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AbstrAct Using the carpenter story from the Zhuangzi as a representative anecdote, the
article argues that the art of re-contextualization is interological in orientation and transfor-
mative in practice. Drawing on the rhetoric of Dao, it further sketches out the discursive affini-
ties between the art of re-contextualization with its focus on “facts of usage” and “facts of
non-usage,” on the one hand, and the interological sensibility marked by the presence of in-
terbeing and becoming, on the other. The article ends by calling on transcending binary logic
and developing new terms of engagement for non-Euro-American rhetorics.
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rÉsUMÉ  Cet article se rapporte à la parabole du charpentier selon Zhuangzi comme
anecdote pertinente pour soutenir que l’art de la recontextualisation est interologique en
orientation et transformatif en pratique. L’article d’autre part a recours à la rhétorique du Dao
afin de décrire les affinités discursives entre, d’une part, un art de la recontextualisation
mettant l’accent sur les « faits d’utilisation » et les « faits de non-utilisation » et, d’autre part,
une sensibilité interologique marquée par la présence de l’interêtre et du devenir. L’article se
termine par l’affirmation qu’il faut transcender une logique binaire et trouver une nouvelle
manière d’aborder les rhétoriques qui ne sont pas euro-américaines. 
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He is to be known as the eternal sannyasi [renouncer]
who neither hates nor desires,

who is indifferent to the pairs of opposites, o Arjuna.
He is easily liberated from bondage.

— The Bhagavad Gita (2009, p. 245)

thus, it might be something (有) that provides the value,
but it is nothing (無) that provides the utility.

— Daodejing (2003, p. 91)
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Introduction
this article begins with a story from the Zhuangzi, my representative anecdote, to bor-
row a term from Kenneth burke (1969). the story is taken from chapter  4, “In the
world of Men,” of the Zhuangzi, one of the classical texts that emerged during the
warring states era (403–221  bce) in ancient china. Zhuangzi (369–286  bce), a daoist
philosopher and rhetorician, was part of the emerging literati in one of the most tumul-
tuous and formative periods in chinese history. Although the text bears the author’s
name, it most likely embodies the minds of more than one individual (watson, 2013).1

A carpenter named shi, together with his apprentice, went to visit a shrine at a
local village where stood a huge oak tree. the tree was broad enough to shelter several
thousand oxen and measured a hundred spans around. the lowest branches were
80  feet from the ground, and a dozen or so of the branches could easily have been
made into boats. there were many spectators milling around, admiring the tree’s
beauty and grandeur. but the carpenter did not pay any attention to it at all and went
on his way. His lack of interest or indifference surprised and even unsettled his ap-
prentice, who ran after his master and said, 

“since I first took up my ax and followed you, I have never seen timber as
beautiful as this. but you don’t even bother to look, and go right on with-
out stopping. why is this?”

“Forget it—say no more!” said carpenter shi. It’s a worthless tree! Make
boats out of it and they’d sink; make coffins and they’d rot in no time;
make vessels and they’d break at once. Use it for posts and the worms
would eat them up. It’s not a timber tree—there’s nothing it can be used
for. that’s how it got to be that old!”

After carpenter shi returned home, the oak tree appeared to him in a dream and said, 

“what are you comparing me with? Are you comparing me with those
useful trees? the cherry apple, the pear, the orange, the citron, the rest of
those fructiferous trees and shrubs—as soon as their fruit is ripe, they are
torn apart and subjected to abuse. their big limbs are broken off, their
little limbs are yanked around. their utility makes life miserable for them,
and so they don’t get to finish out the years Heaven gave them, but are
cut off in mid-journey. they bring it on themselves—the pulling and tear-
ing of the common mob. And it’s the same way with all other things.”

the oak tree continued, 

“As for me, I’ve been trying a long time to be of no use, and though I almost
died, I’ve finally got it. this is of great use to me. If I had been of some use,
would I ever have grown this large? Moreover, you and I are both of us
things. what’s the point of this—things condemn things? you, a worthless
man about to die—how do you know I’m a worthless tree?” (watson, 2013,
pp.  30–31)

so, what does a story like this tell us? what kind of rhetoric, if any, is being con-
veyed here? does this story represent a deliberative rhetoric or an epideictic rhetoric
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(the rhetoric of “praise” or “blame”) or both? 2 How can we, here and now, represent
such rhetoric without either romanticizing it beyond its otherness or flattening its dif-
ference in such a way that we end up denying its otherness? where should we in gen-
eral look for non-euro-American rhetorics—through facts and their underlying
essence or through experiences, absences, and even instances of “uselessness”? what
kind of methodology can be developed to represent non-euro-American rhetorics in
ways that are generative, self-reflexive, and attentive to historicities, specificities, and
incongruities?

this article develops a response to these questions, starting with a critical review
of three major methodological approaches that have emerged in our ongoing efforts
to engage non-euro-American rhetorics. the review aims to articulate the challenges
confronting rhetoric and communication scholars who are engaged in comparative
rhetorical work. Following that, is deployed the art of re-contextualization to respond
to these challenges, using daoism or its rhetoric as a concrete example for illustration.
In the process, the article draws on interology, the study of interality or betweenness
(Zhang, 2014, 2015a, 2015b), to help shine a bright light on the importance of mobiliz-
ing an interpretive stance that privileges interdependence over essence and process
over permanence. the article concludes by returning to the beginning, to the Zhuangzi,
to complete the story. the implications are teased our and an argument is raised for
nurturing a third space where difference or cultural hybridity can be entertained “with-
out an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (bhabha, 2004, p.  5) and without having to in-
voke or appeal to an underlying binary logic that continues to dominate our ways of
speaking, doing, and even being.

From generalization to piecemeal: In search of a silver bullet
several major methodological approaches have emerged over the recent past to re-
spond to the need to represent those rhetorics that have been marginalized, under-
represented, and altogether neglected or silenced. Here I review three such approaches.

one may call the first approach the “generalization approach.” It is an approach
that aims to reach some large-scale conclusions by relying on not so large-scale evi-
dence or, worse still, by appealing to what robert solomon calls the “transcendental
pretense,” a pernicious form of western ethnocentrism that treats its own provincial
principles or precepts as constituting universal norms or standards and the rest as in
want of “normalization” or “standardization” (quoted in Hall  & Ames, 1995, p.  xiv).
A number of well-intentioned efforts have surfaced to develop a general theory of rhet-
oric that will apply to all speech communities and to all cultures. However, these efforts
face daunting challenges. specifically, any general theory of rhetoric must begin by ad-
dressing diversities within a given rhetorical tradition, a formidable undertaking in
the first place. Further, while certain concepts or practices in one tradition may appear
to be similar to those in another, any perceived similarities or even equivalences will
invariably turn out to be more complex than meets the eye. Absent any concrete efforts
to address these complexities, claims and pronouncements in support of any general
theory of rhetoric could very well become either vacuous generalizations or extensions
of the dominant rhetorical tradition.
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For example, to develop such a theory, George Kennedy uses the Greco-roman
rhetorical principles and paradigms as both his starting and end points. throughout
his study Comparative Rhetoric: An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction, Kennedy
(1998) applies these principles and paradigms to non-euro-American rhetorics in the
world. He aims to test their universal applicability so as to achieve a better understand-
ing of rhetoric as a more general phenomenon of human life. surprisingly, he rules
out, without hesitation, any consideration of adopting and developing the other’s con-
cepts and frameworks for describing and interpreting the other’s rhetorical practices.
He reasons that such concepts and frameworks would be “unfamiliar” to most western
readers and thus can be “confusing” (p. 5). but is it not the author’s job, one may ask,
to make what is “unfamiliar” familiar and what is “confusing” clear or, better still, to
take each element in a comparison out of its own larger cultural matrix so that “it
opens itself to other influences and frameworks in a hybridizing comparative process
in which each transforms the other reciprocally” (Friedman 2011, p. 759)?

In an earlier work, Kennedy (1984) also states that “Aristotle’s objective in writing
Rhetoric was not to describe Greek rhetoric, but to describe this universal facet of
human communication” (p.  10). He further claims that it is “perfectly possible to uti-
lize the categories of Aristotelian rhetoric to study speech in china, India, Africa, and
elsewhere in the world” (p.  10). once again, he expended no effort to adopt or develop
local terms and to join the unfamiliar with the familiar. As a result, what we come to
know about these other traditions amounts to no more than a testament to, or lack
thereof, the adaptability and applicability of western or Aristotelian rhetorical models
and concepts, thus further silencing or making invisible non-euro-American rhetorics
in the process.

Although Kennedy (1998) probably would probably tell us that his use of Greco-
roman rhetorical principles and paradigms for “testing purposes” (p. 5) is not the
same as thoughtless imposition, the kind of “testing” being applied in his study has
at best led to some superficial characterizations regarding similarities and differences
between the Greco-roman rhetorical tradition and those non-euro-American rhetor-
ical traditions (Garrett, 1998). More importantly, what Kennedy ends up doing is treat-
ing those Greco-roman rhetorical principles and categories as though they were
universal norms or standards for us to imitate or aspire to, even though they were ac-
tually borne out of both a specific spatial-temporal environment and a peculiar his-
torical development. Not to recognize their parochial, historically constructed nature
is only to reify them and, worse still, to commit the “transcendental pretense.”

the second, and almost the opposite of the first approach is what the comparative
scholar of ancient Greek and chinese science and medicine G.e.r. Lloyd (1996) calls
the “piecemeal approach” (p.  5). this approach sets out “to make direct comparisons
between individual theories and concepts across culture as if they were addressed to
the same issue” (p.  3, emphasis in original) and as if these individual theories and con-
cepts were free of their own internal disputes or of what edward schiappa (2003) calls
“definitional ruptures” (p.  7).

take “rhetoric” as an example. the art of rhetoric was developed and grew into a
distinctive discipline in ancient Greece. It is not uncommon then to look for its equiv-
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alent, say, in ancient china or India and then to rationalize its absence should no such
equivalent be found, or to propose an outright affinity or commonality should the op-
posite be the case. Major problems arise out of this piecemeal approach. For starters,
since there were competing versions of rhetoric in ancient Greece, the diversity and
divergence in the forms “rhetoric” took and in the functions it performed were such
that any generalization within ancient Greece can be a complex proposition, let alone
finding its equivalent in ancient china. one has to wonder: which version of rhetoric
in ancient Greece is being appealed to in search of its equivalent in ancient china or
India? And how does one account for the fact that “rhetoric” was not separated as a
distinctive discipline from philosophy or religion over that part of the world?

the same difficulties apply, if we start from the other side. the article uses chinese
yin (陰) and yang (陽) for illustration. two of six qi (energy, 氣)—the other four qi
are wind, rain, dark, and light—yin and yang became rhetorically important in ancient
china by the fourth century bce. they began to assume the role of the quintessential
polarity in china in the third and second century bce in explanation of social, political,
and cosmological processes (raphals, 1998). can we now turn to ancient Greece and
look for similar concepts there? should we fail in this piecemeal approach, can we
then conclude that ancient Greece lacked such correlative concepts? or if we happen
to come across the Pythagorean table of opposites, the sustoichia, reported by Aristotle
in the Metaphysics,3 can we then declare some immediate compatibility between the
sustoichia (table of opposites) and the yin-yang concept? either move would miss the
point. Namely, to impose a deficiency label, as has often been done the other way
around, upon ancient Greece because of this apparent absence, is to assume that the
yin-yang concept or some such had attained the same level of rhetorical importance
in ancient Greece. In so doing, we perpetuate this perceived divide between chinese
correlative thinking and Greek causal thinking.4

this said, to claim some outright affinity, without careful investigation, between
the sustoichia and the yin-yang concept will inevitably lead to giving up on many ob-
vious and not so obvious differences. For one thing, the reciprocal, interdependent
characteristic constitutive of the yin-yang concept was never in doubt or in dispute in
ancient china. by contrast, there were widespread divergences among Greek theorists
of opposites, and these disagreements or confrontations left little room for a consensus
view (Lloyd, 1996). For another, the use of the yin-yang concept in ancient china was
consistently moral and political (sivin, 1995). It emphasized the importance of har-
mony and reciprocity on the strength of cosmological unity because it “see[s] heaven
and earth, ruler and minister, father and son, old and young, male and female, as all,
ideally, embodying the same reciprocal relationship” (Lloyd, 1996, p.  127). by contrast,
there was no such emphasis in the Greek use of opposites, and the use of opposites
was never set out to lend legitimacy to a particular regime (Lloyd, 1996). Moreover,
the yin-yang concept exemplifies a quintessential chinese sensibility or what Peter
Zhang (2015b) aptly dubs “an interological mode of being” (p.  93), a point returned
to in the next section.

the third approach is called “discursive hypercorrection.” Ills and sins have been
committed in the past in representing non-euro-American rhetorics. either because
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of orientalist logic, an interpretive procedure that not only essentializes the other but
also projects and constructs the west as the idealized standard and the other as its
very unchanging antithesis (said, 1978), or because of our own terministic screens
(burke, 1966), past representations of non-euro-American rhetorics have run the
gamut from blind adulation to misrepresentation or under-representation, to silencing,
to total rejection. to redress these ills and sins, scholars become so anxious to see the
other in its otherness that they often end up representing the other beyond its other-
ness or flattening its otherness so that the other becomes no more than a mirror image
of themselves.

For example, confucian rhetoric has recently been suggested as possessing the “po-
tential for democratic deliberations” (Lyon, 2004, p.  142) or construed in general as a
legitimate alternative to dominant Aristotelian rhetoric. similarly, daoism has also been
branded as another alternative to western conceptions of rhetorical theory and criticism
(combs, 2006). the concern here has to do with the likelihood and its consequence of
taking confucian or daoist rhetoric out of or beyond its own political and social context
without being cognizant of them. to put it more bluntly, these kinds of characterizations
may very well blur the distinction between the level of importance we want to attribute
to these ancient rhetorics because of our own rhetorical exigency and the level of im-
portance that accrued to them because of their own context and their own peculiar his-
torical development. the challenge lies in how best we can recognize and, better still,
harness these distinctions or boundaries in the service of developing a different kind
of methodology that is mindful of its own epistemic space and location and attentive
to gaps, excesses, and absences.

The missing link: The art of re-contextualization as a tertium quid
In view of the problems these three approaches have revealed, the article turns to the
art of re-contextualization (Mao, 2011, 2013a, 2013b, 2014). A discursive third, the art
of recontextualization draws on a number of disciplines, including comparative phi-
losophy, comparative literature, cultural anthropology, feminist rhetorical studies, and
postcolonial studies, to respond to a methodological paradox. that is, when speaking
for and with non-euro-American rhetorics, rhetoric and communication scholars must
start somewhere. More often than not, they most likely start with their own familiar
concepts and points of reference, thus risking either imposing them on these other
rhetorics or silencing the latter’s own concepts or points of reference. As a response,
the art of re-contextualization aims to negotiate the dynamics and complexities re-
garding the subject matter under study and the subject position taken for that study.
therefore, it directly engages, for example, the local and the global, the present and
the past, the importantly present and the merely present and/or available,5 and the
imperative to speak with, as well as for, the other6 and an awareness of its fraught
process and consequences. Meanings or orders that emerge out of this kind of engage-
ment are driven not so much by any underlying causal logic as by a dialectic such en-
gagement mobilizes and by a creative, open-ended process it fosters and
embodies—hence it is an art or a tekhnē, not a strategy.

In a recent essay commenting on the methods in comparative literature, scholar
Haun saussy (2003) describes a “third-language” rule where scholars use three, rather

492 Canadian Journal of Communication, Vol 41 (3)

http://www.cjc-online.ca


than two, languages to carry out literary analysis. According to saussy, the use of a
third language provides an additional perspective that a two-language pattern leaves
out and it generates examples that challenge universal literature. this third language
thus becomes a tertium quid7 that “mediates less than it interferes and in the process
it produces something new” (2003, p.  340).

this article suggests that the art of re-contextualization be the tertium quid for en-
gaging non-euro-American rhetorics or any other comparative undertaking for that
matter. Moreover, as a discursive third, the art of re-contextualization bears an unmis-
takable family resemblance to interology—the study of interality or betweenness that
“sees the interzone or zone of proximity as the space of possibilities and transforma-
tions and the locus of ethics” (Zhang, 2015b, p.  93).8 As a matter of fact, the art of re-
contextualization is interological through and through as it yields a third or an
interological space. Here is why.

First, the art of re-contextualization critically engages both self and other, explicitly
interrogating who we are and where we have been (read as self) and unpacking how
political, economic, and sociocultural exigencies as well as historicities help determine
local contexts and performances (read as other). this kind of dialogic engagement
also necessarily takes into account the contingencies of the present in the global con-
tact zones, drawing on the other’s social, political, and linguistic affiliations and affor-
dances to reflect on and further trouble our own modes of doing and being.

In “Prologue to Interology: In Lieu of a Preface,” Peter Zhang (2015a) further char-
acterizes interology as the study of interbeing and becoming, as more interested in
“transformations and transfigurations in between, in affinities, affectivities, alliances,
and valences than [in] so-called essences and filiations” (pp.  59–60). the art of re-con-
textualization, by its very focus on relationality or interdependence, exemplifies an in-
terological undertaking. It aims to break away from or transcend our “natural”
attachment to causal thinking that values being over becoming and rest over change
and motion. And by embracing the fact that our engagement with the other demands
a critical assessment of the self, it calls into existence a third space or an interality
where multiplicity, fluidity, and ambiguity become at once our modus operandi and
our raison d’être.

second, and very much related, as an interological undertaking, the art of re-con-
textualization is marked by a distinctive processual or recursive characteristic. Namely,
by interrogating our own modes of doing and being and by privileging relations of in-
terdependence and interconnectivity, the art of re-contextualization champions a
process that is “dialogic, dialectical, reflective, reflexive, embodied, and anchored in
an ethos of care, respect, and humility” (royster  & Kirsch, 2012, p.  67). what this
process entails, then, is a strong ethical imperative, which resonates with Zhang’s call
to “recuperate a social interality defined by our presence to each other, or an embodied
social ecology (2015a, p.  62).

third, the art of re-contextualization joins with bo wang’s “transrhetorical ap-
proach” in that both constitute what she calls “a  trope of epistemological crossing”
and “promise the possibility of new meanings, new conceptual categories, and new
ways of knowing and thinking” (2015, p.  248; also wang, 2013). echoing wang’s call
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for developing “plural local forms of engagement and hybrid analytical frameworks”
(2015, p.  249), the art of re-contextualization moves away from formulating structures
of sameness or difference based on “facts of essence” to developing narratives based
on both “facts of usage” (schiappa, 2003, pp.  6–7) and what I call “facts of nonusage”
(Mao, 2014, p. 452). As a matter of fact, the turn toward “facts of nonusage” not only
calls to mind the concept of “wu” (無) or “absence” or “nothingness” in the Daodejing9

or the concept of “xu” (虛) in the Zhuangzi10 but also exemplifies interality or the pro-
ductive absence or emptiness that the art of re-contextualization seeks to value and
celebrate (also you & Zhang, 2015; Zhang, 2015b). An explanation follows.

by facts of essence, schiappa means the definitional facts sought through the
question “what is X?”—facts that describe the essence or the true nature of things.
by “facts of usage,” he refers to the definitional facts sought through the question
“How is X used?”—facts that describe how things are actually being used or practiced
in their local environments (2003, pp.  6–7). And by “facts of nonusage” is meant facts
sought through such questions as: what are users not doing, and why? Is their silence
caused by extreme emotion or passion, by immediate contexts of situation, or by the
larger sociocultural matrix?11 could what they are doing be examples of the merely
present rather than the importantly present? could what they are not doing be due to
the blind spots we have developed or to what Jacqueline Jones royster calls the “pas-
sionate attachments” (2000, p.  280) we have accumulated? what are the questions
with which users are concerned and to which the answers are thought by them to be
the right answers (Lloyd, 1996)?

this pivot for “facts of usage” and, more importantly, for “facts of nonusage” un-
equivocally reflects an interological sensibility. our proclivity for “facts of essence” be-
trays what Zhang calls “an entity- or object-orientation” (2015b, p.  94), an orientation
that privileges substance or objectification over eventing or relationality and is predi-
cated on causal thinking as opposed to analogical or correlative thinking. by contrast,
the focus on “facts of usage” and on “facts of nonusage” moves away from substance
or essence and calls our attention to discursive gaps, excesses, and absences or empti-
ness. After all, meaning can never be fully exhausted, and there will always be a surplus
or an excess of meaning in any given proposition or communicative act. Further, such
a focus challenges and in fact helps collapse the underlying binary that pits “facts of
nonusage” against “facts of usage” and shuns them as undesirable or unacceptable. It
yields to a relation of interdependence or the yin-and-yang of rhetorical reality. Not by
accident, this relation of interdependence between “facts of usage” and “facts of
nonusage” finds a “kindred spirit” in the link between “what is” and “what is not” or
between presence and absence, the stuff that interality is made of.

In a word, the art of re-contextualization aims not so much to create agents of
harmony for cultural encounters and for representing non-euro-American rhetorics
as to effectively enable “loci of enunciation” for developing narratives that are neither
revisionist nor aimed to tell a different truth, but “narratives geared toward the search
for a different logic” (Mignolo, 2000, p.  22). It is a logic that is interological in orienta-
tion and transformative in practice. More succinctly stated, the art of re-contextualiza-
tion is invention, intervention, and transformation all rolled into one dialectic.
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The rhetoric of Dao: A case in point
daoist rhetoric has been attracting growing attention from rhetoric and communica-
tion scholars in the United states (e.g., combs, 2006; Lu, 1998; Lyon, 2008; Mao, 2013b;
swearingen, 2013). It emerged as a challenge to confucianism and Legalism, and daoist
sensibilities have permeated chinese culture and its thought patterns (Lu, 1998), even
demonstrating unexpected affinities with postmodern views regarding, for example,
language, truth, and rationality (Graham, 1989). Quoting Lu, “Understood in its totality,
daoism presents a worldview with metaphysical, dialectical, and rhetorical significance
that, in fact, does not condemn speech and argumentation but simply points out their
limitations” (1998, p.  225).

this article characterizes the particular way and process evidenced in daoism of
challenging, intervening in, and creatively transforming our conventional institutions
and practices as the rhetoric of Dao, an example of non-euro-American rhetorics. the
rhetoric of Dao is manifested through a discursive field consisting of, for example, de
(德, being able to embody and induce character, efficacy, and potential for one’s indi-
vidual experience); wuwei (無為, engaging the world non-coersively); wuzhi (無知,
rejecting the kind of knowing that is predicated upon transcendental presence); and
wuyu (無欲, exercising the kind of desire that celebrates, rather than possesses, things).
because of a symbiotic relationship between de and dao, the rhetoric of Dao promotes
the dialectic of interdependent binaries in nature and in the human world, nurturing
a perpetual tension between cultivating a creative and processual dimension at the
individual level and elevating one of many competing Daos to the status of one and
the only Dao at the communal, state, and cosmic level (Mao, 2013b).

How then does one go about engaging such a rhetoric when it is a couple of thou-
sand years removed from us, when it continues to garner attention, if not adulation,
in the present, and when “it ceases to be Dao if it is to be put into words” (Daodejing,
2003, p.  77)?12 More specifically, how can the art of re-contextualization serve as a ter-
tium quid or as an interological undertaking for such a rhetoric? 

by practising the art of re-contextualization, we first move away from “what is
the rhetoric of Dao?” toward “How does it guide human conduct?” the pivot from
“what” to “how” is a pivot from “facts of essence” to “facts of usage” and “facts of
nonusage.” It enables us to reject any overarching rhetorical principle or context to de-
termine the context of Dao and to open up a third space where we begin to ask such
questions as: How does the rhetoric of Dao arise? In what manifestations and through
which agency? How does this rhetoric inhabit and shape the world? Further, what
were the questions with which the actors then and there were concerned and to which
the answers were thought by them to be the right answers? our responses to these
questions will help establish new “loci of enunciation” and develop narratives marked
by an interbeing or becoming, by a dialogic and dialectical tacking between “facts of
usage” and “facts of nonusage” in such a way as to bring them both into critical and
simultaneous view.

second, the art of re-contextualization, because of its relentless dialogism and di-
alecticism, develops “thick description” with an attitude. As is now well known, the
term “thick description” was originally coined by the oxford ordinary language
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philosopher Gilbert ryle and later popularized by the late cultural anthropologist
clifford Geertz (1973). For Geertz, achieving thick description for a culture or a com-
munity is to ask, for example, “what it is, ridicule or challenge, irony or anger, snobbery
or pride, that, in their occurrence and through their agency, is getting said” (p.  10),
and, we might add, not getting said or silenced. It is to provide “the sort of sensible ac-
tuality that makes it possible to think not only realistically and concretely about them
[mega-concepts], but, what is more important, creatively and imaginatively with them”
(p.  23, emphasis in original).

Pursuing thick description for the rhetoric of Dao then means focusing not on its
ontological status or its facts of essence but on what is actually getting said and what
is not getting said, on what is importantly present and what is merely present and/or
available, and why. It means looking for how Dao helps individuals negotiate and har-
ness the perpetual tension between cultivating Dao’s creative and processual dimen-
sion at the individual level, on the one hand, and elevating one of many competing
Daos to the status of the one and only Dao at the communal, national, and cosmic
level, on the other.

Meanwhile, it must be entered that pursuing thick description does not happen in
an ideological vacuum, nor does it absolve us rhetoric and communication scholars of
carrying out the ethical imperative or exercising an ethic of care. we have to ask, for ex-
ample, in whose terms and under what authority is thick description for the rhetoric of
Dao being developed and disseminated? From which epistemic space and location is
thick description originated? And where does it travel to, and what impact will it bear
on the community or culture of which it is an integral part? In other words, pursuing
thick description with an attitude for the rhetoric of Dao calls on us to be both reflective
and reflexive, to be both attentive to the link between what is and what is not and ready
to interrogate our own methodological orientations and analytical frameworks. It also
means addressing how we can represent the rhetoric of Dao in ways that in turn inform
the conditions of the present. In the process, we can begin to avoid reifying the rhetoric
of Dao or treating it as though it were “a self-contained ‘super-organic’ reality with forces
and purposes of its own” (Geertz, 1973, p.  11) or with its own internal or immanent law
or order. we can also begin to avoid reducing it by moving beyond the temptation to
claim its utility or applicability for every symbolic practice imaginable. reification or re-
duction once again betrays an entity- or object-bias or orientation (Zhang, 2015b), and
either move makes us further removed from relationality and productive ambiguity.

third, practising the art of re-contextualization to represent the rhetoric of Dao
aims to cultivate a dialectic between developing a local narrative informed by the dy-
namics of Daos and the Dao (historicity), on the one hand, and searching for that nar-
rative’s new and broader significance in the present both in and outside its discursive
milieu (specificity and incongruity), on the other. by that is meant any meaningful
engagement with the rhetoric of Dao will have to deal with the tension between the
Daos practiced at the individual level and the one and only Dao claimed and promoted
by the powers that be, as well as the tension between the heterogeneous Daos at the
individual level and their inevitable pressure on the one and only Dao for dialogue
and change. similarly, our engagement, in its search for the significance of the rhetoric
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of Dao, will have to be mindful of how the rhetoric of Dao is being shaped by the forces
both within and outside of its discursive context. these parallel efforts in turn bring
about meaning and affordance for such a dialectic.

Not only is such a dialectic an example of interality in and of itself, but it also
opens up new space to experience interality, to extend and augment it. consequently,
we can begin to make visible and further privilege interdependence or betweenness
or “facts of nonusage” both between the local and the global and within and beyond
the local and the global. As a result, we can begin to apply the art of re-contextualiza-
tion to all areas of rhetoric and to all instances of interality without the essentializing
division between self and other and between euro-American rhetorics (read as the
dominant) and non-euro-American rhetorics, for example.

Finally, the art of re-contextualization is about discovering and articulating event-
fulness—how “things stand in relation to something else at particular times” (Ames  &
rosemont, 1998, p.  23) and how gaps, excesses, and absences can be brought to light
and made useful. It is about discovering and articulating rhetorics in places where they
have hitherto been ruled non-existent or not readily available. because of its insistence
on eventfulness or relationality, the art of re-contextualization guards us against falling
prey to a concomitant temptation to anoint such rhetorics as unique, as incommen-
surable with all other rhetorics. It enables us to move a step closer to meeting our eth-
ical responsibility to speak with, rather than for, non-euro-American rhetorics and to
engage in a co-constitutive practice that embraces both “facts of usage” and “facts of
nonusage,” as well as what feminist rhetoricians Jacqueline royster and Gesa Kirsch
call “a  multidimensional sense of diversity” (2012, p.  112).

From binary logic to a rhetoric of becoming: A matter of
interdependence-in-difference
coming back full circle, we now return to Zhuangzi’s story with which we began this
article. More specifically, I want to use this concluding section to complete the story,
teasing out its implications and charting out a way forward so that we can both part
company with binary logic once and for all and embrace and put to practice an intero-
logical sensibility through the art of re-contextualization.

this much is clear: Zhuangzi’s story, through the lens of an oak tree, is not about
litigious, polemic rhetoric we regularly associate with ancient Greece, a rhetoric, truth
be told, which is often driven not so much by the search for truth as by fierce competition
for ideological supremacy and personal popularity and ambition. rather, Zhuangzi’s
story reflects and indeed enacts a different kind of rhetoric that calls for a different way
of engagement. Neither deliberative nor epideictic, this rhetoric takes the form of an
analogy and challenges us to think beyond our own passionate attachments or to remove
what John dewey calls “the useless lumber that blocks our highways of thought” (quoted
in Hall  & Ames, 1995, p.  xx). we can call this rhetoric a rhetoric of becoming.

by calling this rhetoric of Zhuangzi’s a rhetoric of becoming, this article seeks to
underscore the fact that such a rhetoric perpetually participates in a meaning-making,
knowledge-creating process and disrupts and further transforms existing boundaries,
conditions, and conventions. Privileging becoming and process over rest and perma-
nence and valuing experience and multiplicity over abstract knowledge and single
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points of origin, the rhetoric of becoming thus embodies a productive tension between
its heterogeneous agency and fluidity and a sense of history and continuity. to achieve
authority and authenticity, it both asserts or affirms its situated history and defers its
meaning to a context that is being continuously reconstructed and recalibrated. In a
word, through the rhetoric of becoming, Zhuangzi is jolting us to reject our conven-
tional boundaries, binaries, and biases and to cultivate and celebrate a sensibility for
interdependence, betweenness, and heterogeneous resonance.

so, fruit trees or timber trees that can be made into vessels or houses are “useful”
but “their utility makes life miserable for them, and so they don’t get to finish out the
years Heaven gave them” because “they are torn apart and subjected to abuse.” their
utility to humans thus is not useful to them. by contrast, “useless” trees get to grow
to their ripe old age and avoid the fate of being cut down or “cut off in mid-journey”
(watson, 2013, pp.  30–31). their uselessness (to humans) is most worthy to them.

Like the tree’s usefulness and uselessness, rhetoric in ancient Greece and the rhet-
oric of Dao in ancient china are value propositions closely tied to, and in fact consti-
tuted by, both a particular socio-political, if not divine, matrix and a situated
interpretive framework. otherwise stated, they are discursively motivated and materi-
ally enabled. what is useful or desirable for one community or culture may not be so
for another. Instead of romanticizing the other or engineering a forced fit amidst a
complex web of power asymmetry, we should focus on that which is actually getting
experienced and enacted or not, and why. we should further perform this dialectic
both between the local and the global and within and beyond the local and the global.
Instead of resorting to conventional terms of engagement such as useful versus useless,
persuasive versus irenic, logic versus analogic, or Greek rhetoric versus chinese rhetoric,
we should direct our attention to the historicities, specificities, and incongruities each
culture reveals, values, and practises and to the ways in which each rhetoric connects
to and possibly interanimates every other rhetoric.

there is more. what this story has taught us is not to flip simply the said hierarchy,
as one might be tempted to do, so that what was useless then becomes useful now or
what was yin yesterday assumes the status of yang today. For such a reversal of fortunes,
as it were, however well-intentioned or amply justified, still preserves the underlying
binary or its underlying binary logic and thus fails to recognize their interdependence-
in-difference or their interality or their betweenness. Instead, Zhuangzi’s story or its
rhetoric of becoming is calling on us to enter a third space, an interbeing, where un-
timely connections13 and novel possibilities can be openly entertained and plural forms
of inquiry hotly pursued. we stop asking: what are these untimely connections and
novel possibilities? we begin to ask: How are they “good to think with” (Lévi-strauss,
1964, p.  89) and how are they good to create “the condition of openness to new objects
and new forms of inquiry” (saussy, 2003, p.  23)?

After the carpenter woke up from his dream, he reported his dream to his appren-
tice, who then questioned the oak tree’s intent for being at the village shrine to be
“useless.” the carpenter scolded him as follows:

“shhh! say no more! It’s only resting there. If we carp and criticize it, it
will merely conclude that we don’t understand it. even if it weren’t at the
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shrine, do you suppose it would be cut down? It protects itself in a different
way from ordinary people. If you try to judge it by conventional standards,
you’ll be way off!” (watson, 2013, p.  31)

therefore, unless we stop judging “by conventional standards” or by their underlying
binary logic, we will never understand the oak tree’s intent nor will we its usefulness.
to put it more positively, we must develop new terms of engagement in ways that will
enable us to challenge those conventional standards and their underlying binary logic
and to better understand and represent the oak tree’s intent as well as Zhuangzi’s rea-
soning or his rhetoric of becoming behind it. only then can we become “indifferent to
the pairs of opposites” and fully appreciate that it is “nothing (無) that provides the
utility,” as is advised by the two epigraphs that begin this article. or it is simply a matter
of interdependence-in-difference.

Notes 
Incidentally, Peter Zhang discusses the Zhuangzi as one of the important sources for studying inter-1.

ality or betweenness (2015b, pp.  98–99).

traditional western rhetoric recognizes only three species of discourse: deliberative (to exhort or2.
dissuade), epideictic (to praise or blame), and judicial (to accuse or defend). For Aristotle, the audience
determines the discourse’s purpose though he readily admits that the boundary between deliberative
and epideictic rhetoric is not clear-cut and the difference is often one of style (1991, pp. 47-51, 1358b).
such a taxonomy will also encounter serious challenges when and if it should get applied to other
rhetorical traditions as I hope to demonstrate in this article. see also, for another example, Megan
schoen (2012). 

According to Aristotle (1966), there are ten pairs of opposite terms in the Pythagorean table of3.
opposites, which displays the analogy in the relationships between each pair. For example, on the side
of limit, there are odd, one, right, male, resting, straight, light, good, and square; on the side of the un-
limited, there are even, many, left, female, moving, curved, darkness, bad, and rectangular. Lloyd (1996)
further suggests that Aristotle draws upon the basic idea conveyed through the sustoichia. Lloyd writes,
“thus the belief that right is to be associated with male, front, upper, hot, and conversely left is to be
associated with female, back, lower, cold, is given explanatory work to do in a wide variety of contexts
in his [Aristotle’s] cosmology, in his embryology and elsewhere in his physics” (pp.  114–115).

correlative thinking, in its indifference to logical analysis and in its emphasis on analogical associ-4.
ations, interdependence, or betweenness is interological (see the discussion in the following section).
by contrast, causal thinking is linear and marked by an emphasis on formal or abstract definitions in
search of essence or univocity.

that is, Hall and Ames’ “Principle of Mere Presence” (1995) is being channeled here. by that they5.
mean that the mere presence of an idea or doctrine in a particular culture does not entitle us to claim
the idea or doctrine is importantly present—“that is, present in such a way that it significantly qualifies,
defines, or otherwise shapes the culture” (p.  xv).

what is being developed here is in direct conversation with Linda Alcoff’s much cited “the Problem6.
of speaking for others” (1991–1992) where she identifies, and further develops response (her four-
step strategy) to, the major challenges scholars face and must address in speaking for others. However,
this article advocates a co-constitutive process where the act of representation has to be completed by
both self and other—hence the emphasis is on “with” over “for” or “about.”

the OED defines a tertium quid as “something (indefinite or left undefined) related in some way to7.
two (definite or known) things, but distinct from both.”
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According to Zhang, both “interology” and “interality” were coined by the chinese-American8.
philosopher Geling shang (2015b, p.  93).

see chapter  11 as well as chaps.  2, 4, and 5.9.

see chapter  4 (watson, 2013).10.

Greeks would refer to the first two instances—becoming silent because of being overcome by passion11.
or because of recognizing and respecting the immediate communicative context—as aposiopesis.

this daoist distrust in language or, more precisely, in linguistic objectification once again reflects12.
this interological sensibility for productive absence or emptiness. It throws in stark relief the remarkable
difference vividly worded in John  1:1: “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God,
and the word was God.” Here stands, in no uncertain terms, secular or divine, a quintessential contrast
between the language of ontological presence, on the one hand, and the language of deference (for
the interological sensibility), on the other. 

this draws on Michelle ballif’s (2014) recent essay in which she invites us to “write histories that13.
begin with this presumption of their always already untimely nature, and further to think about history
as not a function of linear temporality” (p.  247, emphasis in original).
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