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“I Would Prefer Not to Speak”: On Argumentation

in The Analects and Confucius’s Attitude 

toward Speech/Language

Xiaoming Wu.

Abstract

Starting with the question of argumentation, the article examines in The

Analects a certain ambivalent attitude that Confucius has towards language

and speech, explaining how Confucius has, on the one hand, to warn against

the dangerous power of language/speech in social and moral aspects, and why

he must, on the other hand, insist on the importance of language/speech in

maintaining these, as well as why he has to keep saying something while not

wanting to speak at all. The article shows that Confucius’ ambivalence towards

language/speech is structural, i.e., it is determined by the double nature of

language and speech themselves. Based on this, the article discusses two

modes of speech found in The Analects, traditionally defined as rhetorical

questions and synecdoche, and shows why they can no longer be confined

within the boundaries set by traditional rhetoric, what philosophical

implications they may contain, and how they are intrinsically related to

Confucius’s thought.  

Keywords: argumentation, language/speech, rhetorical question, rhetoric, The

Analects, Confucius

* Xiaoming Wu is a senior lecturer of Chinese in the School of Languages and Cultures at the

University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zealand.
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