, and conscious of the distinction between
man and woman ( qinqin zunzun zhang-
zhang nan nu you bie) (Li Xueying). This is the Way that should guide
human communication and interaction, the central province of Confu-
cian rhetoric. The public display of the appropriate ritual symbols
acquaints the general public, literate or illiterate, of the desirable vir-
tuosity, thus they develop their understanding of the moral standards
in Chinese society.

In the Analects, Confucius triangulates what he conceives as the
true symbolic manifestation of the Way at numerous occasions. For
a true gentleman ( junzi) who has internalized the Way, ‘‘in his
private conduct he was courteous, in serving his master he was punc-
tilious, in providing for the needs of the people he gave them even
more than their due; in exacting service from the people, he was just’’
(5.15). In these words, Confucius defines both the province in which a
true gentleman could exert his power and the appropriate symbolic
acts that he should strive to exercise. A true gentleman serves himself,
his family, his master, and the people. He needs to be courteous at
home, punctilious to the master, and responsive and just to the
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masses. On another occasion, Confucius further details such a Good
man. ‘‘He who is courteous is not scorned, he who is broad wins the
multitude, he who is of good faith is trusted by the people, he who is
diligent succeeds in all he undertakes, he who is clement can get ser-
vice from the people’’ (17.6). Through a series of predicates, such as
being ‘‘courteous,’’ ‘‘broad,’’ ‘‘of good faith,’’ ‘‘diligent’’ and ‘‘clement,’’
Confucius delineates the desirable gestures with which a true gentle-
man should handle himself as well as handle the others. With these
signifying acts, he could win the hearts of the multitude, succeed in
what he undertakes, and get service from the masses—this is exactly
the rhetorical efficacy of appropriate symbolic acts that Confucius has
entrusted ritualization. Confucius further triangulates the symbolic
representation of a true gentleman as someone ‘‘who takes the right
( yi, or good personality) as his material to work upon and ritual
as the guide in putting what is right into practice, who is modest in
setting out his projects and faithful in carrying them to their con-
clusion’’ (15.17). In other words, appropriate ritual acts function as
heuristics to help an individual grow his good personality and guide
him to practice what is ethically desirable in the society.

Therefore, for Confucius, a true gentleman is a devoted practitioner
of the social rites, ready to defend, strengthen, and enlarge their
practice. At the same time, he is destined to be a transformer, either
a leader or a facilitator to the leader. He describes a gentleman prepar-
ing for office as, ‘‘He cultivates in himself the capacity to be diligent in
his tasks. [. . .] He cultivates in himself the capacity to ease the lot of
other people [other gentlemen]. He cultivates in himself the capacity
to ease the lot of the whole populace’’ (14.45). Once he has gained a
solid ground in rites, the gentleman should go to the service of the
State.

Through reiterating some key attributes of an ideal gentleman and
explaining the concept of being Good on various occasions, Confucius
firmly establishes his epistemological system. For him, the desirable
knowledge or wisdom ( zi) for an individual is the complete mastery
of those desirable attributes of being Good, or practically the seven-
teen kinds of established rites in the Zhou society. Being Good is to
concern a gentleman about human affairs rather than any supernatu-
ral or metaphysical matters. When one of his students inquires about
the true wisdom, Confucius remarks, ‘‘He who devoted himself to
securing for his subjects what it is right they should have, who by
respect for the Spirits keeps them at a distance, may be termed wise’’
(6.20). He conceives a true gentleman as someone who shows respect
to the Spirits but also maintains a distance from them. Any further
exploration into the Spirits was not encouraged by Confucius, because
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a true gentleman takes as his sole responsibility seeking to exemplify
the desirable attributes of being Good to the multitude.

However, Confucius knows that to bring someone in alignment with
the established codes of being a true gentleman is never easy. When
asked about being Good, he once commented, ‘‘Goodness can not be
obtained till what is difficult has been duly done. He who has done this
may be called Good’’ (6.20). What specifically Confucius means by
‘‘what is difficult’’ has been interpreted differently by scholars in the
past, but they all agree that becoming a true gentleman is a process
of conversion, stripping someone off his vile attributes and deeds
and enhancing his conducts to the level of ritual codes. The entire book
of Analects is devoted to explicating the daunting rhetorical process of
ritualization, the process of transforming both the self and the others
into devoted practioners of the rites, or in Confucius’s words, the
process of cutting, filing, chiseling and polishing ‘‘a sacrificial vase of
jade’’ (1.15; 5.3).

Ritualizing the Self

The thrust of Confucian rhetoric is about ritualizing the self. The self
is both the agent and the subject of transformation in the rhetorical
process. Confucius places tremendous faith in the agency of the indi-
vidual for achieving what is Good. He sees that man is a special being
with a unique dignity and power which are derived from and embed-
ded in rites. Once his student Yen Hui asks him about Goodness, Con-
fucius comments, ‘‘He who can [conquest] himself [and] submit to
ritual is Good. If (a ruler) could for one day ‘himself submit to ritual,’
everyone under heaven would respond to his Goodness. For Goodness
is something that must have its source in the ruler himself; it cannot
get from others’’ (12.1). Clearly, ritualization starts from inside the self
rather than from outside. It initiates when the self tries to probe and
identify the Good within. Hence, ritualizing the self is a process of
character building. Here, Confucius’s emphasis on ritualizing the self
concurs with Bourdieu’s assertion that the consecration of the ritual
performer must come after the severity and painfulness of the rites
of initiation. Yen Hui inquires further regarding detailed practices of
submission to the ritual. His teacher explains, ‘‘To look at nothing in
defiance of ritual, to listen to nothing in defiance of ritual, to speak of
nothing in defiance of ritual, never to stir hand or foot in defiance
of ritual’’ (12.1). In other words, to comply with the ritual codes, a true
gentleman needs to mind his acts of looking, listening, speaking, and
gesturing—all human acts carry profound and powerful symbolic
meanings in the society. And to ritualize the self, one needs to
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fine-tune all his individual acts rather than focusing on speaking only.
Ritualization actuates when the self negotiates symbolic meanings
through performance of multimodal ritual acts.

Personal acts need to be coordinated and adjusted according to the
relationship that the self conceives with his parents, wives, brothers,
friends, and superiors. To coordinate or adjust ritual acts in different
relationships is to negotiate meanings dialectically between the com-
mon human bond and the hierarchical social structure. Confucius
emphasizes that a gentleman needs to show both respect and appreci-
ation toward people higher than him in the social hierarchy and be
friendly with those lower than him. One of Confucius’s students
speaks of the importance of proper acts toward one’s parents and elder
brothers. ‘‘Those who in private life behave well towards their parents
and elder brothers, in public life seldom show a disposition to resist the
authority of their superiors.. . .It is upon the trunk [the fundamental]
that a gentleman works. When that is firmly set up, the Way grows.
And surly proper behavior towards parents and elder brothers is the
trunk of Goodness’’ (1.2). As acting ritualistically to family members
establishes one’s moral foundation, Confucius details the proper man-
ner in treating the parents ( xiao). He says, ‘‘In serving his father
and mother a man may gently remonstrate with them. But if he sees
that he has failed to change their opinion, he should resume an atti-
tude of deference and not thwart them; may feel discouraged, but
not resentful’’ (4.18). Whether parents are alive or dead, the gentle-
man should treat them according to the rites. For example, when par-
ents are alive, a gentleman does not wander far away; or if he does, he
only goes where he says he is going. After the parents have died, he
needs to mourn for three years, during which he should manage to
carry on the household exactly as his parents did—a gesture to show
appreciation of their way of handling household matters. During the
three years of mourning, the gentleman needs to suspend his practice
of both rites and music because, as Confucius explains, ‘‘When a true
gentleman is in mourning, if he eats dainties, he does not relish them,
if he hears music, it does not please him, if he sits in his ordinary seat,
he is not comfortable. That is why he abstains from these things’’
(17.21). Apparently what Confucius means is that these symbolic
acts—not eating dainties, not hearing music, and not sitting in an
ordinary seat—all convey the gentleman’s sincere respect for his
deceased parents. More importantly, through performing these sym-
bolic acts, the individual arrives at a realization of the common human
bond, which is vital to the social integrity. Thus, these acts proper to
the context of parents passing away establish ‘‘the trunk of Goodness’’
( ren zhi ben) in the gentleman.

436 You



Proper acts are also encouraged when the self deals with his super-
iors or, if he is a ruler, handles his inferiors. When asked about the
appropriate acts when the self is entangled in the network of power
involving both the superior and the inferiors, Confucius suggests, ‘‘A
ruler in employing his ministers should be guided solely by the pre-
scriptions of ritual. Ministers in serving their ruler, solely by devotion
to this cause’’ (3.19). In the case of dealing with both the superiors and
inferiors, Confucius himself is an exemplar of his rhetoric. When he
goes to serve in the court, he acts strictly according to the court ritual.

On entering the Palace Gate he seems to shrink into himself, as though
there were not room. If he halts, it must never be in the middle of the
gate, nor in going through does he ever tread on the threshold. As he
passes the Stance [of the ruler] a look of confusion comes over his face,
his legs seem to give way under him and words seem to fail him. While,
holding up the hem of his skirt, he ascends the Audience Hall, he seems
to double up and keeps in his breath, so that you would think he was not
breathing at all. (10.4)

Confucius’s cautious and reserved acts communicate to both the ruler
and his fellow colleagues his familiarity with the court ritual. Clearly,
he understands that the ritual codes are inscribed in the daily func-
tioning of the court. Through exemplary ritual symbols, he instills in
himself as well as the others a dialectic consciousness of the human
bond and social hierarchy, vital to the prevailing of the Way. Thus
Confucius’s acts illuminate a unique aspect of his rhetoric, that is,
moral persuasion can be exercised through exemplary ritual acts in
human interaction.

While Confucius emphasizes the appropriateness of all human acts
( zhongyong), he particularly highlights the appropriate speech
acts for a true gentleman. For him, speaking in public is very impor-
tant, but just like any other symbolic behaviors, it needs to comply
with the established ritual of a particular occasion, suit the audience,
and agree with the individual’s institutional definition. According to
the Analects, for example, when Confucius converses with the Under
Ministers at court, he extends a friendly and affable gesture; when
he is in a conversation with the Upper Ministers, his words are
restrained and formal; when the ruler is present, his speech is wary
but not cramped (10.2). Commenting on the situation of a gentleman
who finds himself swamped in partisanship, Confucius advises, ‘‘A
gentleman is proud, but not quarrelsome, allies himself with indivi-
duals, but not with parties’’ (15.21). As a gentleman, it is important
to be friends with other individuals, but unwise to fall into partisan
arguments. Although Confucius understands the power of words and
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he himself makes good use of words to perpetuate the true spirit of
rites to his students, he emphasizes that proper ways of speaking only
play a part in the ritualization of the self. Equally crucial and mean-
ingful are the appropriate and well-coordinated use of all human acts
to influence, to persuade, and to actuate the ultimate change in the
self. Therefore, Confucius says, ‘‘Hear much, but maintain silence as
regards doubtful points and be cautious in speaking of the rest; then
you will seldom get into trouble. See much, but ignore what it is
dangerous to have seen, and be cautious in acting upon the rest; then
you will seldom want to undo your acts’’ (2.18). Once again he high-
lights the importance of attending to human acts in a balanced fash-
ion. Confucius further points out the coordination of speaking with
other symbolic acts ( xin)—‘‘in old days a man kept a hold on his
words, fearing the disgrace that would ensue should he himself fail
to keep pace with them’’ (4.22). The acts signifying a disconnection
between hearing, speaking, seeing, and acting, such as clever talk
and pretentious manners ( qiaoyan lingse), are seldom found
in a true gentleman (1.3; 5.24; 17.17).

Whereas complying one’s acts to the established rites in public con-
stitutes a primary way to ritualize oneself, examining the self in priv-
ate ( sheng) is equally indispensable. Self-examination, however,
also has its public dimension. Confucius emphasizes the importance
of examining oneself and gauging one’s acts against the communal
standards of Goodness (2.9; 4.17; 12.4). His student Zeng offers a good
example of conducting self-examination in accordance with public
values and interests. He confesses,

Everyday I examine myself on these three points: in acting on behalf of
others, have I always been loyal to their interests? In intercourse with
my friends, have I always been true to my words? Have I failed to repeat
the precepts that have been handed down to me [and so keep in memory]?
(1.4)

By asking the self these important questions on a daily basis, like Zeng,
one would entertain a private space in which he communicates with his
inner self. Through these heuristics, one reviews his highly symbolic
daily conducts in various social contexts. He finds opportunities to
attack the evil and cultivate Goodness in himself. It is the optimal
occasion when he repairs his shortcomings and distinguishes between
right and wrong ( xiuni bianhuo), thus making a step further
towards Goodness (12.21). Thus Zeng’s example highlights another
dimension of Confucian rhetoric—the emphasis on self-reflexivity in
building one’s moral character.
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Ritualizing the Others

Confucian rhetoric goes beyond the ritualization of the self. Confucius
deems it a true gentleman’s responsibility to affect the people around
him with his Goodness—to influence them, to persuade them, to trans-
form them, and ultimately to lead them toward Goodness. The success
in ritualizing the others depends, for the most part, on the conse-
cration of the ritual performers, or the rise of the true gentlemen. Once
instituted by the community, a gentleman’s Goodness is compared to
wind. When the gentleman is in a leading position, Confucius says,
‘‘You are there to rule, not to slay. If you desire what is good, the
people will at once be good. The essence of the gentleman is that of
wind; the essence of small people is that of grass. And when a wind
passes over the grass, it cannot choose but bend’’ (12.19). The Good-
ness possessed by a gentleman was analogized as the power of breeze,
which bends the glass but does not break it. In another occasion, Con-
fucius contrasts the power of ritual and that of law enforcement in
transforming individuals and actuating effective government. He
says, ‘‘Govern the people by regulations, keep order among them by
chastisements, and they will flee from you, and lose all self-respect.
Govern them by moral force, keep order among them by ritual and
they will keep their self-respect and come to you of their own accord’’
(2.13). Therefore, the gentleman is in a privileged position, able to
influence other individuals and move them to action through his Good-
ness, which is manifested in his highly symbolic personal acts.

Because the acts of a gentleman carry important symbolic meanings
and impact the others around him, Confucius was often displeased to
see someone in a ruling position acting carelessly with ritual. He says,
‘‘High office filled by men of narrow views, ritual performed without
reverence, the forms of mourning observed without grief—these are
things I can not bear to see!’’ (3.26). Positioning himself as a vigilant
commoner observing gentlemen’s daily behaviors, he further comments,
‘‘There was a time when I merely listened attentively to what people
said, and took for granted that they would carry out their words. Now
I am obliged not only to give ear to what they say, but also to keep an
eye on what they do’’ (5.9). Apparently he is increasingly wary of some
individuals whose words do not match their deeds, which contradicts
with the notion of xin, that is, what is signified in the speech must be
in agreement with what is signified in other symbolic acts. Thus, xin
constitutes an important rhetorical principle in the ritualization of
the others.

Confucius understands the indispensable role of words in ritualiz-
ing the others. When asked by someone whether he would consider
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him as a clever talker like others of his days traveling from one state to
another to preach their political views, Confucius disagrees. He
explains, ‘‘I have no desire to be thought a clever talker; but I do not
approve of obstinacy’’ (14.34). Being a clever talker means disconnect-
ing one’s speech acts with his other daily acts, which has already been
despised by Confucius on several occasions. Because there are times
when someone’s words do not match his deeds, Confucius is expressly
reserved about the power of words in exerting ritualization in the self
and the others. But rather he values balanced use of all symbolic
forms, so he says, ‘‘A gentleman is ashamed to let his words outrun
his deeds’’ (14.29). After he travels from one state to another to pro-
mote his political views and ends up in vain in many occasions, once
he cynically rejects the effects of words in ritualizing the others. He
says, ‘‘I would much rather not have to talk. [. . .] Heaven does not
speak; yet the four seasons run their course thereby, the hundred crea-
tures, each after its kind, are born thereby. Heaven does no speaking!’’
(17.19). His nihilism toward words in this quote goes against his gen-
eral attitude of balanced use of all symbolic forms in human communi-
cation, therefore the quote needs to be interpreted contextually. His
remark does not totally discredit the power of words, but rather he
wants to emphasize that, when disconnected with other symbolic acts,
words lose much of their power in ritualizing the others.

For someone who has spent nearly his entire life in lecturing about
Goodness and ritual, Confucius understands the necessity of making
close observations of the others before taking any ritualizing actions.
Close observation allows a gentleman to delve into the minds and
hearts of other individuals. He says, ‘‘Look closely into his aims,
observe the means by which he pursues them, discover what brings
him content—and can the man’s real worth remain hidden from you,
can it remain hidden from you?’’ (2.10). He also says, ‘‘When everyone
dislikes a man, enquiry is necessary; when everyone likes a man,
enquiry is necessary’’ (15.27). Here he points out the importance of
studying the subjects who are to be persuaded and transformed
through a gentleman’s exemplary acts. When the right person for
ritualization appears and the opportune time arrives, Confucius is
ready to approach that individual. He says, ‘‘Not to talk to one who
could be talked to, is to waste a man. To talk to those who cannot be
talked to, is to waste one’s words. ‘He who is truly wise never wastes
a man’; but on the other hand, he never wastes his words’’ (15.7).
Further, when a gentleman serves another gentleman who is in a
ruling position, he says, ‘‘There are three mistakes that are liable
to be made when waiting upon a gentleman. To speak before being
called upon to do so; this is called forwardness. Not to speak when

440 You



called upon to do so; this is called secretiveness. To speak without first
noting the expression of his face; this is called ‘blindness’’’ (16.6).
Therefore, for Confucius, both identifying the right person and the
right time for approaching that person are crucial for ritualizing
the others.

Ritualization as a Process

Ritualization for both the self and the others never takes place over-
night, but rather it is a life-long process of adjusting one’s mind and
heart to approach the Way and exemplify the Way through one’s
proper acts in both private and public spheres. It is, first of all, a pro-
cess of constant learning and investigation for the self. Oftentimes
Confucius talks modestly about his own ritualization process. He
says, ‘‘I for my part am not one of those who have innate knowledge.
I am simply one who loves the past and who is diligent in investigat-
ing it’’ (7.19). Besides learning from the past, he also learns from
people around him—‘‘Even when walking in a party of no more than
three I can always be certain of learning from those I am with. There
will be good qualities that I can select for imitation and bad ones that
will teach what requires correction in myself’’ (7.21). Both the
antiquity and the others are the two primary sources that a true
gentleman investigates and learns from in order to cultivate his
Goodness.

In terms of learning from the past, the Book of Songs, rites of pre-
vious dynasties, and music constitute the major subjects of investi-
gation. Confucius says, ‘‘Let a man be first incited by the Songs,
then given a firm footing by the study of ritual, and finally perfected
by music’’ (8.8). The Book of Songs is the first anthology of Chinese folk
songs, also allegedly edited by Confucius himself. The 305 songs col-
lected in the anthology describe the simple everyday lives of the mul-
titude ( feng), lives of the rich and powerful people ( ya), and
ritual performance in the court ( song). Confucius explicates the
ritualizing power of the Songs to his students. He says, ‘‘Little ones,
Why is it that none of you study the Songs? For the Songs will help
you to incite people’s emotions, to observe their feelings, to keep com-
pany, to express your grievances. They may be used at home in the
service of one’s father; abroad, in the service of one’s prince. Moreover,
they will widen your acquaintance with the names of birds, beasts,
plants and trees’’ (17.9). In other words, through studying the Songs,
one will sharpen his skills in handling situations both at home and in
the office rhetorically—to incite people’s emotions, observe their feel-
ings, and express his own feelings (to influence the others). Without
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studying the Songs, particularly Zhou Nan and Zhao Nan, the first
two sections of the book, one is blinded by what is in front of him, or
in Confucius’s metaphorical terms, ‘‘like someone standing with his
face pressed against a wall’’ (17.10). Therefore, for Confucius, the
Songs serves as ‘‘a guide to manners and morals, a record of antiquity,
and a storehouse of elegance in language’’ (Saussy The Problem 50). It
initiates an individual into the culture of rituality.

Music conducted on the occasion of ritual performance is another
subject for learning from the antiquity. Music is a subset of ritual
but different from rites, which separate individuals according to their
different social roles. Music, Haun Saussy suggests, ‘‘in its distin-
guishing and arranging operates not directly on human beings but
on sensory givens whose relationships create an auditory simulacrum
of the social world, to which every hearer has, in principle, the same
degree of access’’ (‘‘Ritual Separates’’ 13). Further, through the ‘‘audi-
tory simulacrum,’’ I will argue, music creates an imaginary space for
the audience to dream of an alternative, better social world. Of various
kinds of music that were passed down from former dynasties, Confu-
cius attaches the highest value to the music of Succession Dance. He
speaks of Succession Dance as being perfect beauty and at the same
time perfect goodness; but of the War Dance as being perfect beauty
but not perfect goodness (3.25). Just like Zhou Nan and Zhao Nan
in the Songs, some types of ancient music carry deep ritualizing power
and constitute another important source for cultivating one’s Good-
ness. Once, after Confucius hears the music of Succession Dance in
the State of Chi, the music haunts him continuously, and for three
months, he confesses, he did not know the taste of meat! He declares,
‘‘I did not picture to myself that any music existed which could reach
such perfection as this’’ (7.3). Because of the ritualizing power evi-
denced in the above example, Confucius holds some ancient music in
high regard.

While continuously studying the antiquity ritualizes the self, one
can also learn from other people, both historical and contemporary.
On one hand, Confucius celebrates Yao, Shun, and Yu, all great mas-
ters of rites in previous dynasties, for their moral sublimity (8.18–21).
He encourages his students to study them and to follow their paths.
On the other hand, Confucius emphasizes the careful selection of daily
companionship. He considers it important that one be friends with
those who share the same grand goal in life, that is, to pursue Good-
ness. He says, ‘‘Friendship with the upright, with the true-to-death
and with those who have heard much is profitable. Friendship
with the obsequious, friendship with those who are good at accommo-
dating their principles, friendship with those who are clever at talk is
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harmful’’ (16.4). Through socializing with Good men, one models their
proper words and deeds and has the chance to cultivate Goodness.
Therefore Confucius says, ‘‘In the presence of a good man, think all
the time how you may learn to equal him. In the presence of a bad
man, turn your gaze within!’’ (4.7). ‘‘With those who follow a different
Way it is useless to take counsel’’ (15.39). Observing, thinking, and
imitating thus form a set of rhetorical strategies in ritualizing the self.
One needs to select his friends with caution because an ethically Good
friend will exert a positive influence.

In one’s daily studies, Confucius necessitates striking a balance
between broad learning from the past and the others and ceaseless
personal reflections. He explains that someone who learns but does
not think will easily get lost; someone who thinks but does not learn
will be in great danger of exhausting his mind. He even confesses that
once he spent a whole day without food and a whole night without
sleep in order to meditate. But he finds such a practice limiting and
decides he still needs to learn more rather than only meditate
(15.30). Zhixia, one of his students, agrees with him about the impor-
tance of individual thinking, saying ‘‘One who studies widely and with
set purpose, who questions earnestly, then thinks for himself about
what he has heard—such a one will incidentally achieve Goodness’’
(19.6). Therefore, earnest learning and active thinking are comp-
lementary in acquiring the Good in the self.

Through ritualizing the self and the others, ultimately Confucius
looks for a drastic but peaceful social change—to finally achieve the
otherness of contemporary Chinese society. Beholding a human
society ridden by fractions and disturbances, he envisions a new
society where, when the Way prevails, all orders concerning ritual,
music, and punitive expeditions will be issued by the Son of Heaven
( tianzi), the wise and indisputable leader of the community,
rather than by feudal princes or state ministers. Under the right lead-
ership, the masses do not need to bother themselves with political
affairs except performing the sacred rites (16.2). They could live hap-
pily as what Zeng, one of Confucius’s students, has vividly described.
Zeng says, ‘‘At the end of spring, when the making of the Spring
Clothes [for the ceremony] has been completed, to go with five times
six newly-capped youths and six times seven uncapped boys, perform
the lustration in the river I, take the air at the Rain Dance altars, and
then go home singing’’ (11.25). In Zeng’s imaginary scene, the sacred
rites and music offer the masses an alternative parameter of life
experiences where peace, harmony, and joy are thereof derived.
Among several visions of government described by his students, it is
exactly this vision that has tremendously delighted Confucius.
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Conclusion

Delving into the Analects with the Greco–Roman framework kept at a
distance, we start to get a feel of Confucius’s theory of rhetoric. Confu-
cius is concerned much less about verbal persuasion per se than
broadly directing all symbolic acts in human communication and
interactions to approach an alternative vision of Chinese society. Con-
fucian rhetoric emphasizes building moral character and exercising
moral persuasion through exemplars and self-reflexivity. He places
tremendous faith on the agency of the self. Through treating various
human relations strictly following the established rites, the self is
being ritualized as he identifies himself with what is considered ethi-
cally Good. Through daily reflections, one negotiates with his inner
self, conceiving and correcting his improper acts, thus taking a step
further toward Goodness. A true gentleman can also affect the ritua-
lization process of the others through his exemplary acts—seeing,
listening, speaking, and gesturing properly. To affect the others
through his ritual acts, he also needs to observe the others closely
and to approach the right person at the right time. Speaking carries
strong ritualizing power, which, however, will be drastically weakened
if disconnected with other symbolic acts of the speaker. For both the
self and the others, ritualization is a life-long process, a process of
negotiating the symbolic meanings of the rites through studying,
observing, imitating, self-critiquing, and individual thinking. Confu-
cius never claims to be a master of rites but emphasizes the need for
continuous learning and investigation even for himself. He suggests
that one engages with the antiquity through studying the Book of
Songs, the rites, and ancient music. One also needs to be careful in
selecting friends, as their individual acts impose seamless ritualizing
power. Therefore, the logic of Confucian rhetoric is simply to ritualize
the entire society through individuals identifying themselves with and
practicing exemplary rites on a daily basis.

Once ritualization rather than verbal persuasion is established as
the primary goal as well as the rhetorical means in Confucian rhetoric,
the Analects emerges with a rhetorical framework markedly divergent
from the Greco-Roman system. This ancient text explores the multi-
modality of ritual symbols in affecting the self’s and the others’ minds
and hearts, which finally would lead to the social change that Confu-
cius has envisioned. Yameng Liu points out in general terms that
the Analects has addressed the style=substance relationship, the
adaptation of speech to audience and to situational context, the
power of eloquence and the possibilities of both its use and abuses
(‘‘Confucius’’). These concerns have refigured in substantively different
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manners from how they are conceived in Greco–Roman rhetoric. The
style=substance relationship means more broadly good coordination
of all symbolic acts to convey the human connectedness; the adaptation
of speech to audience and context means wielding the power of sym-
bolic acts to the right person at the right time; and the power of elo-
quence takes effect only when speaking and other symbolic acts are
both connected and in unison. Situated in a sociocultural milieu differ-
ent from Athens and Rome, Confucius addresses a most thorny rhetori-
cal situation of his time, that is, to persuade his countrymen to practice
the rites and respect the Way. The Analects presents a rhetorical
framework that has effectively responded to this unique sociohistorical
contingency.

Finally, if we are going to compare Confucius’s rhetorical theory
with Greco–Roman rhetoric, quite broadly the former seems to share
some features of epideictic discourse that have been identified by
recent scholarship. For example, for Confucius, ritualization is an
educational process in which an individual learns to appreciate the
aesthetic appeals of rites, songs, and music, identifies himself with
their symbolic meanings, and performs the rites himself to let the
Good grow. In epideictic discourse, the speaker strives to create aes-
thetic response in the audience. Reacting judgmentally to the speech,
the audience identifies the values conveyed by the speaker, and they
might even move from understanding of the speech to practical actions
(Oravec). Ritualization also means performance. Through performing
a series of symbolic acts, a true gentleman intends to exemplify his
Goodness in order to influence the self and the others. In an epideictic
speech, the speaker performs speech acts and the audience is drawn to
the illocutions of the discourse rather than its arguments or the ‘‘facts
of the matter’’ (Beale). Through ritualization, one cultivates deeply felt
social responsibility; through ritualization, one transcends the deplor-
able social condition in which the spirit of the rites is fading slowly. In
epideictic moments, the audience is engaged in negotiating communal
matters. The epideictic speech supports the audience emotionally and
therapeutically (Sheard). Finally, both Confucian and epideictic rheto-
rics are discursive responses to political and ethical contingences of
two great cultures. Ritualization is a cultural strategy sought to stop
the turmoil resulting from moral–political degeneration in Chinese
society. Through ritual performance, the general public is led to
envision and experience true happiness unattainable in the present.
Epideictic rhetoric, aiming for cultivating practical thinking and
civic virtues, serves as an antidote to possible exclusion of the general
public from the deliberative discourse (Hauser). Situating in the
present, epideictic discourse also operates as a response to otherness,
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that is, the alternative of the presence (Rollins). Despite these
shared similarities, however, it is never easy, nor necessary, to fit
the Analects into the Greco–Roman epideictic frame. But rather, the
text embodies a rhetorical framework of its own. It is the materials
and social conditions native to the text, such as the Chinese social
hierarchy, the ritual establishments, the symbolic meanings of the
rites, and the esteem of a true gentleman, that make the Analects as
unique and prominent a Chinese rhetoric as Aristotle’s On Rhetoric
or Cicero’s De Inventione. It is also an emic reading, determined to
seek the true spirit of the Analects, that has made the rediscovery of
the first Chinese rhetoric par excellence possible.

Acknowledgments

I thank Huiling Ding, Gregory Clark, and an anonymous reviewer for
their insightful comments on early drafts of this article. I have also
benefited from discussions with Richard Doyle and Jodie Nicotra,
who encouraged me to reread Confucian rhetoric.

Notes

1According to Mao, the etic=emic distinction derives from the distinction of two linguistic
concepts, that is, phonetics and phonemics (‘‘Reflective Encounters’’). Phonetics repre-
sents sound categories by general acoustic concepts external to any particular lan-
guage; phonemics represents sound categories according to their internal function in
a particular language. To study less-known rhetorical traditions in their own terms,
as Mao points out, one may not have any choice but to articulate these traditions first
by seeking out frames and terms available in a better-known tradition. Next, he or she
needs to move on from the etic approach to the emic approach—‘‘so that attention can be
directed toward materials and conditions that are native to these [less-known] tradi-
tions and so that appropriate frames and language can be developed to deal with differ-
ences as well as similarities between different traditions’’ (7). Therefore, an emic
reading of the Analects means to delve into the materials and social conditions native
to the text while keeping Greco–Roman rhetorical frames and concepts at bay.

2My close reading of the Analects is primarily based on Xinbian Sishu Duben [Four
Books: A New Reader] and Arthur Waley’s English translation (Confucius). In some
cases, when their interpretations of a verse diverge, I have followed that of Xinbian.

3As a reviewer of this article rightly points out, in Rhetoric in Ancient China, Lu ident-
ifies six original Chinese terms from Chinese philosophical and literary texts and dis-
cusses the rhetorical meanings of each. Some terms share similar meanings with
some Western terms on the conceptualization and practice of rhetoric. However, in both
her book and a recent interview, she emphasizes the closeness or family resemblance
between ‘‘Ming Bian,’’ a term with mixed meanings of discussion, argumentation,
rationality, and epistemology, and the Western concept of rhetoric. She says, ‘‘I actually
proposed ‘Ming Bian’ as the close appropriation to English ‘rhetoric’’’ (Wang 176).
Despite the broad and ambiguous meanings that ‘‘Ming Bian’’ embraces, one would
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not fail to see verbal argumentation and persuasion constituting the primary modes of
discourse in the rhetorical system that Lu has constructed for Confucian rhetoric in
her book.

4Granted that Lu tries to reconcile between the philosophical and rhetorical under-
pinnings of li in her book; therefore she describes li ‘‘as self-monitored and controlled
verbal and nonverbal behavior proper and appropriate to norms of filial piety, ancestor
worship, and official ceremonies, exhibited through listening, speaking, singing, danc-
ing, and performing the rites and rituals’’ (159). However, by treating li briefly in the
section of ‘‘philosophical views’’ and hardly bringing it up in the following discussions
of Confucius’ rhetorical perspectives, apparently she fails to conceive li, involving both
rites and ritualization, as the overarching construct in Confucian rhetoric. Within the
li-centered rhetorical system, verbal behaviors fall into one of the symbolic domains
with which Confucian rhetoric deals.

5The translation is mine.
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