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Abstract 

This thesis analyzes Kenneth Burke's rhetoric of 

identification. 1 will examine the extent to which Burke's 

earliest critical wrltjngs, which focus on tht suasive 

nature of I1terary forms, affected the writing of his later 

crltlcal works, whlch deal wlth how language functions as a 

type of symbolic action. In his later texts, Burke breaks 

with his earller concern wlth literary dlscourse by 

attempting to expound a critical theory that accounts for 

hlstorical change, human motivation and the role of language 

ln collective cornrnunities. He argues that language 

motlvates people to identify with a certain sets of beliefs 

by transcending an opposing set of bellefs. Section One is 

an account of Burke's earller conception of deology in 

relation to his view of literary discourse. In Section Two 

the emphasis shlfts toward a study of how Burke Integrates 

his notion of ideology with his theory of a rhetoric of 

identification. 
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Résumé 

Ce mémoire àndlyse la rhetorique de l'identification 

chez Kenneth Burke. Nous examinons dans quelle mesure les 

premiers tr~vaux critiques de Burke, axés sur Id nature 

persudsive des formes littéraires, ont permis If> plPln 

accomplissement de ses travaux critiques ult~reur5, ces 

derniers traitant du fontionnemf'nt du langlldge eOlllmf> type d' 

action symbolique. Dans ses textes ulterieurs, Burke sc 

détache de ses précédants soucis, cùnrernant le rtiscours 

littéraire, en tentant l' andlyse d'une théorll> crlUqul~ 

qu i rende compte du changement h ls tor j ql](> de 1 cl mot i vat i on 

humaine et du rôle du Idngage dans le~ communautés. Il 

aff,rme que le langage porte à s'identifier il un év('ntajl 

de crov~~ces par de passement d'un éventail de croydnces 

opposé. Dans le premier volet, nous rendons romptf' de sa 

conception ideologique de départ qui est à mettre en 

relation avec la conception du discours littêrdire de Burke; 

puis dans le second volet, nous mettons l ,kcent sur la 

façon dont Burke conjuqe sa notion d' idéologie ~ celle df' 

rhétor ique de l' ident if icat ion. 
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Introduction 

The main purpose of this study ls ta investlgate and 

document Kenneth BUlke'g contribution to whdt he ealls a 

rhetoric of identiEicat:ion. Burke's aim was to recognlze 

and describe complex struggles of power and ideolùgy t.akinq 

place through language within a multiplicity of social 

arenas and historicdl moments. Although Burkp began 

formulating theories of a rhetorLC o[ identification in 

writings he produced during the 19305, his 1951 formulation 

effect ive ly d if f erent iates the "0 Id Il rhe to rie f rom the 

"new." He proposes t.hat "the key term for the 'oId' 

rhetoric was persuasion and its stress on dellberate design, 

whereas the key term for the 'new' rhptoric should be 

'identification' whlch can include a partially unc,)nsclous 

factor of appeal" (Old and New, 204). Burke argues that. 

"with such identification there ls a partially d.::eam-like, 

ldealistic motive, somewhat compensatory to real differences 

or divisions, whlch the rhetoric of identification would 

transcend" (203). 

In an eaIlier formulation Burke further describes the 

natur e of th is transcendence, cla i mi ng tha tour 

identifications only become meanlngful to others when they 

are explalned through our Ideology: "an Ideology 15 an 

aggregate of beliefs sufflclently at odds with one another 

to 1ustlfy opposite Und of conduct" (CS, 163). For Burke, 
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ta ident if Y with a part i cular group or perspect ive i 5 

contingent upon human motivations lhat may only be signified 

"ln terms of verbal action, and which ultimately serve the 

purpose of unlfying us ta see things in terms of some thlng 

r ather than l ts other counter part" (Gramma.r, 49). Bur ke 

concludes that since identification 1s ,,~ kind of 

transcendence" 1 t can serve to el lmi nate di sharmony, thereby 

enabling people to subscribe to particular sets of beliefs. 

It can be argued that Burke, in formulating his theory 

of a rhetoric of identification, was heavily influenced by 

the intellectual contributions of pragmatj 'm, the most 

influentlal phllosophy in America during the first quarter 

of the twent ieth century. H. S. Thayer descr ibes "pragmatism 

(as) a method of philosophying often identified as a theory 

of meanina first stated by Charles Peirce in the 18705, 

revlved primarily as a theory of truth in 1898 by William 

James; and further developed, expanded and dtsseminated by 

John Dewey and F.C.S. Schiller" (4). Peirce, who founded 

the philosophy of pragmatism, based his doctrine on the 

pr Inc i ple that we are to "cons ider what e f fects, wh ich might 

conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object 

of our contemplation ta have. Then, our concept i on 0 f 

theses effects ls the whole of our conception of ttl.e object" 

(cited by H..110ne\. For Pe i rce, pragmat Ism i s thus an 

inquiry into the ways in which knowledge affects social 

act ion; 1 t "emphas i zes the pract ical character of reason and 
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of reality" (Thayer, 221). In other words, whdt pragmatism 

tlargues as 'the practical nature of thought and reality' Is 

that, since existence ls transitional, knowledge 15 one of 

the ways of effecting transitions of events, and the only 

reliable way of guiding them" (221). 

The extent to wh 1ch the ph i losoph ica 1 tenets of 

American pragmatism affected Burke's thinking is revt'clled in 

his own notion of praqmatism. Wlth a pragmatlc phllosophy, 

argues Burke, "we seize upon the refererce to mcans, since 

we hold that Pragmatist philosophies are generated by the 

featuring of the term Agency. We djscern lhis genius rnost 

readily in the very title, lnstrumentalization, which Johll 

Dewey chooses to characterize his variant of the pragmatist 

doctr i ne" (Gram ar, 275). Burke thus reasons that "there 

must be as many 'pragmatisrns' as there are philosophies. 

That i5, each philosophy announces sorne view of human ends, 

and will require a corresponding doctrine of rneans" (275). 

As we shall see later, the term "agency" is one of the 

many Key terrns Burke uses to develop his theory of a 

rhetoric of identification. His deeply pragmatlc outlook 

on language and how it works to affect human actions led 

Burke to formulate a multiplicity of concepts through whlch 

he advanced his thinking over a perjod of sixt Y years. 

Consequently, toward the end of Burke's career, his language 

became tldistressingly compact" (Feehan, 321). Readers who 

have dlfflculty understandlng Burke need to cornprehend his 
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method of assimilating his oid works into his new ones. 

Michael Feehan argues that "such comprehension cornes most 

clearly when we see the old and the new in juxtaposition, in 

stereo, where one can watch the boundary between them as it 

filters, purifies, the earlier version into the lanquage of 

the later" (321). 

One way ta arrIve at this more thorough perspective i5 

ta examine Burke's writings in relation to what can be 

considered as major junctures in his career: moments when 

social theorists and critics have, due to distinctly 

different historical contexts, misinterpreted Burke's 

thearies. In what follows, an Interpretation of what Burke 

meant will be constructed by examining what he says in his 

essays and booKs, with special emph2-is placed on statements 

he has made in postscripts to second and third editions of 

his early works. This approach will help contextualize the 

process in which Burke formulated his conceptions ot a 

rhetoric of identification. 

In the earlier hall of Burke's career there were at 

least three major critical junctures that are worth 

examination. The dispute Burke had with social critic 

Granville Hicks, pub1ished in a 1935 issue of The New 

Republie, over Hick's review of Burke's first critica1 work, 

Counter-statement, is one such event. In his review, 

entitled "A Defence nf Eloquence," Hicks accuses Burke of 

being solely concerned with the eloquence of literature, 
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cl a imi n9 that "the emphas i S ot Count er -Statement i s so 

unmistakenly on techniq~e, and ils value 15 so excluslvely 

in its discussion of tech!llque, that the redder ts bound to 

realize that it i8 technIque alone that lnterC'sts the 

author" (Counterblasts, 101). [n his refutatlon ~f Hicks, 

Burke cItes cl stdlpmenl he mdde in the chapter "proqram" of 

hi s Counter ::~gtemenJ;_, wher e he notes th.'lt Il cl sys t em ot 

aesthetics subsumes a ~ystem of polilics, and thouqh the 

artist --- qua artist ---- i',\ay ignore it, the present program 

of critical orientation cannot iqnore il" (Countf>rblasts, 

lOI) . In other words 1 Burk e argues agd i ns t the 

separation of literary (orm from ideology, cldlming that 

even though sorne artists may wish to detach lhemselves from 

certa in soc i opo 1 i t i ca l or i enlat 1 Ol'S, they nonelhe l t'S5 wor k 

within existing social, political and economic programs. 

Burke belleves thal if artlsts are lo dffect social rhangf> 

they must produce "a certdin kind of social etfect" 

(Counterblasts, 101), which involves developlng an dIl or 

rhetoric that appropriates, and thu5 ldentlties with, an 

existing framework of social attitudes. 

A concern wlth, or rear of, technique 15 what led up ta 

anotner major critical juncture in Burke's earJy career. 

This occasion ls the 1935 American Writers' Congress' 

negative reaction ta Burke's speech, "Revolutionary 

Symbolism in America," in which he proposed that the 

socialist ~riter should function as a "propagandlst" by 
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adopting a strategy "based upon the positive symbol of 'the 

people', rather than the negative symbol of 'the worker' 1 

whlch makes more naturally for the kind of identification 

wher eby one' s po li tlca l dlignrnent i s fused wi th broader 

cultural elements" (Revolutionary, 91). Burke's suggestion 

offended many members of the Congressi the context in which 

he spoke was one in which writers carne together to 

partlcipate in a revolutionary "struggle aCjainst war, the 

preservation of civil liberlies, and the destruction of 

fascL3t tendencies everywhere" (Hart, 11). Those who reacted 

against Burke's strdtegy believed that in order to affect 

social change they were obliged "'0 divest themselves of all 

petty bourgeois thought so they could fend off the danger of 

the i r movement becomi ng a pet ty bourgeo l s movement. But what 

Burke was trying ta tell his colleagues was that, for thejr 

movement ta be effective, they had to start working within 

the establighed discourbe ot society in order speak to, and 

thereby allow, the uncommitted and the hostile to identlfy 

wlth them. 

Two years after this confrontation at the 1935 

Congress, Burke had a dispute with yet another leftist 

Amer ican scholar. What can be viewed as the third major 

critic .. l juncture of Burke's early career ls the fiery 

exchan<.Je of opinion he had wlth social crltic Sidney Hook 

over the meaning of his Attitudes Toward Hlstory (1937). 

Hook charged that Burke' s book "adds nothlng" to the main 
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argument in hls previous book, Permanence and Change_ (1935), 

in whlch Burke presents his method of "pernpect ive by 

inconqruity." Perspective by incongruity i5 the way in 

which Burke shows us how dn ideologj 15 dialecticùlly evoked 

through the fusinq of incongruous terms. Uslng his previous 

insights int0 the nature of language, Burke, in his 

Attitudes Toward Hlstor...Y, demonstrates that throughout whdt 

he calls the "curve" of history, there have be~~n "frames" or 

"perspectives" through which people have made &en5~ of lheir 

w~rld. He claims that revolutionary çhange accurs when dn 

existing frame or persp~ctive 15 superseded by a competing, 

and hence Incongruous, social orlenti.3tion. Burke c..llis this 

process "the bureauccatization of the imaginative," which 15 

itself a perspective by Incongruity, sInee the word 

"bur eaucracy" pr ov j des an incongruous perspl'!ct ive when 

juxtaposed with the word "imagination." 

Hook alleged that Burke uses h 15 key metaphor, "the 

bureaucratlzation of the imaginative," to express hls 

conte;npt for "the socialist cr ltics Gf Russia, (who he] 

accuses of being Utopians dnd tao prone to use the language 

of moral indignation. 'utopian' in his writlngs 15 

merely a d isparaging ep! thet which he hur ls at honest 

crltics of Russia who refuse to Imûve 1n' and 'cash in' (the 

phrases are all Burke's) on the bureaucratie perspective. 

His own function cons iats in be inq an apo l ogist, not a fter 

the fact, but beEore the fact of the latest piece of 
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stallnlst brutality" (The Technique, 61). But what Burke 

meant by the "bureaucratization of the imaginative" is that 

we transform words into institutions. He argues that 

identification would be impossible if our orientations did 

not endure, and that they endure only because they become 

bureaucratlzed. 

In his rebuttal of Hook, Burke argues that "some 

imaginative possibility (usually at the start utopian) 15 

bureaucratized when it Is embodied in the realities of a 

social texture, in aIl its complexity of language and 

habits, in the property relationshlps, the methods of 

government, production, and distribution, and the 

development ~f rituals that reinforce the same emphasis" (Is 

Hr. Hook, 41~. What Burke means by "movlng ln" or "cashing 

in" on a given bureaucratized perspective is that "there 

will be a class of people who have a real 'stake' in the 

retention of an ail1ng bureaucratlzation" (41). Burke thus 

reasons that in an "imperfect world" such a~ ours, "no 

imaginative possibility can ever attain complete 

bureaucratizatlon . the opposition must abandon some of 

its symbolic Ingredients and make itself ready to take over 

(1.e. identiEywlthJ other symbol1c ingredients" (41). 

The concluding section of this study will examine 

another major critical moment that occurred in the latter 

part of Burke's career. This event is the 1977 meeting of 

the English Instltute, consistlng of a panel on "The 
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Achievement of Kenneth Burke." What needs to be analyzed 15 

the conditions which facilitated a rereading of Burke's 

rhetoric in order to discern why Burke's theories were of 

value to a entirely different group of social eritics than 

the ones he had encountered earller in his llfe. Two texts 

presented at the 1977 meeting whieh were later publlshed 

among a set of selected papers in Representlng Kenneth Burke 

are to be eonsidered: Fredric Jameson's "The Syrnbolie 

Inference; or, Kenneth Burke and Ideological Analysis" and 

Frank Lentricchia's "Reading History with Kenneth Burke," 

whieh seeded his writing of Criticism and Social Change. 

Both Jameson and Lentriechia present Marxist 

misreadings of Burke, but in markedly different ways. The 

two texts function to a certain extent as a dialectieal 

pair. In his "Critical Response" to Burke's scathing revlew 

of the text he presented to the Institute, Jameson argues 

that "when Burke documents his own use of the Marxian 

category of ideology, unfortunately he turns out rnost often 

to have meant our old friend 'false eonseiousness,' 50 

unavoidable a part of the baggage of thlrtles Marxisrn . 

. For Burke, the concept of ideology is essentially an 

instrumental one whose usefulness Iles in its effectlveness 

in dramatizing (his) key concept of symbolic action. My own 

priorities are the reverse of these, sinee 1 have found the 

concept of symbollc action a most effective way of 

demonstrating the ideological function of culture" 
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CCritlcal, 418, 421). As we shall see, Jameson's misreading 

of Burke is one in whlch the coercive power of language is 

given priorlty over society's productive forces. Not only 

does he mlstakenly categorize Burke's theories as being 

Harxist in their orientation, but he also fails to recognize 

that Burke, throughout his writings, concentrates en the 

mater laI scene, the level of production, as weIl as on the 

symbolic expressions and literary artifacts emanating from 

such scenes. Jameson appears to believe that Burke fails to 

account for the social, polltlcal, and economic consequences 

of language; how, that is, a social culture i5 llved out in 

everyday life. 

Whereas Jameson overlooks the many ways in which Burke 

draws connections between language, ideology, and productive 

forces within nature, Lentricchi'J, in his unstated 

refutation of Jameson, attempts to salvage Burke from the 

polltical quietism of American deconstructlon by means of an 

illustration of Burke's concern with hlstorlcal and 

politicai uses of language. Not only dld Lentricchia 

mistakenly "place Burke among the group Perry Anderson 

called the Western Harxists" (Criticism, 23), but he also 

used Burke's rhetoric of identification to propose that a 

progressive ideology will become dominant: "the role of such 

rhetoric 15 not the persuasion of doubters that 'there 15' 

totality but the creation and Insemination of a vision 

may we say a heurlstlc fictIon -- whose promlsed chl1d 15 
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consenting consciousness for radical social change" (23). 

Burke, to the contrary, argues throughout hls wrltlngs that 

our social order 15 constantly being defined and redeflned 

through people's alliances to competlng Ideological 

perspectives. 

Although Jameson and Lentricchla correctly note the 

existence of Harxist influences ln Burke's wrltinqs, Burke 

is not a Marxist. Richard Coe tells us that the last time 

he spoke wlth him, "Burke described himself as a 'Kennedy 

Democrat,' but that there 15 doubt that he was strongly 

Influenced by Harxism, that he still considera Harxiam 

extremely useful as a set of concepts and methodology for 

crltiquing capitalisru; its weaknes5, he says, 15 that It is 

not very useful for crltlqulng socialismfl (Letter, 1). 

Perhaps Lentricchia's and Jameson's mlsreadings of 

Burke stem from the writings he produced in the 1930s, which 

were heavily influenced by an Ideology reflectlng Harxlsm. 

But in parts of his later works Burke insists on reading 

Harx's rhetoric, rather than simply embraclng or fearing hls 

texts. By the mid-1940s his social criticiam became less 

reliant on Harxist Ideology, as Burke became convinced that 

aIl Ideologies are orientations made comprehensible through 

language. Burke tells us that "somewhere along the I1ne 1 

had read Harx's The German Ideology" (Hethodological, 403). 

With reference to "The Identifying Nature of Property" he 

reasoned that "in the realm of Rhetorlc, 5uch identification 
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15 frequently by property in the most materlalistlc sense of 

the term, economlc property. . Here is par excellence a 

topic to be considered in a rhetoric having 'identification' 

as Its key term. And we see why one should expect to get 

much Inslght from Harxism, as a study of capitaiist 

rhetorIc" (403). Deerying loyalty to any one ideology, Burke 

shows us how Ideologies and philosophies are perspectives 

that can have dynamic effects upon our behavior. For Burke, 

Harxist Ideology is an economic orientation that in one of 

many competing orientations toward the complex nature of 

human relations. 

ln what fo11owa 1 shall investlgate sorne of the 

occasions, contexts, and ways ln which Burke was misread, 

tracing the process ln which he developed his theory of a 

rhetorlc of identification. One of my major claims will be 

that Burke's later explorations of language are not 

indicative of a flight from politicsi rather, they are a 

slgnlficant rethinklng of polltlcs, wlth further 

implications for a rhetorie of identification. In arder ta 

describe thls process, Part One will focus upon the initial 

conceptions of a rhetoric of identification Burke presents 

in his early essays and major works such as Counter

Statement (1931), Permanence and Change (1935), and 

Attitudes Toward History (1937). Section Two will consist of 

a selective reading of A Grammar of Hotives (1945), A 

Rhetorlc of Hotives (1950), and Language as Symbolic Action 

12 



(1966). A study of thls nature and scope will not only 

enable readers to contextuallze Burke among sorne of the 

adversaries and critic5 which he encountered throuqhout an 

exceptionally lonq career, but will also facilltate a much 

needed readinq of his earlier works in relation to hls later 

ones. 
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SectIon One: Early Thouqhts; or "Beqinnlnqs." 

With regard to the 5ubject of "Beginnlngs," we 

can see so clearly how the word shifts between 

ideas of temporal priority and ideas of logical 

prlority. Once you start thinking this way about 

beginnings, you discover that they are to be 

found every way you turn. This whole question of 

beginnings, as 50 concelved, merges into the 

question of "princlples," or "basic assumptlons," 

and 50 finally into the matter of conclusions. 

This 15 the point at which purely temporal and 

purely logical categories somehow merge. 

-Kenneth Burke, "De Beqinnibus," 1962. 

Perhaps the best way to begin describinq Kenneth 

Burke's massive lnterdisclplinary project 15 to define It, 

ln Burke's own sense of the term, as a series of 

Lnterconnected "beginnings." Burke's account of the 

relationshlp between languaqe and ideology, described 

earlier on as a rhetoric of identification, 15 to be best 

understood by acknowledqing that although each of his texts 

marks a new beginnlng (in that each deals wlth dlfferent 

sets of concerns) the temporal periods dlstancing his 

wrltlngs derve to brlng the loglcal sequence of hls thlnking 
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together. We can, for the purposes of introduction, "draw 

Burke's career as a series of repetltlons/revisions" 

(Feehan, 324). 

ln each of his books Burke redevelops a previous 

insight or proposai, advancing a sophlsticated method, or 

theory, from a Ilne of thinking presented in one of his 

earlier books. But throuqhout his numerous works Burke 

consistently foregrounds two important things: "structure 

and power; structure because of his conviction that the aim3 

of any text are embedded in formaI principles, and power 

because in the end it 15 both literature's effect on the 

wrlter and the reader and its relation to cultural and 

polltical power that Interests Burke" (Jay, Dlctlonary, 69). 

Burke's earliest critlcal text, Counter-statement, 15 

clearly the work of 11terary criticlsm ln which he develops 

a study of communicative behavlor per se. First published in 

1931, Counter-statement is a collection of essays written 

over a ten year period, dealing for the most part with the 

nature of aesthetics. While his earller essays in thls 

collection elaborate a theory of literary form, the later 

ones, in particular "program," "Lexicon Rhetoricae," and 

"Applications of Terminology," deal with the relatlonshlp 

between art and ideology and offer an opposltional program 

for wrlters and 1lterary crltlcs. In Counter-statement, 

already one can see Burke moving away from conceptuallzlng 
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art as a form of self-expression, toward a view of art as a 

socially symbolic act. In the chapter "Psychology and 

Form," Burke presents som~ of his earliest inslghts 

concernlng a rhetoric of identification. Even at thls early 

stage in Burke's careeI one can already see Burke sketching 

out a dialectical theory in which one thlng stands ln 

relation to another. He proposes that psychology and form 

are mutually dependent entltles, argulng that "one i5 to be 

deflned ln terms of th!! other" (CS, 30). He maintains that, 

If, in a work of art, the poet says something, 

let us say, about a meeting, wIites ln such a way 

that we des 1re to observe that meeting, and then, 

if he places that meeting before us -- that is 

form. While obviously that is also the 

psychology of the audience, slnee It Involves 

desires and their appeasements (CS, 31). 

Burke's reasoning here Is that our experlences are eonveyed, 

on the one hand, through literary forms. But on the other 

hand, he 15 aIgulng that forms of art are not excluslvely 

aesthetic or unique to a work of art; other experiences can 

be dlstinguished through them. In another section of the 

aforementioned essay Burke presents a critical analysis of 

the relatlonship between psyehology and form ln 

16 



1 

Shakespeare's Hamlet, where he notes that 

The psychology here 15 not the psychology of the 

hero, but the psychology of the audience. Or, 

seen from another angle, from the creation of an 

appetite in the rnind of the auditor and the 

adequate satlsfying of that appetlte (CS, 31). 

Burke, in other word3, 15 here proposlng that form i5 

essentially created by the artist's ability ta identify with 

an audlence's expectations. What Burke 15 prop~sing ls a 

theory of rhetor ie that accounts for the formaI structu1 ~s 

of a work. Burke's initial conceptions of what he later on 

calls a rhetoric of identification thus appears to stem from 

his account of the relationshlp between psycholoqy and form, 

in which he claims that literary forms have a plior 

existence. Burke notes that "though forms need not be prior 

to experience, they are certainly prior to the work 

exemplifying them" (CS, 141). And since "a formaI equiprnent 

is already present," the forms of art can be sald to have "a 

prlor existence in the person hearlng or readlng the work Dt 

art" (CS, 152). There are, of course, limit5 to Burke's 

Insight, since it is possible for artlsts to lnvent new 

forms whlch serve to convey our experiences. Burke 

nevertheless argues that, "form in Ilterature 15 an arouslng 

and fulfilment of deslre. A work has form ln 50 far as one 
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part of It leads a reader to anticipate another part, to be 

gratlfled Dy the sequence" (CS, 124). 

Burke qoes on to claim that literary and artistic forms 

are transhlstorlcal and unlversal ln nature. Horeover, in 

the chapter called "The Poetic Process," Burke moves from a 

static conception of form to a dynamic one. Through what he 

calis "the hlqhIy emotive mechanlsm of crescendo," Burke 

lliustrates how there exiat universal formal patterns which 

serve to distinguish our experiences. He cites as exampIes, 

"the accelerated ~otion of a fallinq body, the cycle of a 

storm, the procedure of the sexual act, the ripeninq of 

cropa" (CS, 45). And he goes to great lengths to point out 

that formaI procesaes occurrinq withln nature can serve to 

conatltute human perception. Burke argues that 

Throughout the permutations of history, art has 

always appealed, by the changing l~dividuatlons 

of changing subject-matter, to certain 

potentlallties of appreciation which would seem 

to be Inherent in the very germ-plasm of man, and 

whlch, slnce they are constant, we mlght calI the 

forms of the mind (CS, 46). 

As one reads through the collection of essays whlch 

Burke presents in Counter-Statement, one can see his method 

of formaI analysie evoiving. Burke expands upon his 
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hypothesis that universal patterns of exper1ence are 

Inherent in the very "germ-plasm ot man," arquing that the 

art1st's task 15 to convey these patterns. He rE"asons t hdt 

because torI.I 15 the "adequate satlsfylng of dn appetite," 

the artist must construct a "symbol" which serves the 

function of "arousing the human potentlality lor belng moved 

by the crescendo" (CS, 45). Si nce "the symbo 1 i 5 the verha 1 

parallel to a pattern of experience" (CS, 152), Burke 

believes that the artist producinq the symbolic artitact 

must begln "wlth h1s moads ta be individuated lnto subject-

matter, and h1s feelings tor technical farm ta be 

ind1vlduated by the arrangement of the subjeet-mdtter" (CS, 

52) • 

What Burke means by this 15 that the self-expression of 

the artlst 15 not to be distinguished by the utterinq of 

emot1on, but by the "evocation" of emotion, not by what the 

artist wants to evoke but by what can be evoked. This llne 

of reasonlng Burke uses to postulate his principle of 

"individuation." Here he asserts that although art takes 

the form of prlor structures, the specifie individuations of 

a form of experience will change signlficantly with changes 

occurrlng withln the social contexts and eth1eal systems out 

of whlch they arise. In other words, Burke ls argulng that 

the lndividual forms whleh serve ta eonvey OUI experienee8 

are not stagnant, but are dynamic and flexible; they ean be 

moulded and remoulded to accommoda te changes occurrlng 
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within the social contexts out of which they arise. 

For Burke the symbol ls thus the site of convergence, 

what he calis a "modus of events," which functions to 

parallel the experiences of our own lives. Horeover, the 

symbol 15 also a technlcal form in that it has been worked 

upon by the artist to contain within it the universal 

patterns of crescendo. Before moving on to an account of 

sorne of the limitations and reactions agalnst Burke's 

earllest documented conceptions of form, it Is necessary to 

point out that even during these early moments in Burke's 

career he 15 already describing symbolic artifacts in 

organlc, biological, and psycho-sexual terms. The 

slgnificance of this, as we shall see later on, ls very 

important because throughout the remainder of his career 

Burke formulates hls account of a rhetorlc of identification 

ln terms of a discussion of language's power to motivate 

human actions. Fo .. instance, in his next book, Permanence 

and ChSUl.9..~, Burke coins the phrase "Metabiology"; towards 

the end of his career he defines human beings as "bodies 

that learn language." 

Returning to our discussion of Counter-statement, 

Burke's theory of form would appear to suggest that literary 

works are essentially ahistorical, that they perpetuate 

universal, transcendent forms of experience that are 

beautiful and movlng because they stand outslde of history. 

ThIs 15 the main objection social critic Grandville Hicks 
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voiced agalnst Burke in his review of Counter-statement. 

Hicks charged that Counter-statement lacked an appreclation 

of critical perspectives drawn trom leftist Ideology. Even 

though Burke hRd not yet read Marx's writings before he 

wrote Counter-statement, his cûncerns with the social 

effects of art permeate the later essayp of his earliest 

critlcal text. Nevertheless, Hicks believed that Burke fell 

short of addressing the social responsibility of ~rtlsts. 

He thought that Burke falled to prescrlbe solutions for the 

decadence of American capltalism. Consequently, he claimed 

that Burke's book was too much "a defence of eloquence," too 

much a statement of an aesthete. And he accuscd Burke Dt 

equating eloquent art with the "kind oi art which deais with 

the controversial issues of the day": 

Burke goes on, rather half-heartedly, to explain 

that there are two general bases of critical 

exhortation, one a concept of an Ideal situation 

and the other a concept of the contemporary 

situation. And he proceeds by discussing, and ln 

a way defendlng, the latter basls. But his heart 

ls not ln it; hls heart ls where, if one may 

speak in parables, his treasure 15; he remains 

principally concerned with eloquence (A Defence, 

75). 
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Hicks here refers to Burke's alleged fallure to account 

for the ways ln whlch economlc and polltlcal factors subsume 

an aesthetic. He saw Burke as beinq far too preoccupied wlth 

the notion that the means of appeal are not located within 

the structures of a social system, but rather ln the 

management of the psychology of the audience. Although 

HIcks' critlclsms are to a certaIn extent accurate, such 

tendencles in Burke's thinking eventually led hlm to become 

Increaslngly more consclous of the ways in which the realism 

of language serves to shape human perceptions and motives. 

"Experience," argues Burke, His less the a1m of art than the 

subject of arti art is not expec1ence, but something added 

to experience" (CS, 77). It appears, however, that Hicks 

failed to recoqnlze the full implications of Burke's 

insights. He charged that, for Burke, "the only proper 

concern of the critic ls technique," contendlnq that, 

If power and complexlty are virtues, does it not 

follow that the wrlter who has a clear 

understanding of the needs whlch his symbol 18 to 

meet for his readers and an ImagInative power 

that meets those needs on the hlghe8t levei 18 a 

greater writer than the one who succeeds in 

arouslng and fulfllllng, however completely, d 

de81re that 18 related to no fundamental need? (A 

Defence, 75). 
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a society; he also had in mind what he calls the "practical 

attitude" which, he said, "in conternporary America the 

distjn~ulshing ernergen~ factor is obviously mechanlzatlon, 

industrialjzation, as it effects our political institutions, 

as lt alters our way of living" (CS, 107). Burke juxtaposes 

the practlcal attitude with his "aesthetlc attitude," which 

he descrlbes as "the hurnanlstlc or cultural counterpart of 

the external changes brought about by industrlalization, or 

mechanizatlon" (CS, 108). And it 1s through this 

juxtaposition that Burke's initial conceptions of a rhetoric 

of identification evolve. He argues that, 

The artist, who 1s seeking to adjust a vocabulary 

(stlessl~g such ways of feeling as equip one to 

cope with a situation) is necessarily sensitive 

to both the ~ulvivlng and the emergent fac~ors ln 

a situation. The contemporary belng an aggregate 

of survIvais and possibilltles, the artlst wholly 

awake to the contemporary will embody a mixture 

of retentions and innovations (CS, 108). 

In other words, ln order to affect social change, the 

artlst's symbol will need to identify with the resldual, 

contemporary, and emergent sets of bel1efs which motivate 

social a~tion. And it Is ln thls way, Burke reasons, that 

the aesthetlc attitude becomes lia means of reclamatlon"(CS, 
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Hicks here refers to Burke's alleged failure to account 

for the ways in which economic and politlcal factors subsume 

an aesthetlc. He saw Burke as being far too preoccupied with 

the notion that the means of appeal are not located within 

the structures of a social system, but rather in the 

management of the psychology of the audience. Although 

Hicks' criticisms are to a certain extent accurate, such 

tendencies in Burke's thinking eventually led him to become 

increaslngly more conscious of the ways in which the realism 

of language serves to shape human perceptions and motives. 

"Experience," argues Burke, His less the alm of art than the 

subject of arti art ls not experfence, but something added 

to experience" (CS, 77). It appears, however, that Hicks 

falled to recognize the full implications of Burke's 

insights. He charged that, for Burke, "the only proper 

concern of the crltic is technique," contending that, 

If power and complexity are virtues, does it not 

follow that the writer who has a clear 

understanding of the needs which his symbol ls to 

meet for his readers and an imaginative power 

that meets those needs on the highest level 1s a 

greater writer than the one who succeeds in 

arousing and fulfilling, however completely, a 

deslre that is related to no fundamental need? CA 

Defence, 75). 

22 



1 
Burke anticipated this critique and Incorporated hls 

response to i t ln h15 theory of form. He arques that bath 

types of wrlters serve a vital functlon in that they are 

skilled at creating language which can move an audience. 

This stance becomes quite apparent in Burke's response ta 

Hicks' criticism, where he points out that Hicks' "objection 

only applies ta my rhetori~, where 1 am dlseussing not what 

effects should be producnd, but ho,., effects are produced" 

(Counterblasts, 101). And while remindlng Hicks that "a 

moral imperat ive 15 not proper to a rhetor: le," Burke directs 

him to hls "Program," where he notes that "art 15 eternal ln 

50 far that it deals with the constants of humanity .. 

But art 15 also historical a particular mode of 

adjustment to a particular cluster of conditions" (CS, 107). 

As we shall see, Burke'5 awareness of the hlstorical, 

contextually specifie patterns of experlenee Inherent ln 

worka of art eventually led him toward conceiving what he 

later calls a rhetorlc of identification. In hls "Program," 

Burke begins by reaffirming the universallty of art, "as it 

deals wlth the constants of humanity" (CS, 107), whlle aiso 

noting that art 15 historical and 1ynamic; consequently, 

"the present program speculates as to whlch emotions should 

be stressed and which sllghted ln the aesthetlc adjustment 

to the particular conditions of today" (CS, 107). What 

Burke rneans by "conditions" i5 the dominant value systems of 
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a society; he also had in mind what he calls the "practlcal 

atti tude" wh ich, he said, "in contemporary Amer Ica the 

dlstlngulshing emergent factor 15 obviously mechanization, 

industrializatlon, as it effect5 our political institutions, 

as it alters our wayof living" (CS, 107). Burke juxtaposes 

the practical attitude with his "aesthetlc attitude," which 

he describes as "the humanlstlc or cultural counterpart of 

the external changes brought about by industrialization, or 

mechanization" (CS, 108). And it ls through this 

juxtaposition that Burke's initial conceptions of a rhetoric 

of identification evolve. He argues that, 

The artist, who i5 seeking to adjust a vocabulary 

(stressing such ways of feeling as equip one to 

cope with a situation) ls necessarlly sensitive 

to both the survlvlng and the emergent factors in 

a situation. The contemporary being an aggregate 

of survivaIs and posslbilities, the artist wholly 

awake to the contemporary will embody a mixture 

of retentions and innovations (CS, 108). 

In other words, in order to affect social change, the 

artlst's symbol will need to identify with the residual, 

contemporary, and emergent sets of beliefs which motivate 

social action. And It ls ln thls way, Burke reasons, that 

the aesthet ic attl tude becolRes "a means of recla~:Jdt Ion" (CS, 
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111). He argues that even though the aesthetic attitude 

appropriates many aspects of the practical attitude, it 

nevertheless serves the functlon of "keeplng the practical 

from becomlng too hopelessly itself" (CS, 112). The 

aesthetic attitude, "being primarily a process of 

dislntegratLon, of maklng propaganda difflcult, of fosterlng 

intellectual distrust" (CS, 118), functlons ln opposition to 

the practical attitude ln that it evokes identifications 

whlch would 

seek to discourage the most stimulating values of 

the practical, would seek -- by wit, by fancy, by 

anathema, by versatl1ity -- to throw into 

confusion the code which underlles commercial 

enterprise, industrial competition, the "heroism" 

of economlc warfarei would seek to endanger the 

basic props of Industry (CS, 115). 

Burke's account of oppositions between what he calls 

practical and aesthetic attitudes eventually leads him to a 

re-evaluatlon of the individuation of forms, from whlch he 

draws a connectlon between form and ideology. He argues that 

"a form 15 a way of experiencing; and such a form is made 

available in art when, by the use of specifie subject-

matter, it enables us to experience in this way" (CS, 143). 
T , 

Even though the images of art will change significantly with 
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changes occurring within the social and ethical systems from 

which they arise, Burke believes that "the princlples of 

art, as individuated ln these changing images, will be found 

to recur in aU art, where they are Indivlduated ln one 

subject-matter or another" (CS, 143). But because, for 

Burke, a Ilterary form ls "a way of experlenclng," It can be 

used to propose, afflrm or undermine certain systems of 

bellefs. Through what Burke descrlbes in his later works as 

Ident i f icat ion, "the art ist' s manlpulat ions of the leader' s 

deslres lnvolve hls use of what the reader considers 

desirable" (CS, 146). For Burke, identification ls 

synonymous wlth Ideology: by an Ideoloqy 15 meant the nodus 

of beli efs and judgements whlch the artist can exploit for 

h15 effects" (CS, 161). Burke clalms, however, that 

Ideologies ar~ not harmonlous structures of meaningi artists 

produce their symbolic artifacts through a process of 

selectlng beliefs which serve to support a certain 

perspective, whlle slmultaneously rejectlng those bellefs 

which stand to refute that perspective. He reasons that "an 

ideology 15 an aqgregate of bellefs sufficiently at odds 

wlth one another ta justify opposite klnds of conduct" (CS, 

163) . 

Burke goes on to emphaslze a causal framewo~k for 

understandlng how our bellefs become ideologically 

entrenched. He argues that an artlst's work ls hlghly 

Ideolog lcal in the sense that 
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the artlst's patterns of experience May be 

manlfest ln hls partlcular stresslng of the 

ideology. Acceptlnq certain assumptlons or 

beliefs as valld, he will exploit them to 

dlscredit other a5sumptions or beliefs which he 

considers inval1d. He may, for instance, use the 

assumption of natural beauty to [out the 

industrialist's a5sumptions of progress or 

vice versa. It 15 by such allqning of 

assumptions that poetry contributes to the 

formation of attitudes, and thus to the 

determlnlng of conduct (CS, 163). 

Thus far we .&dve seen Burke's thlnking progressively 

moving away tram what he caiis the universal patterns of 

ident if lcat ion i nherent in the psychology of the ind 1 v Idua 1 

mind, toward an account of the more hlstorlcal, soclally 

constructed, patterns of experience. What has 50 far 

remalned consistent in Burke' s thlnklng, however, 15 the 

notion that language dialectically shapes our perceptions; 

how, that ls, people subscribe ta a certain perspective by 

transcending of an opposing perspective. Even though the 

symbolic artifacts which artlsts use to make sense of their 

social environments can functlon as tools ln whlch 

Indlviduais and groups can transcend what Burke caUs 

"practical attitudes," they must, If thelr art 15 ta be 
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effective, at eer·ain levels Identify with already existing 

patterns of e~ per 1 enee. And 1 t 15 pree Ise ly for this reason 

that Burke, ill his counter-argument to Hicks' cr i ticisms, 

states that "the second klnd of writer i5 often more 

effective than the first, though pointing out that such 

e f fect 1 veness may be le5~ fi t to survive further 

permutations of history" (Counterblasts, 101). 

Burke's initial interest in aesthetics wa8 not, as 

Hicks alleged, an elar.orate account of his own attachment to 

11terary beauty. His writings, to the contrary, are engaged 

and wilful attempts to act upon prevalling social and 

polltical attitudes. As ci result of the crisis of the 

Depression and due to his reading of Marx, this becomes ever 

50 more apparent ln the texts Burke produced during the 

19308. Perhaps ln reactlon to Hick 's charge that he did not 

effectively challenge capitalism, Burke began to formulate 

an account of art as being tied directIy to dominant modes 

of production. Although the critical orientation which 

1Jurke adopts at thls point ln his career is often descr lbed 

as Marx lst, what lnterested Burke about Marx' 5 wr 1 tlngs was 

not his social visIon, but the dramatic and rhetor ical 

features of his work. consequently, Burke's 19305 texts are 

only Marxist in the sense that he translates some of Marx's 

inslghts lnto hls own terms. In a letter he wrote to 

Malcolm Cowley he states that his 19308 writings are 

"concerned wlth Marxlan crlticlsm, but Independently -- in 
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neither total agreement nor ln total dlsagreement" (clted by 

Jay, Dictlonary, 73). 

Two years after the publication of Counter-statement, 

Burke produced d pair of essays called "The Nature of Art 

Under Capitalism" and "My Approach to Communlsm," ln whlch 

there 15 documented yet another shlft in hls thlnklnq. This 

shift, which has Harxist overtones, 15 that of a slgnlflcant 

departure from llterary cr Iticlsm toward a study of culture 

and communication per se. This broader Une of thlnking i5 

also notlceably prevdlent throuqhout Burke's two major texts 

of the 19305, Permanence and Change and Attitudes Toward 

Hlstorv. Burke begins, ln "The Nature of Art Under 

Capitalism," with an account of the subject of art as a form 

of propaganda. He attempts to propose lia line of reasoning 

as to why the contemporary emphasis must be placed largely 

upon propaganda, rather than upon 'pure' drt," and shows us 

how "the breach between work and ethics, indlgenous to 

capltallst enterprise, requlres a 'corrective' klnd of 

11terature" (Nature, 673). The need for such literature, he 

reasons, stems from the fact that "work-patterns dnd ethical 

patterns are integrally related," but under capltalism "this 

basic Integration between work-patterns and ethical-patterns 

ls constantly ln jeopardy, and even frequently impossible" 

(676). 

Burke believes that thls basic Incongruity results from 
T 
il' "capltallsm's emphasls upon the competitive aspects of work 
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agalnst the cooperatIve aspects of work" (676). He notes 

that "capltalism luns counter to the very conditions by 

which the combative equlpment of man 15 made ethical or 

social" (676). To illustrate this point, Burke asserts 

that, in pre-industrialist societies, ritual dance serves to 

foster, on the one hand, a degree of competitive behavior, 

whl1e on the other hand It functions to induce cooperation: 

The ethical values of work are in Its application 

of the competitive equlpment to cooperative ends. 

It has been suggested that the prImitive 

group dance i5 50 hlghly satisfying 'ethically' 

because It 15 a faithful replica of this same 

cooperative fusion. It permits a gratifying 

arnount of muscular and mental self-assertion to 

the indivldual as regards his own partlcular 

contribution to the entire performance, while at 

the sarne time it flatly invoives him in a group 

activity, a process of giving and receiving 

(676). 

Not only ls Burke here acknowledging that competitive 

behavlor is not exclusive to capitalist socIal formations, 

but he 18 aiso proposlng, as he dld earlier on in Counter

statement, that there exist unlversal for ms of human 

experlence grounded in biology. His account of ritual dance 

30 



, 

appears to suggest that competitive and cooperative behavlor 

15 "rooted ln the very nature of man," and that It Ls 

through symbolic means that people transcend the cultural 

divisions whlch func~ion to inhibit cooperation. Culture, 

ln other words, brings social groups together. 

Unlike ln hls Counter-statement, in "The Nature of Art 

Under Capltal1sm," Burke advances a theory of rhetoric that 

addresses how art serves ta foster the justification, and 

ultimately the maintenance of, whole social orders. Arguing 

that art is no longer a stratum of excellencp outside of an 

audience's deslres, Burke describes "pure" art as possessing 

slgnlflcant ideologlcal traits, since it 15 an "art that 

tends to promote a state of acceptance" (677). Burke 

maintains that the group dance, described earlier on, 15 a 

form of pure art ln that 

It carries the social patterns into the!! 

correspondl ng "lmag 1 nat 1 ve patterns, Il hence tends 

ta substantlate or corroborate these patterns. 

The aesthetic act here maintalns precisely the 

klnd of thlnking and feeling and behavlng that 

reinforces the communal productive and 

distributive act (677). 

But because "pure" art tends ta "pramote acceptance," Burke 

argues that it 15 "safe5t only when the underlylng moral 
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system is sound" (677). Consequently, he asserts that, 

under capi talism, where the moral system 15 hlghly unstable~ 

"pure" art "tends ta become a social menace in 50 far as it 

assists us ln talerating the intolerable" (677). The most 

catastrophic intolerable manifestation that Burke cites is 

the way in which, under capitalism, "pure~' art can function 

to evoke the kinds of identifications necessary to induce 

cooperative patterns of behavior that serve as a grave 

stimulus to wars: 

War do es promote a highly cooperative spirit. 

War 1s cultural. The sharing of a common danger, 

the emphasis upon sacrifice, risk, companionship, 

the strong sense of being in a unifying 

enterprise aIl these quaI i ties are highly 

moral, and ln 50 far as the candi tions of 

capitalistic peace tend to Inhibit such 

expressions, i t 15 possible that the thought of 

war comes as a "puIgat ion," a "cleansing by 

fire" .. It i5 natural that, when the 

cooperati ve patterns are vi t iated in peace, the 

moment war 15 declared It 15 found to be an 

"adequate" emotional solution to the difficulty, 

sinee it promptly brlngs cooperative genlu5 to 

the fore (677). 
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Burke goes on to argue that in order to avoid the 

"toleration of the intolerable" -- when the competitive 

aspects of man offer no avenue for "the cooperative use of 

the competitive," or when the Integration between "work 

patterns" and "ethical patterns" 15 effectively thwarted 

It 15 necessary to produce a type of discourse that wIll 

se~ve to foste~ an alternative, mOle moral, set of 

identifications. Burke's Marxist position ls that "art must 

serve as a weapon in the class struggle" (677). He proposes 

that, 

Under conditions of competitive capitalism there 

must necessar ily be a 1 arger correct 1 ve or 

propaganda element in art. Art cannat safely 

confine Itself to merely using the values whlch 

arise out of a given social texture and 

Integratlng their conflicts as the soundest, 

"purist" art will do. It must have a definlte 

hortatory function, an element of suas ion or 

inducement of the educat!onal varietYi It must be 

partlally Eorensic. Such a quallty we conslder 

to be the essential work of propaganda (677), 

A propaganda art, Burke argues, can help refoster the 

rltual function of primitive art wlthln the culture and 

literature of modern socletles. In "Hy Approach to 
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Communl sm," Burke desc:c lbes the nature of this new social 

order. He asserts that this more moral, alternative 

orientation can only be communism: 

Communlsm alone provides the kinds of motives 

adequate for turninq the combative potentialities 

~f man into cooperative channels.. The 

communlstic orientation 15 the only one which 

successfully produces the combative-cooperative 

fusion under conditions of peace, hence the only 

one upon which a permanent social structure can 

be founded. It does not eliminate the combative 

genlus, since that ls Ineradlcable, belng rooted 

ln the very nature of man. B~t ft does permit of 

its maximum harnessing to the ends of social 

cohesion (Approach, 19). 

What Burke thus means by Communlsm is what he calls Ua 

kind of industrial medlevalism." For Burke, Communism "is 

a doctr ine aimed at the regular iz Ing of human cr,operat ion on 

the basis of the productive and distributive problems 

brought about by science and commerce since the close of 

feudalizm" (20). Through what he calls an "esthetic 

approach," Burke considers the relationship between 

communist stabill ty and art. This approach ls one in whlch 

the artist must draw upon pre-exlsting sets of 
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identifications in order to evoke social change. Burke 

argues that under communism art wi 11 not become "pure"; 

rather, ft will function to "fuse" our imaginative powers. 

An esthetic approach to social change thus involves not the 

ellmination of existing social values but their 

appropriation. Because our beliefs, or identiflcdtions, 

serve as the basis for our social culture, Burke malntalns 

that they enable "the adaptation of our spiritual values to 

external necesslties" (20). And because our values are 

communicated by means of language, Burke belleves that 

A medium of communication ls not merely a body of 

words; the words themselves derlve their 

emotlonal and intellectual content from the 

social or environmental textures in which they 

are used and to which they apply. Under a stable 

environment, a correspondlng stablilty of moral 

and esthetic values can arise and perpetuate the 

group -- and It 15 thls "superstructure" of 

values which the artist draws upon in 

constructing an effective work of art. In 

periods of marked instability, such a 

superstructure tends to dislntegrate into 

Indivlduistic difterentiatlons (20). 

Here we have an aspect of 8urke t s neo-Harxism. Base and 
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superstructure are inverted in Burke's formulation, as he 

asserts that changes ln consciousness necessarily precede 

material and economic ones. Thus it appears that Burke's 

e~thetlc approach to social change 15 Harxist in the sense 

that he uses some of the categories drawn from Harx's 

wrltings, but proposes a fundamentally different "corrective 

literature" -- one which, as we shall see, 15 more fully 

elaborated in Permanence and Change and Attitudes toward 

History. 

The earlier formulations of this "corrective 

literature" are, nonetheless, weIl documented in "The Nature 

of Art Undet: C~pitalism." In the concluding section of this 

essay Burke says that he "by no means intended to imply that 

'pure' or 'acquiescent' art should be abandoned" (677). In 

a statement reminlscent of his account of the relationship 

between psychology and form that he presents in Counter

stat~ment, Burke asserts that, 

Even though we might prefer to alter radically 

the present structure of production and 

distribution through the profit motive, the fact 

remains that we cannot so alter it forthwith. 

Hence, along with our efforts to alter it, must 

go the demand for an imaginative equipment that 

helps make it tolerable while it lasts. Huch of 

the "pure" or "acquiescent" art of today serves 
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thls psychological (italics added) end (677). 

Burke 1:; thus polntin.} out th .. lt under caplt .. dls., where 

the moral system is unsound, there still exists a 

multlplicity of identifications, conveyed throuqh artlstlc 

forms of appeal, which psychologically enable us to tolerate 

an otherw1se Intolerable situation. And 1t i5 for this 

reason, he argues, that "the great popu)ar comedians or 

handsome movle stars are rlqhtly the idols of the people" 

(677). Burke maintains that it is the more positive klnds 

of existinq identifications that a propaganda art, fOl it to 

be effective, must appropriate. Although thls art will not 

be ·pure" ln the str ictest sense of the ter., Burke belleves 

that it will nevertheless be far more effective thap 

The harsh 11terature nON belnq turned out ln the 

na.e of the ·proletariat" IwhlchJ seems 

Inadequate .•.• It 15 quest10nable as 

propaganda, since it shows us 50 little of the 

qua Il t 1 es 1 n Mant 1 nd wor th say 1 nI}' . And j t 13 

questlonable as "pure" art, since by 5ubstitutinq 

a cult of dlsaster for a cult of amenlties lt 

"promotes our acquiescence" to sheer dismalness. 

Too often, ..lIas, It serves a:.; a Mere devlce 

whereby the neurosis of the decaylnq bourgeois 

structure are slmply transferred to the symbols 
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of the worklngmen (677). 

Burke ls thus arguing that there ls no such thlng as a 

"purist" discourse, or art, that can be considered as being 

entlrely sepa~ate f~om its contexts of dissemlnatlon. What 

be Means by ·barsh 1lterature,· Is a l'terature that 

excludes the exist Inq Ident i ficat ions which -.ake an 

alternative social order viable. 

Such was Burke's 11ne of thinking leadlng up to what 

IMS descrlbed e .. uller on as the s ... cond "'ljor crltlc .. 'tl 

jnnctuze of his eazly cazee~: the speech he qave to the 1935 

Amerlcan Writers' Congress. Appearing before a 4000 member 

pro-communlst audience Burke began hls speech by remindlng 

his l1steners that, "when conslderlng how people have 

cooperated, ln either conservative or revolutionary moments 

of the past, we flnd that thelr attach.ents as a group are 

polazized" (Revolutionazy, 87). And while citing snch 

polarizinq devlces as the ha .. er and slekle, the swastika, 

and the crucifix, he pointed to "the subtle complex of 

emotlons and attitudes for which such lnslgnia are little 

more than the merest labels" (87). Burke told the Congress 

that "from a str ictly mater ial1st point of view" such labels 

are "pure nonsense." Whereas the symbols which represent, 

for Instance, our ·food, tools, shelter, and productive 

techniques," function as "the 'realist' part of our 

voeabulary," ln that they "they correspond to objects that 
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can be seen and felt, and to operations that can be clearly 

and obviously performed," Burke claimed that the communal 

relationships by which a group 15 bound "do not possess such 

pr imary reall ty" (87). These relatlonst) Ips, he asserted, 

have a vital importance in the promotlng of historical 

processes but are nevertheless "myths, just as the Gods of 

Homer were myths" (81). And he argued that even though our 

myths may sometlmes be ethlcally corrupt they are, 

nonetheless, "the basic psychologlcal tool for worklng 

together"; they can serve to promote the continuation or 

transcendence of a given "reallty" because they "deal with a 

second order of reality" (87). Burke, ln other words, 15 

arguing that a social myth serves the function of 

symbolically orlentating our p~4ceptions beyond our 

Immediate materlal envlronments. 

In his 1935 speech, Burke went on to argue that ln 

order to affect social change the sociallst welter must 

functlon as a "propagandlst" by appropriating the myths of 

Aae~ ican capital ist discou'[se. He noted how capitalis. had 

lN"aqed to ch .. l.meJ the desire of th~ wor'd"'J ("Jd33 ta e3(" .. lpe 

its own opp~ession, that it had aa~keted thls escape as a 

functlon of colpltollism Itself: "some people, living overly 

sedentary lives, may like to read of harsh physical activlty 

(as they once enjoyed Wild West fiction) -- but Hollywood 

knows only too well that the people engaged ln such klnds of 

efforts are vltalized malnly by sorne hope that they moly sorne 
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day escape It" (89). Burke therefore urged that the 

soclal1.st C,1use Must do the saIRe, art}uln'J that "we Must 

reslst thinking of social doctrine as being separate from 

its medium of dissemlnatlon" (89), But what the Congress 

could not accept was his suggestion that "purely from the 

standpolnt of propaganda ft the Communlsts' "neqat ive symbol 

of the worker" should be replaced wl th a "posl t 1 ve symbol of 

the people." A pos i t ive symbo 1 of the people, he stated, 

"contains the ideal, the ultimate classless feature which 

the revolutlon would brlnq out -- and for this reason seems 

r lcher as d symbol of alleglance" (70). Burke '5 reasoning 

was slmply that the Congress' proletarian symbol of the 

worker fal1ed to embody such an Ideal. He clalmed that 

their symbol 

appears to us as an Incehtlve because It suggests 

traits whlch we should like to share. Yet th~~~ 

are few people who really want to work, let us 

say, as a human cog in an automobile factory, or 

as gatherers of vegetables on a big truck farm. 

Such rigorous ways of life enllst our sympathies, 

but not our ambitions. Our Ideal is as far as 

poss i ble to ellmlnate such k Lnd of work, OI to 

reduce Its strenuousness to a minimum (89). 

Burke arqued, moreover, that ln America, with its enormous 
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middle class base, a symbol of the worker will effectlvely 

allenate those whom the Conqress wlshes to convince. He 

claimed that lia poet does not sufflciently qlorlfy bis cause 

by plctures of suffering and revoIt" (90). Ta be effective, 

he sald, the revolutlonary writer must "show a keen Interest 

in every manifestation of our cultural devp.lopment, and at 

the sarne time qlve a clear indication as to where his 

sympathies lie" (91). In this way, he told the Conqress, 

"we can convlnce a man by reason of the values which we and 

he hold in common" (91). In other wOl.ds, Burke 15 argu Inq 

that lt is necessary to draw upon existing identifications 

which transcend class boundarles. As a propagandlst, Burke 

maintained, the revolutionary wrlter's task 15 "not to 

convince the convinced, but to plead wlth the unconvlnced, 

whlch requlres him to use their vocabulary, their values, 

their symbols, in 50 far as thls is possible" (92). Burke 

thus argued that if the American Left 15 to win the support 

of the Amerlcan citizenry lt will inevitably need to "enl1st 

the alleglance of the Middle class," whose bellefs often run 

counter to a socialist politlcal perspective (93). And this 

ls why Burke, ln the concluding remarks of his speech, 

re.,13:4erted h13 calI foc the cceation of, .mat he C',-d led 

eaElie~ on, a corrective literature -- a s~ol of -the 

people" whlch, he sald, 

Makes more naturally for a propaganda by 
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inclusion than does the strictly proletarian 

3,Y11bol 'Nhich alteo.s _r~ natucally foc a 

propaganda by exclusion, a tendency to elimlnate 

from one's work aIl that does not dea1 

speclfically with the realities of the worker's 

oppression -- and whlch, by my thesls, cannot for 

this reason engage even the full alleglance of 

the worker's themse1ves) (93). 

According to Burke'a own testlmony, the comments he 

made before the 1935 Congress "produced hallucinations of 

'excrement dripping from my tongue,' of hls name belng 

shouted as a 'klnd of charge' against hlm, a 'dlrty word' 

'Burkel'" (clted by Lentrlcchla, 21). During the 

discussIons proceedlng Butke's speech, Michael Gold noted 

how a symbol of the people was used during the general 

str lke of 1926 in Great Br i tain, where "the workers were 

potttayed as attacting the people4- He atgued that -the 

attempt to substltute 'people' for 'worker' Is very 

dangerous from [the Congress'J poInt of vlew. Hlstorically, 

it has been the ruse of the exploitlng class to confuse the 

issue- (Hatt, 1")4 ~iedtich VOlt also attacked Butke's 

suggestion, recalling how "Hitler knew enough to use this 

ideological device as a sapple.ent to his black jacks and 

machine guns." He clted ways ln which the "utillzation of 

the .yth 'das Volt,' the people, is an essential patt of the 
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reformlst approach, which has directly resulted in the 

fasclsts tak Ing power" (168). 

The biggest charge against Burke, however, came from 

Joseph Freeman, one of the moving forces of the COflgress, 

who, Bu~ke ~ecalls, stood up and said, -~ have a t~aitoI 

a-.ong us!- (clted by Lentr;icchia, Ctiticis., 22). pree .. n, 

in a<)Ieein<) vith the attacks upon BUIte's sug<)estion, 

declared that it was necessary ta show why the "proletariat 

15 the sole revolutlonary class." Arguing that "the symbol 

of the people came with the bourgeois revolutlon," Freeman 

polnted out that when the emergent Bourgeoisie demanded the 

abolition of class privl1eges, they had the followlng of the 

people. And he noted how "the word then bt~ame a 

reactlonary 3109ao not because of aoy phllosophy of 

ayths, but because it conc:ealed the Ieality .. the actual 

living antagonlsms between the classes" (Hart, 168). The 

danger he saw ln the substitution of a symbol of the people 

for a symbol of the worker was that "the type of myth 

l:epl:esented by the wol:d peoplt: can <Jo so faI tt.at Ieality 

can be concealed even ln the name of the proletarlan 

revolutlon" (168). Freeman thus argued that, 

If the proletariat can beeome a dangerous 

polltical myth in the hands of the ceaetion, how 

much more dangerous ls the vague symbol of the 

people. We must not encourage such myths. We 
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are not interested in the myth. We are 

interested ln revealing the reality. We set up 

the "symbol" of the worker because of the role 

the worker plays ln reallty .... The worker has 

nothlng to lose but hls chalns. He alone Is 

forced by hls positIon to be revolutlonary, and 

he alone can Ilberate the people. If we do not 

get lost in "myths," If we stick to reallty, It 

ls only the working class that the other 

exploited classes of socIety -- lncluding the 

intellectuals -- can find leadership" (169, 170). 

It appears that Burke's audience wanted to use "thelr" 

word to articulate thelr place in society because "the 

worker ft 15 a term from Commun lst d lscourse and s 19n1 f les an 

Ideological alliance. But what Burke meant ln hls speech 15 

that the discourse and symbol systems utillzed by a dominant 

class are by no means the exclusive "property" of that 

class, that the symbols of an exlstlng ldeology can be 

approprlated to further the claims of another, competlng, 

Ideology. The crltlcs who rejected Burke's strategy were, 

nevertheless, correct in their observation that the left has 

no monopoly on appropriation, that the rlght has 

successfully utl11zed thls same strategy. However, these 

same crltlcs falled to understand the more fundamental point 

that Buxke was .akinq: the success of an axtist·s xhetoxical 
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efforts depends on the psychology of the audience. Burke, 

ln other words, 15 calling for a non-doqmatlc and pragmatlc 

app..:oach to social change, clai.ing that a co~nist 

Ideologlcal orientation must Include sorne contrary 

identifications within its unifyinq symbols for. It to be 

effective. Burke arl)ues .. lq ... 'tjn:.~t Free .... ln·s ... lssertion that 

a~t ists can ~espond to social irajust ices OCCUI~ iraq within 

their material reality wlthout accounting for the social 

myths whlch serve to make that reallty meanlngful. In hls 

response ta Freeman's crlticisms Burke notes how 

A poet's myths are real in the sense that they 

perform a necessary functlon. They 50 pattern 

the mind as to give It a qlip upon Ieality. For 

the myth embodies a sense of relationships. But 

relationships cannot be pointed to, in the simple 

objective way ln whlch you could point to a .3tone 

or a house. It 15 such a sense of relationships 

(1 have sometimes called them 'seconddry 

reality') that 1 had in mind when usinq the word 

myth (170). 

BUl:ke, in othet: MO~ds, 1s hel:e calI inq (01: a 

dialectical American Harxist cliticism, aIgulnq that the 

myths whlch serve to support the beliefs of a dominant class 

are related to the dlscourses of subordinate classes. As ln 
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his account of "pure" art in "ThE! Nat\Jre of Art Under 

Capltallsm," Burke ls reassertlnq hls beli~f that artlsts 

const~Qct theiJ: syllbol le a~t i tacts by d~awinCJ on arl exist Inq 

"superstructure" of values. A dominant social class's 

~ths, which .aintain a p~ivileqed position witbin this 

superstructure, are dominant only because they serve to 

negate the bellefs of an opposlng, or competing, social 

class. Such myths are not "pure"; rather, they exist in 

dlalectical opposition to other symbolic myths. And this is 

preclsely why Burke malntalns that the soclallst writer must 

function as a propagandist who must identify with the 

uncommltted and the hostile through the acquisition of thelr 

sytlbols4 

What Burke thus means by the word "myth" 15 that 

reallty 15 guided symbollcally, whereas his adversarles 

believed that symbol systems reflect reality. These critics 

thought that the symbols they choose to articulate thelr 

vision of a eo..unist ideoloqical alliance will se~ve to 

foster an American worklng class consclousness, fall1ng to 

recognize how the existing dominant, capitalist, discourses 

dlalectlcally shape the very symbols whlch su~port and 

convey thei~ prefer~ed vision. 

Desplte the negatlve reactions to his 1935 speech, 

Burke contlnuPd to advocate the Idea that to affect social 

chanqe the soclal1st wr 1 ter lIuSt Identl fy wl th cOIRpetlng 

Ideologlcal orIentations. ln an essay publ1shed ln 1936, 
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entltled "Wh~t 15 Americanlsm," Burke agaln reasserts hls 

claim that a social dlscourse cannot be "pure." Argulng 

tbat "'the tfal:xist cl:itique .. in its .ain outlines .. lacks 

'Americani5m' only to the extent that anti-capitalist 

critlcism in general is impeded by orqanlzed opposition," 

Burke points out thdt if Harxism Is to become dominant ln 

America 1t will Inevltably have to "become American ln 1ts 

relevance" (10). And he notes that, llke Harxism, 

"Capitalism 15 a philosophy which can only be combated by 

another phllosophy" (11). A philosophy proves its value, he 

says, "not by what new material it can categorically reiect, 

but by what new mater la! i t can assl mll ate" (11) . 

..... et eas in Countel: -st at e.mt Bu\: k e e..:,has i zes t be ways 

in which 11terary forms serve to shape human experience, in 

the works which follow the emphasls shifts toward a more 

general analysis of human, ~ather than strlctly Iiterary, 

motivation. This trend ls prevalent in Burke's account of 

the nature of art under capitalism, as weIl as in hls calI 

for a unifylng symbol of Uthe people"; it 15 dlso evldent ln 

his two .ajOl: 19305 wo'[ks .. Pf!r-.anence and Challge, and 

Attitudes "oward Hlstory. Of aIl the- works Burke has 

produced, these two texts are the least concerned wlth 

literary criticLsm, but are nonetheless the ones ln whlch 

8Q~ke beqins to fo\:.ulate the pIinciples ot identification 

upon whlch hl:; later I1terary crltlclsm and theory are 

based. 
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As rnentloned earlier on, ln Permanence and Change and 

Attitudes Toward Hlstory, Burke expands upon his concept of 

a "corrective Iiterature," which he flrst describes in "The 

Nature of Art Under Capitalism." In "Revolutionary 

Symbolism in America," such Iiterature takes the form of a 

symbol of "the people" whlch serves to correct a one-slded 

vision of a soclallst America. It ls not until hls wrltlng 

of Permanence and Change, however, that Burke formulates an 

actuai strategy through which this Ilterature ls to be 

constructed. As he argued eariler on ln "My Approach to 

Communism," Burke reasserts in Permanence and Change that 

our society ls in urgent need of a "corrective framework," 

claJming that we must search for a way to construct a more 

stable totality because "a babel of new orientations has 

arisen in Increasing profusion during the last cent ury" (PC, 

118). He notes that the contemporary situation has become 

such that "hardIy a y~ar go es by wlthout sorne brand new 

model of the universe being offered us" (PC, 118). And 

because of these hJghly unstable clrcumstances Burke 

believes that we face almost certain annihilation: 

For always the Eternal Enlgma ls there, rlght on 

the edges of our metropolitan blckerlngs, 

stretchlng outward ta interstellar Infinity and 

inward to the depths of the mind. And ln this 

staggering disproportion between man and no-man, 
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there is no place for purely human boasts of 

gr:andeur, or: fOI forgett Ing that men bulld thei r 

cultures by huddling together, nervously 

loquaclous, at the edge of the abyss (PC, 272). 

Here we must note the location of Burke's formulation: 

the pr:oximl ty of the abyss is a tact that we need ta forget 

for our orientations to work. He goes on ta argue that ln 

arder for us ta move toward more stable ground, away from 

"the edge of the abyss," we must transtorm the present 

ttbabel tt of or ientat ions. He thus argues that for there ta 

be change our or i entat i ons mus t change. 1 n lhe open 1 ng 

sectlon of Permanence and Change, entltled "On 

Interpr:etatlon," Burke descrlbes how a person's orientation 

is, in effect, ;:0 vocabulary that provides a schema of the 

WOI Id. Wha t Bur k e, ln Counter -statement, caUs an 

"ideology" 15 in Permanence and Cha~ re ferred to as an 

"orientation." According to Burke, an orientation is lia 

bundle of judgements as to how things were, how they are, 

and how the y may be" (PC, 14). He argues that our 

ideologies/orientations are perspectives whlch are llved as 

thouqh they are entirely true, noting how "our minds, as 

linguistlc products, are composed of concepts which select 

certain relationships as meanlngful" (PC, 14). But because 

We discern sltuatlonal patterns by means of the 
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particular vocabulary of the cultural group into 

which we are bor n. . • . these re lat lonsh Ips are 

not reali ties, they are interpretat10ns of 

rea llty - - hence di f ferent frameworks of 

Interpretation will lead to different conclusions 

as to what reality 15 (~C, 35). 

This formulation leads to Burke's flrst insights into 

what he calls "mot ives," a term that forms the focus of the 

two major texts he wrote during the 1940s: A Grammar of 

Hot ives and A Rhetor le of Hot 1 ves . 1 n Permanence and Change 

Burke begins to describe how "mot1ves are shorthand t~rms 

for s1 tuat1 ons" (PC, 29). He clalms that mot 1 ves are 

Inseparable from the attitudes that are embedded in the 

names for situations, argulng that our orientations serve to 

prescribe normative behavior and the sharlnq of social 

perspectives. Burke, moreover, examines how our 

1 nterpret ive vocabu lar les both author 1 ze and dellmi t one' 5 

vI ew of real i ty, not 1 ng how "a way of seeing is al 50 a way 

of not seelng -- a focus upon object A involves a neglect of 

object B" (PC, 29). He thus malntains that "a terminology 

of motives ls not evasive or self-deceptive, but 15 moulded 

to fit our general orientation as to purposes, 

Instrumental1ties, the 'good lUe' etc" (PC, 29). 

Burke, ln other words, i8 here advancing his theory of 

a rhetoric of identification by examlning how language 

50 



serves to motlvate Indlvlduals and groups to subscrlbe to a 

partieular orientation. As the title of his book implies, 

Burke 15 concerned with the tensIon between states of 

permanence and states of change. He examln~s how .. l speoC" 1 fie 

inte~pretation ot -reality" can be .istaken to~ a pe~.anent# 

natural, state of th Ings. For change to occur Burke caiis 

10'[ a -coy.y.ect. ive pbi losophy #" which# be clai1lS# -.ust bf: 

grounded ln a phllosophy, or psychology of poetry" (PC, 66). 

""at 8urte# in C.oo .... teJ: -state~nt, ca11s an -esttlet le 

or ientation" is ln Perl!,anenee and Change referred to as a 

"poetic orientation" which, he argues, evokes the klnds of 

identifications needed to oppose what he descrlbed earlier 

as the mechanistic, "practieal orientation," of everyday 

life. 

BU1:ke's poetic o'tientatior. diUe1:s ho. tais ea't.lie't. 

formulation in two significant ways. The first, to which we 

will 'tet.u'tn, i5 that. poetics au~ "bioloqically qw:oundoo" 

(PC, 66). The other 15 that Burke uses his poetlcs to 

elabor:ate a "d~amat le" 11lethod of cr 1 t Ical ana lysls . He 

argues that, 

In great eras of drama, the audiences know why 

chardcters act as they do. The characters 

themselves may be in a quandary, but the audience 

has merely to see them aet and hear them talk, 

and the MIt. ives a~e taken tOI q'[anted. But Me 
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even become muddled as to the motives in these 

earller dramas -- hence our development of an 

art-form wlth motivation as its specifie subject

matter. This fact in itself should Indicate our 

growing instabllity; for in highly stable eras, 

the recurrent patterns of life are highly 

stabilized, hence the combinatlons of complex 

stimuli become standardized, hence the matter of 

motives 15 settled (PC, 32). 

To set thlnqs right, to get beyond the present "muddle" 

of orientations which, Burke believes, are the cause of our 

qrowlnq social, polltlcal and econoMlc Instabl11ty, he 

proposes a method that will yield what he calls a 

"perspective by incongruity." Perspective by Incongruity Is 

the title Bu~ke assigns to the seco,~ section of PeE.anence 

and Change, in which he argues that a new orientation can be 

evoked by "takinq a woxd usually applied to one settirlq and 

transferring Its use to another setting. It 15 a 

'perspective by incongruity,' since it is established by 

vlolatlnq the 'propertles' of the word ln It5 prevlous 

linkages· (90). Perspective by inconq~uity is thus the 

method by whlch Burke demonstrates how a Ideology 15 

dlalectlcally evoked through the fuslng of incongruous 

ter .. lnoloqYi when, that 15, an exlstlnq orientation 15 

supeEseded by a co~eting, and bence incong~uous, social 
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perspective. 

Burke go es on to argue that a new historical 

orientation can be evoked in the same way a metaphor works 

to evoke new meanings. In his chapter entltled "Perspective 

as Hetaphor," Burke says that when "uslng a metaphor we 

substitute for the tact to be described sorne quile dlfferent 

fact whiC'h 1:5 only connected wi th i t by a anore or less 

remote analogy" (PC, 95). He claians that a metaphor 

"appeals by exempllfylng relatlonshlps between objects whlch 

ou~ Cqsto.a~y ~ational vocabula~y bas iqnQTed- (PC, 90). 

Uslng Nietzsche's and Spengler's inslghts lnto the 

operations of metaphor Burke postulates h15 prlnclple of 

"planned Incongrulty," whlch, he clalms, "should be 

deliberately cultlvated for the purpose of experimentally 

wrenchlnq apart aIl those molecular comblnatlons of 

adjective and noun, substantive and verb, which still remain 

with us. It should subject language to the same 'C'racking' 

process that che.lsts now use ln refining their oil" (PC, 

119). Planned incongrulty, in other words, Involves the 

delibelate fusion of incongruous terminologYi it has both a 

disruptive as weIl as ëtll enliqhteninc) effect, and It can 

therefore work as a "col:rective h:amework" through which one 

affects a new social stability. 

With his choice of what he calls a dramatic/poetlc 

metaphor Burke ll1ustrates how hls "corrective philosophy," 

based on poetlc starada~ds, ls grounded in bloloqy. Here 
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Burke's thlnklng ls heavily influenced by the pragmatlsm of 

George Herbert Head, who argued that "the dlscovery of the 

self ls an Indirect and arduous outcome of a proeess of 

education in gestures that become increasingly intricate. 

That process ls the transformation of a 'biologie 

Indlvidual' Into a 'mlnded self'" (cited by Thayer, 195). 

Thua, for Head, -.eaning occurs in relat ionships aaong 

organisms and objects, not ln them nor ln minds. Heanlng 

occurs aaong phases of the social act - (205). In other 

words, human cogn! tion results through the ways in whleh 

"the organlsm 'selects and plcks out what constltutes Its 

envlronment'" (207). In hls appllcation of Head' s lnsights, 

Burke focuses on how Head distinguishes -action- fxoa 

"motIon." He reasons that "action as here concelved does 

not Involve ratlonality, or even 'consciousness of action,' 

but 15 equated with the internaI motivations of an organlsm 

whlch, confronting reality from its own special point of 

vi ew \)1: blolog lcal 1 nteres ts, eneounters 'r es lstance' 1 n the 

external MOX Id. And this external resistance to its 

internaI prlnclple of action deflnes the organlsm's action" 

( Gr amma r, 231). 

Head's theorles thus enabled Burke to formulate his 

concept of a "Hetabiology," through whlch he demonstrates 

that "man's historie institutions should be eonsldered as 

the externalization of biologie, or non-historie factors" 

(PC, 228). And while clalming that our "materlals of 
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invention" serve as "the objective projection of subjective 

patterns grounded ln our organlc equlpment tt Burke notes how 

Histor le textures can be said ta "cause" our 

frameworks of interpretation ln the sense that 

they present varying kinds of materials for us to 

synthesize -- but the synthesls 15 necessarl1y 

made wl th reference to non-histor ie demands, the 

genius of the human body as projected into Its 

Ideologleal eounterparts (PC, 229). 

Burke, ln other words, i s po 1 nt lng out that our 

orientations are both biologically and socially constituted, 

emphasizlng that human belngs symbollcally external1ze thelr 

interactions with nature. ln Attitudes Tm./ard History Burke 

defines such externalizations as "Counter-Nature." Counter

Nature 15 thus the biologlcal term Burke uses to clalm that 

our ideologies are in part der ived from nature. In his 

essay, "On Human Behavior Considered Dramatistlcally," whleh 

serves as an appendlx to his second editlon of Permanenc~. 

and Change, Burke says, "by 'dramatistlc' terms are meant 

those that begln in theor ies of action rather than in 

theor i es of knowl edge" (PC, 274). He goes on ta asser t that 

Han being speciflcally a syrnbol-using animal, we 

take 1t that a termlnology for the discussion of 
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his social behavlor must stress symbolism as 

motive, if maximum scope and relevancy i5 

requlred of the terminology. HoweveI, man being 

genetically a biological organism, the Ideal 

terminology must present his symbolic behavior as 

grounded in biological conditions. (This is not 

the same as saylng that symbolism ls reduclble to 

biology. On the contcary.) (PC, 275). 

Burke is here further substantiatlng an earlier claim he 

made in the concluding section of his first edition of 

Permanence and Change, entltled "The Basis of 

Simplification," in which he argues that the poetlc metaphor 

should be privlleged over aIl other types of metaphors on 

the grounds that, 

The poetic metaphor offers an invaluable 

perspective from which to judge the world of 

contlngencles ..•. And since poetry is 

essentially ethical, the poetlc metaphor clearly 

ident i fies the eth lcal wi th the aesthet lc, 1 n 

Hellenlc fashlon defining the "beautlful" llfe as 

the "good" life. The Hetaphor also has the 

advantage of emphasizing the participant aspects 

of action rather than Its competitive aspect, 

hence offering a prompt basis of objection when 
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the contingencies of our economic structure force 

us to over stress competitive attitudes. And ln 

a world which has lost its faith in 

transcendental revelation, the poetic metaphor 

enables us to start trom a polnt of reference 

wherein the "revelatlon" 15 of a secular ndture: 

the biologic assertion ltself. Projectlng the 

metaphor by analogical extension, we tlnd that 

the entlre unlverse again takes life, as a mlghty 

drama still in progress (PC, 266). 

Burke is thus calling for a philosophy of poetry whlch, 

he believes, can be used to affect a new social 5tabl11ty. 

As he asselted previously ln "My Approach to Communlsm" and 

"The Nature of Art Under Capitallsm," he 15 agaln arqulng 

that what he calls a "corrective literature" must not only 

serve to affect material change, but must aiso function ta 

bling about a more stable, ethical, orientation in which our 

competitive behavior i5 channelled toward Induclng 

cooperation. Burke's rationale for choosing poetry as the 

prlmary motlvatlng dlscourse through whlch one can affect a 

new social stability 15 that he believes that poetry 15 "ln 

the truest sense active, but its acts move toward the 

participant, rather than the militant, end of the combat

action-cooperation spectrum" (PC, 269). Burke's "poetic 

orientation," unlike hls earller formulation, the "esthetlc 
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orientation," thus accounts for the ways in which the body's 

drives are channelled into social symbol systems, directinq 

us toward a perspective in whlch our competitive behavior is 

conceptualized ln cooperative terms. 

Burke's thinking, as it 15 reflected in Permanence and 

Chang~, seems to be an attempt at becomlng more attuned to 

the various ways in which rhetorical forms emerge, and ta 

the nature of their interactIon. Although we now see Burke 

movlng toward a dramatlstic analysis in order to elucidate 

what can be best described as a rhetorlc of change vIa 

identification, he is nonetheless still committed to the 

"Program" whlch he elaborated in Counter-statement, where he 

claimed that an aesthetic subs~mes a system of politics. 

His description of the operations of what he calls a poetic 

metaphor has hiqhly political connotations, not only in the 

sense that the metaphor works to correct a "babel" of 

competing ideoloqicai orientatIons, but aiso that the 

solution is to affect a social order based on communism. In 

a passage which Burke omits from his second editlon of 

Permanence and Change on the grounds that 1t "cou Id not 

possibly be read in the tentative spirit in which it was 

originally written," (PC, xlIx) he asserts that 

Communism is a cooperative rationalization, or 

perspective, which fulfils the requirements 

suggested by the poetic metaphor. It is 
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fundamentally humanistic, as Is poetry. Its 

ethics 15 referable to the socio-biologie qenius 

of man (the economic conquest of the machine 

being conceived wlthin such a frame) (PC, Flrst 

Edition, 344-45). 

Burke i5 thU5 proposlng that, given the alternatives, 

commun15m 15 the best kind of "external reslstance" to our 

organic enviIonments, that it can work to guide our actions 

and thereby help affect a more moral social orientation. 

We thus here have the primary motive of Burke's theorclical 

undertaklngs in Permanence and Cha~_: it Is undeniably hls 

Idea of communlsm that helped Burke decide what effects hls 

rhetoric should achieve. His attempt to construct an 

account of the politlcal destiny 0~ humanLty, as structured 

like a smoothly functioning metaphor, is, consequently, an 

over -determlned response to the cr i ses of the 19 30s; 1 ndeed, 

a desperate attempt, as Burke himself admits twenty years 

later, to affect an alternative social reallty. In the 

Preface to the second edition of his book, Burke tells U3 

that his original text constitutes d klnd of "crisls-

thinking," that it was written during "a time when there was 

a general feeling that our traditional ways were headed for 

a tremendous change, maybe even a permanent collapse" (PC, 

xlvii). Burke justifies hls declsion to omit the original 

references he made to communlsm on the grounds that "the 
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omlssi ons could be called a klnd of 'restoratlon,' since 

the}' further br ing the text back to 1 ts or 19 inal nature." 

And he further warrants the deletions b}' arguing that 

Cooperation in human society 15 never an 

absolute, but varies with conditions of time and 

place. . . . We do not mean that j udgements about 

the polltical nature of a soclety's cooperative 

habits are in themselves unnecessary. On the 

contrary. We mean only that they are not 

necessary to the thesis of the present work, 

which needs but speculate on the fact that a 

sjstern of ideal cooperation (whatever that mlght 

be!) would be a fClomentous mateliaI aid to the 

communicative medium, whereas communication 15 

lapa ired to the extent that coope~at ion ls 

impaired (PC, xlix), 

That the~e are "no absolutes," that cultures are in a 

C'ontinuai state of flux 15 what Burke 19 here assectiflq. 

That Burke admits that he indeed erred by proposing that 

communlsm 15 the only possible orientation which, under an 

lndustr laI ized syste. ot pJ:oouct 1011, carl allo", t01: 

cooperative uses of the competitive th us shows us the extent 

to which his think i n9 has changed, that he was responding to 

a particular set of social, economlc, and politlcal 
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circumstances. What has, however, remained consistent in 

Burke's thlnking Is his agenda, hls convIction that ~rtIgt1c 

fOI:_ can se1:ve to evoke the k i nds 0 f ident i t icat ions needed 

to construct more a stable, moral, soci~l order. 

Whereas ir.. Permanence and Change Burke "cons Iders 

communication in terms of ideal cooperation, jn .~ttitudes 

TowaIds History he character izes the tactlcs and patterns of 

conflict which are typical of human associations" (Duncan, 

xxx). By enlarging his vlew of "orientatIon," Burke 13 able 

to capture the essence of attitudes toward history, whereby 

indlviduals erect great "frames of rejection and 

acceptance." He clalms that "out of such trames we deI ive 

our vocabularies for the chartinq of human motives. And 

impl1cit in our theory of motives i5 a proqram of action, 

sinee we fOIm ourselves and judqe others (collaboratinq with 

tt.e. 01: aqainst the.) in accol:da"cl~ wi th OUI: att itudefi" 

other words, more on "attitudes" than on "history." Burke 

tells us that "though the tendenc~ i5 to pronounce the title 

of this book wi th the accent on history, 30 far as meaning 

goes the accent should be on attitudes. And by 'history' 15 

meant primarily man's political communities. The book, 

then, deals with characteristic responses of people in their 

formLng and reforming of congregations" (ATH, 1). 

In Atti tudes Toward History, Burke wldens the 

application of his poetic metaphor ln or1er to demonstrate 
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how what he calls "poetic categories" affect hlstorlcal 

change. In what amounts to a dramatic account of the 

relationship between change and ideology he notes how "each 

of the great poetic forms stresses its own peculiar way of 

building the mental equipment (meanings, attitudes, 

character) by which one handles the significant factors of 

his time" (ATH, 34). While clalmlng that our poetic 

categories are the key metaphors lnto which aIl experience 

15 translated, Burke shows us how these categories 

correspond to a set of conventional literary terms 

consistlnq of: the epie, tragedy, comedy, the elegy, the 

satiric burlesque, the grotesque, t~e didactic, and, most 

Importantly, the comie. 

In what 15 his first sustalned attempt at applylng hls 

dramatlc method of clitical analysls, Burke charts the 

course of Western hlstory in an account of how our frames 

have come to be accepted and rejected. He argues that such 

frames work as macro-perspectives that serve to guide 

society for a period of time and then change in content or 

fade away. The frames of each subsequent generatlon are, 

however, an extension of those of each previous one, which 

15 why Burke characterizes the course of hlstory as a flve

act "curve," beglnning with an account of "Christian 

Evangellsm" and movlng rapldly through readings of "Medieval 

Synthesis," "Protestant Transition," ~Nalve Capltallsm," 

and "Emergent Collectlvism." Each act ls, in Burke's 
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terminology, a "collective poem," more conunonly known as a 

social culture, which presents the mater laIs out of whlch, 

and poses the problems in relation ta which, individual 

frames ("poetic categories") are constructed. 

As mentloned previously, Burke applies his method of 

perspective by incongruity to construct his idea of what he 

calls "the bureaucratlzatlon of the imaginative," which 13 

essentially the process through which a group's symbolic 

structures become institutlonallzed. But because these 

structures are the "frames of acceptance" which serve as 

tools for social and political control, those who dre less 

favoured by the prevailinq symbollsm may seek to challenge 

or destroy it by constructing "trames of rejection." 

Insofar as the frames of acceptance and rejectlon serve as 

organlzed systems of meanLng that regulate Indlvlduals and 

cornmunltles they will, nevertheless, produce what Burke 

calls "unintended by-products," whlch include such thlnqs as 

class antagonism, racisrn, poverty, siums, and pollution. 

Burke clairns that 

We must note how a given frame tends ta develop 

by-prod ucts. In aiminq at one thlng, we 

Incidentally brlng out somethlng else. Such 

cultural by-products are of many sorts -- and 

1 
they lead to the full range of "allenatlon," as 

regards the people's participation ln both 
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material and spiritual properties. (ATH, 139). 

Once thls point 15 reached, when, that is, the intolerable 

is no longer tolerable, a shlft toward some corrective is 

11kely. But until the corrective results, those in power 

will continue to use the dominant symbols in order to 

control society and dlstrlbute Its rewards. the dominant 

group "may not want the by-products, as they may not want 

the sIums. But they do want the rationale of purpose that 

produces the profits that make for the siums" (Burke, ATH, 

140). 

As in his Permanence and Change, Burke goes on to 

elaborate a method by which to affect social change. He 

argues that "act five of one's historie drama (emergent 

collectivlsmJ should be left partly unfinished, that readers 

may be induced to partlcipate in the writing of it" (ATH, 

159). Horeover, Burke proposes that a covert strategy of 

change Is ln order. He claims that collectlvlsm "may enter 

'by the back door', as signalled in that highly ironic term 

of modern economists, the 'socialization of losses'" (ATH, 

160). The socialization of losses ls the Incongruous 

perspective which Burke appropriates for the purpose of 

demonstrating how, under capltalism, losses become 

Increaslngly socialized in times of economic depressloni 

when, that 15, monies from the national credit are allocated 

toward such things as make-work projects, welfare payments, 
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and grants to private corporations. Burke notes how "this 

handy 'salvation device' becomes 'democratized,' as one 

group after another arises to clalm Its benefils" (ATH, 

161). Burke thus reasons that collectivism will eventual1y 

arrive "by the back dOOI, [as} cyclical depressions brinq 

capitallsrn progressively closer ta socialism" (ATH, 161). 

The other way in wh1ch Burke sees his caverl slrategy 

of change evolvlng 15 through what he calls "comlc 

correctives." He proposes that a "comic frame" should be 

used as a eonsollng devlce, clalmj~- ~hat 

The comie frame, in making a man the student of 

hlmself, makes It possible for hlm ta "transcend" 

occasions when he has been tr1cked or cheated, 

sinee he ean readily put 5uch discouragements in 

his nassets" column, under the head ot 

"exper ienee.". . . The comic frame should enable 

people ta be observers of themselves, whjle 

acting. Its ultimate would not be passiveness, 

but maximum consciousness. One would "transcend" 

hlmself by noting his own foibles (ATH, 171). 

Burke 15 here asserting that consciousness precedes, and 15 

thus the means by which to attaln, pol1tlcai praxis. In the 

section entitled "Dlct1onary of PivotaI Term5" of his 

Attitudes Toward Hlsto~, there 15 an entry whlch Burke 
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tltles, "Repos5ess the World." This 15 where Burke asserts 

that the comlc frame can help us establlsh what he calls a 

"ratlonale" of hlstory, whereby the "dispossessed struggle 

to repossess the world" (ATH, 315). He points out that 

Ideology Is the mater laI consequence of our social 

structures, argulng that the on-going bureaucratizatlon of 

syrnbols has effectively alienated people from thelr own 

social histories. He thus claims that 

A rat10nale of h1story 15 the f1rst step whereby 

the dlspossessed repossess the world. By 

organizlng thelr Jnterests and their characters 

about a purpose as located by the ratlonale, they 

enjoy a large measure of repossession (a 

spiritual property that "no one can take from 

them") even though they are still suffering under 

the welght of the bureaucratie body oppresslng 

their society. Maximum alienat10n prevails when 

the oppressed suffer oppression without a 

ratlonale that locates the cause of the 

disturbance and the pollcles making for Its 

removal. By a rationale of history, on the other 

hand, they own a "myth" to take up the slack 

between what is desired and what Is qot (ATH, 

315). 
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It was this 11ne of reasoning which led up to what was 

described earlier on as the thlrd major crltlcal juncture of 

Burke's early career: sidney Hook's scathing review of 

Att i tudes Toward Histo~_y. Hook r 19htly stated that Burke' 5 

"identification ot the comle frame with the attitude of 

humanism 15 arbitrary," that it 15 a form of "ldeological 

homogeneity lwhichJ necessarlly demands that the whole of 

art, science, and poli tIcs be Interpreted ln the exclusive 

categories of a slngle perspective" (Technique, 59). Hook 

charged that "in the realm of fact, relativlsm tor Burke has 

no 11mfts. He either adopts a relativlsm ln whlch aIl facts 

are etherealized OI he invokes his favourlte metaphOT 01 

bureaucratization to blanket the discussion" (~6, 61). But 

Burke, as Robert Heath notes, "has all along shown a 

preference for relativisffii his relativism results from his 

bellef that there 15 no single ideology, ~r ,erspective, 

which can serve as a Lnfallible guide for human behavior" 

(Kenneth Burke's, 277). 

Burke's relativlsm 15 a matter of his exploration of 

the extent to which our values and knowledge come to be 

shaped by the language that we use. He does not embrace a 

single socio-political perspective, but develops a method, 

whlch he calls "dramatlsm," for understandlng how language 

motivates human actions. Consequently, Hook vlewed Burke as 

being uncommitted to socialism; the "facts" whieh he refers 

to are Stalln's purges, how Stailn used the Soviet 
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bureaucracy to achieve what he describes as "the most 

monstrou5 frame-ups in all history -- the H05COW trials" (Is 

HI. Burke, 47) Hook thus accused Burke of "denylng thelr 

relevance, thdt, as his alry references to the Hoscow trials 

show, interpret~ tacts and evidence as he pleases. He 

relativizes what cannot be relativized" (46). 

ft is thus flot su-r:pr isinq that Itook flot onl)' l.ejected 

Burke' s use of the term "the bureaucrat i zation of the 

imaginative" but also refused to give Burke credit for his 

soC"iaUst intentions "untll he- knows what klnd of soclallsM 

he believes in" (ls "1:. Butke, 41). This BUl:ke ptovided in 

his counter-argument to Hicks' attacks in which he volced 

his sympathy "with the momentous task confronting the 

U.S.S.R," and his "admiration for the magnitude of its 

attainment," while pointing out that "by far his major 

1 nterest i s wi th the analys is of cu 1 tura 1 processes as 

revealed by any and aIl kinds of historical and personal 

situations" (15 Hr. Hook, 42). 

Throughout the remalnder of his career Burke continued 

to loC"us upon thE' effects cul tur,d proC"esses have on 

affecting our understanding of "reality." In the Afterword 

to his thlrd edltion of Attitudes Toward Hlstocy, entitled 

"In Retrospective Prospect," Burke reflects that "when the 

book vas first published, the tet. 'bul:eauctacy' "as a red

hot rhetorical weapon, as used by the Trotskltes in their 

attacks agalnst the Stalinists, through application of the 
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term 'bureaucracy' exclusively to the ~tallnist 

dictatorship" (A'rH, 400). And with direct reten~nce ta Hook, 

Burke recalls how 

One stalwart word-warrlor had dl me on the 

grounds that my wldened use ot the term 

'bureaucratlzatlon' was desiqned purely to weaken 

'l'rotsky's charqe aqalnst the 'Stalinlst 

bureaucracy,l whereas l taok It for qranted thal 

Ilot only was every qovernment a mode oi 

bureaucratlzatlon, but every busjness, church, 

conference, baIL game, plcnle, and ordered set of 

words on a page (A'!'H, 401). 

In concluding this brlef account ct Uurke's early 

career, we say that Burke beqan to elaborate a lheory Dt 

identification whereby people adopt symbols which ace u5ed 

by others in order to affect social change. Burke has 

essentially been arguing that a total social transformation 

15 only possible because meaning is flexible, thal it 15 

moulded and cernoulded through the ways ln which people 

Challenge the domi nant soc i al ideo laqy and tr y t.a f oem 

alleglances with others. Burke has been sdying avec and 

over that lan«ùage 15 a form of symbolie, or social, action. 

In regard to the symbolic action of social confllct, he has 

conslstently proposed ways in whlch art can be used to he]p 
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U5 overcome our social divisions and enable us to live 

harmoniously with others. In his later writlngs Burke 

continues ta 10llow up on hlS early inslqhts; social mergers 

and divisIon become the toundation of hlS rhetoric of 

identification. There 15, however, a real shift of emphasis 

ln Hurkels later works, from an account ot how our 

discourses are Instrumental in tostering political praxis, 

to rhetorical (verbal, symbolic) factors. Hurke does not 

abandon his own beginnings; his declsion to concentrate more 

on the symbolic, and less on the effects language have, is 

not only indicatIve of the extent to which the political 

climate in AmerIca changed durlng the early post-1930s 

perlod, but 15 also a statement against the ideological 

tenets of New Ctlticlsm. 
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section Two: Later Developments. 

ln his major works ot the 1940s, [LG.ri!I!Il1)5!L_Qt t-tqJiv~~ 

and A Rh~tor_l C 0 t .Mot_! v~~_, Bur ke 's ear 11 er ideas about a 

dramatlc or poetlc metaphor tor the tormal analysls ot 

discourse becomes tully and systematlcally realized as 

" d r a ma t i 5 m. " At th i s pOl nt 1 n B 1.1 r k e 1 5 car e e r l Il e r e i 5 , 

however, a rcal break ln hls thlnking. ln hls 1~!:>4 

retrospectlve "Proloque" to the second edltlon Dt ~~(maneJlç_~ 

anLÇbAJ19~, Bur ke cor r ects an edr Il er SI gn 1 t lcan t 5 tatement 

he made ln regard ta the soclo-bloloqie qenlus Di humans. 

~ere Burke reverses hlS clalm that the body'~ drIves dr~ 

channelled Into social symbol systems by statinq thdt "even 

on dn empirlcdl basls, a 'Metablology' needs the corrective 

of a coneern wlth soclal motlves as such. Thus, human klnds 

of domination dnd subJugatlon must decldedly never be 

reduced to the strietly 'natura1' or 'blo1oqlcal'" (PC, 11). 

The declslve text WhlCh marks the break between thA 

biologieal and the symbolic 1S !L.gX~l!l.maL Q.l_ttQ.t.~Y~J?_, 

published a tull decade betore Burke's retrospecllve 

corrective statement. Burke tells us thal ~_GraJT.lIl!.~L_qJ 

MotIves is the project ln WhlCh "the explicit study ot 

language as the 'critlcal moment' at which human motives 

take form, sinee a llngulstic taetol at every point in human 

experienee compllcates and to sorne extent transcends the 

plllely bloloqieal aspects of motIvation" (Grammar, 318). In 
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what amounts to a proto-structuralist account of discourse, 

Burke elaborates a method by which human motives are 

explalned throuqh the Inherent function of language itself. 

Burke tells us that "we mean by a Urammar of motives a 

concern wlth terms alone, without reference to the ways in 

whlch their potentialitles have been or can be utillzed in 

actual statements about motives" (Grammar, xvi). Burke 

combines five terms (Act, Scene, Agent, Agency, and purpose) 

lnto what he caiis a dramatistic "~entad" of terms which, he 

claims, are necessary for any complete analysls of motive. 

Burke asserts that his tive terms are "transcendentai rather 

than formaI," since they serve as a critlcal vocabulary for 

lsolatinq motIvation ln dlscourse. Burke uses his Pentad as 

a heurlstlc, or "qeneratlng devlce" in whlch "any complete 

statement about motives wi.l otfer some kind of answer to 

these tive questions: what was done (act), when or where it 

was done (scene), who did it (agent), how he did it 

(agency), and why (purpose)" (Urammar, xv). 

'fhroughout his GrammaIJ Burke stresses that his 

dramatic method of critical analysis deais not with 

verltylnq the reallty ot our experlences, but with 

criticizing our experiences ot reality. Through an account 

of what he caiis "the ways of placement," Burke demonstrates 

how our dlscourses and philosophies are not objectifiable or 

measurable entltles, clalming that they can only be 

explained in terms ot motlves, and, ultimately, as modes of 
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social action. He arques that any qiven orientation, and 

ItS underlying social motlves, 15 constructed throuqh 

interrelatlonshlps, what he caiis "ratios," between his tive 

key terms. Burke cltes ten such ratios, conslstinq of 

"scene-act, 5cene-agent, scene-agency, scene-purpose, acl

purpose, act-dgent, act-aqency, agent-purpose, dqent-agency, 

and agent-purpose" «(jrammar, l~). Throuqh an allalysls ot 

the multiple ways in WhlCh hlS key terms ~re placed or 

arranged wlthln partlcular dlscourses, Burke moves lar 

afleld from the realm ot poetlcs taward a sturty ot the many 

other klnds ot cateqorles in which human lhouqht dce 

exemplifled. He argues that any qlven perspective ls 

categorized ambiguously, that to undergtand haw our 

"real i ty" is const 1 tuted "what we want It> not tp.rms that 

avold amblgulty, but terms tfJat clearly reveal the stratpqlr 

spots at which ambiqulties necessaclly arlse" «(jrammar, 

xv il i ) . HIS Pentad, in other words F works "ta study and 

c 1 a r 1 f Y the r es 0 ure e sot a mb 1 gUI t y," 1 n th a t 1 t " ct e aIs w 1 l h 

many kinds ai transformatlon" (XIX). 

Burke goes on ta show how "certaln tormal 

lnterrelationships prevall" among his tive key terms lhrough 

an account "of thell role as attrlbutes ot a common qround 

or substance" (Grammar, xix). He claims, moreover, that it 

1s "theiI partlcipation ln a common ground WhlCh makes for 

transtormability" (xix). ln arder to substantlate lhis claim 

BUIke Cltes how 
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Uur term "Agent" i5 a general headlng that might, 

in a qlven case, requlre further subdlvision, as 

an agent miqht have his act modified (hence 

partly motivated) by friends (co-agents) or 

enemies (counter-agents). Again, under "Agent" 

one could place any personal propertles that are 

assigned a motivatlonal value, such J5 "ideas," 

"the WIll," "tear," "malIce," "intuition," "the 

creative imaginatlon.~ A portrait painter may 

treat the body as a property of the agent ( an 

expression ot personallty), whereas materialistic 

medicine would treat it as "scenic," a purely 

"objective material"; and from another point of 

Vlew lt could be classed as an agency, a means by 

which one gets reports of the world at large 

(Grammar, xix-xx). 

The backqround here is Burke's idea that discoulses and 

symbol system function arbitrarlly t0 bring people together 

within a common qround, and that any single social 

orientation 1s made comprehensible through its relationship 

to competing orientatIons. This interdependency between 

perspectives Burke calls the "paradox of substance," which 

is the odd Lerm he uses to demonstrate how philosophies and 

ideologies are not unified systems of meaning, but are, 

rathe~, common qrounds of Interpretation which allow for 
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transformability. He claims that human discourse serves the 

function of substantiating our "reality." The word 

subs tance, he says, belongf5 to the "slance tamily" ot words, 

and 15 der 1 ved tram the concApt ot "pl ace" or "placement" 

(Grammar, 21). Substance is tnus the word "used lo 

desiqnate what a th\nq lS, [since )tJ derives from a word 

designatinq somethlng that a thinq i5 not" (23). 'l'hat 15, 

although the word substance 15 "used to designate somethinq 

within the thing, intrinsic to lt, the word etymoloqically 

refers to somethlng outside the thlnq, extclnsic ta it" 

(23). Substance, ln other words, ls the term that "would 

tefer to an attribute of the thinq's context, Sinee that 

which supports or underlies a thlnq would be part ot a 

thing's contexte And a thing's context, being oulside or 

beyond the thinq, would be somethlng thal lhe thinq 15 not" 

( 2 3 ) • 

Accordlng to Burke, meaning 15 context.uaJly grounded; 

it can only be artlculated through a system of meaning which 

functlons to support a meaning: the extrinsic "substance" 

that serves as a toundation of meaning tor a particular 

thinq. Our ablilty to articulate anythlng, Hurke Inslsts, 

15 contingent upon human motivation that may only be 

expressed "in terrns of verbal action, and WhlCh uJtimately 

serve the purpose of unltyinq us to see things in terms of 

some thing rather than Ils other counterpart" (Grammar, 49). 

Burke cails this process "the search for a representative 
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anecdote," whlch, he claims, occurs when "men seek for 

vocabularies that will be talthtul retlections of reality. 

To this end, they must develop vocabularies that are 

seLections of reallt}'. And any selection ot reality must, 

ln certain clrcumstances, tunction as a deflectlon ot 

reallty" (5Y). Hurke reasons that the anecdotes people use 

to convey thelr Ideab m~st th us "have the necessary scope to 

provlde d mealllnq, yet must diso possess slmpllclty in that 

they are broadly a rpductlon ot the subJect matter" (60). 

Moreover, he warns that "the representatlons wlll become a 

del1ectlon It the termlnology 15 not 5uited to the 5ubject 

matter lt 1S deslgnated to calculate" (tly). 

Hf>le, ot course, is Burke's theory ot id ntification 

re-emerglng wlthln d structurallst account of dlscourse. 

What Burke i5 essentlally saylng is ~hat discourse is 

structured ar:ound a soclal grollp's exper1encus, that 

individual and qroups use language in order to evoke the 

klnds ot Identitlcatlon~ needed to bring peo~le together 

within a common qround. The paradox of substance Is thus 

the theoret Ical stopplnq point ln the QJaml1lar_9f Motives_, 

the pldce where Hurke 51qnltlcantly engages a formallst 

tenet and then pushes that tenet beyond the Ideological 

Impasse ot tormallsm. Burke essentially moves from a 

Grammar toward a Hhetorlc of crltical Inquiry, focusing upon 

the ideologlcal damaln of the crltical act ltselt. 

As mentioned previously, in his 19405 wrltings Burke 
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challenqes the ideoloqical tenets ot th€' Amer l,an New 

critlclsm, WhlCh tlour lshed trom the late l~jOs to the 

19~Us. New Crltlclsm undertook and dddressed llterary works 

throu~ ~ type ot "obJectlve crlliclsm," whereby lhe texl 18 

seen as an otnec!: ot mealllnq, completely separatf> trom ILs 

soc i a 1 context. Hurke's laler wYltlnqs were a reactlon 

agàlnst tormalism ln q{'neral, and New Crltl<'lSm ln 

part lcular. Antlclpatlnq by thIrty ye,Hs .l post-· 

5 t r u C tu raI l st ace 0 LI n lot la n qua g e , Hu r k e , ln hi 5 QI ~ !l~m5.1..r 0 t 

M_ot.!..y~..§.., had already developed loslqhts Inlo how the tlelds 

of sigclltlcallon (Grammar, Symbolic, and l<helorlc) "overldp 

conslderably," and how, Indeed, "lhe Hhelorll' dnd t.he 

Symbollc hover about the edqes of our central Lheme, thp 

Ur a mma r Il (li r a mma r, x v 1 1 1 ) . And 11 1::' lhrouqh thl~ 

observation lhdt Burke 15 able to launeh hls al_dck on the 

New Crltlcs. In the sectIon ot hlS ~.r~IJlJ!l.~:g, entltled "'l'hf' 

PrCll)lem of the lntrlnslc: As Hetlected ln the Nen-

ArlstotelÎan SchooJ, Il Burke states t.hat 

There 15 a rhetorical explanatlon for the 

doctrInes proclalmlnq the eternity ot art. We 

can say that, esthellc standards beloq 

transitory, men try ta compensate tor thls 

changetulness by denYlnq Its existence. Or 

noting how much ot art has been a secularlzed 

variant of rellglous processes, partlcularly 
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sinee the rlse ot the romantic reaclion agalnst 

capltallsm and technoloqy, we may offer a 

symbol1caJ InterpretatIon. A doctrine 

proclalmlng tl1e eternity ot art would, trom the 

symbollc pOInt ot Vlew, be the natural secular 

aniOllogue ot cl bel1et ln the eternlty ot God. But 

we may dlSCUSS motIve on three levels. Besldes 

I<hetor le dnd Symbollc there lS Urammar. We are 

on the qrammatJ ca 1 level when "le beq ln wi th the 

"problem ot the Intrlnslc," a~ reflected ln the 

altempt ta characterlze the substance ot a work. 

We lire taced wlth grammatical probl ems when we 

would conslder a qlven work ot art "ln Itself," 

ln what l belleve the ~cholastlcs might have 

calJed Its aseltas, or "by-itself" (Grammar, 

4 b ~) • 

'l'hrouqh an clpplical10n ot his dramatic method ot critlcal 

analys15, Burke problematlzes the basIc tenets ot New 

t:ritlclsm by Inslstlnq that dramatism's central orientation 

15 rhetorIcal rather than eplstemologlcal. Burke considers 

how the r eal i ty of r hetor 1 cal tact lcs serves to shape our 

perceptlons, rathee than subscrlbing to the belief that 

statements about experience contain sorne immanent reality or 

truth. He notes that, for the New Crltics, "the poem, as an 

obj ect of 5tudy, 15 to be considered in terms of i ts nature 
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as 'fini5hed', llhatl il 15 tn be consH1erc>d ln terms ot 

'perfectJon', as per the stresslnq ot parl-whole 

relatlonshlps" (Grammar 1 4~2 J. ln contrast, a dr~matic 

perspectIve "poInts equally Lowards a concern Wllh 'interndl 

structure 1 and t.owards d concern wi th 'act-scene 

relatlonshlpstll (tlurke, Urammdr, 4~L). I.Jrdmdt ism, 1 n other 

words, accounls tor the ways ln WhlCh "word~ art' dSfH'cLg 01 

a much wider communicatIve context ISlnce ill 

cons i der s bnth th 15 na l ur (.' as words 1 n t hemse l ves dnd t tif' 

nature they get tram the non-verbal seenes LhaL support 

thelr acts" (4~L). Burke t.hus redsons l·.ldl 

The expllclt treatment ot the poem dS an dct 

would remind us that It i5 not enouqh to consldf'r 

I t sol e l y 1 n ter ms 0 t 1 t 5 Il P e rte ct Ion, Il 0 r 

"tlllishedness," Since thls convenllonaJized 

restrIctIon ot our Inquu:y could not p05sibly 

tell us aIl the Important thlngs about Ils 

substance (Gr ammar, 483). 

Burke t 5 pr imary message j n the ~J;_~_mIT!~!:. _9L __ MotLy_e_B lB 

thus to consider the material effects ai language; how, that 

ls, lanquage funct Ions ta mot l vate human act l on, or, as ln 

the case ot New C~lticism, works to affect astate ot non

action. What Burke essentially demonstrates in hlS Ç~~mm~ 

i5 that crItlcism 15 ltself an ideoloqlcal enterprise; he 
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conslders how the acts of readlng wrItlng are Ideolagical by 

examininq how they have served the Interests ot a powerful 

group ot Ilterary intellectuals. Wlth this in mind, Burke 

makes hlS Linal break from d grammatIcal method of critical 

Inqulry, WhlCh assumes a dIrect and unproblematic 

relatlonshlp between abJects and siqns, and mayes toward d 

rhelorlcal dccount of dlscourse, whlch addresses how 

lanqud4e and ldeology are lntrinslcally related. In 

concJudinq h15 assault on the New Crltlcs, Burke thus 

presents hlS prlmary reason why rhetorlc should become the 

new method 0t critlcal Inqulry. He tells us how he 

beqan by speal<l nq 0 t thr ee fle Ids: Grammar, 

Hhetorlc, and Symbollc. It 15 perhaps only in 

the thlrd ot these cdteqorles that modern 

criticlsm has somethinq vitally new to otfer the 

student Ol Ilterature. And it would be a pit Y 

Indeed if a dogmatlc or formalistlc preference 

fo~ an earller method Interfered with the 

progress ot such Inqujry, which promises greatly 

to Increase our knowledge ot poetlc substance in 

particular and of huma" moLivation in general. 

(ur ammar, 4 ij J) • 

With this sort of concern permeating his Grarnrnar of 

Motives it ls thus not surprising that Burke's fOllowing 
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maJor work woulci be called }LHh~tqris: ot !1otive_s. 'l'he 

Hh_~lorlc __ ~_L"1Q'':l_'{~E 15 the text Irl WhlCh Burke 

systematlcally E'xtends the terrn "rhelorlc" to Incluop lhe 

tactor ot Identltlcatlon. Burke tells us that hlS purpose 

is two-f-old: ta "reclaim" rhelorlc "by rl'dlRCOverlnq 

rhetoricdl elements that had bec orne obscured when rhetorlc 

tell Into disuse . and ta seek ta develnp our J f'C t 

beyond the tradltlonai bounds ot rhetorlc" \Hhetor-lC, xlii). 

Il 15 theretore Burke's second purpose whlch hf'Tf' 

concerns us. As mentloned prevlously, Hurke's CO!î<'f'ptlon ot 

what he calls a rhetorlC 01 IdentiticallOfl dc'('ounts tOT thf' 

ways ln WhlCh persuaSlon can be unconsClOUS dnd thll'> r1it h~rs 

trom t.he "old" rhetorjc whJch stresses a dellberdt.t· klnd 01 

appeai. In tr.'"' sectlon entltled It'l'he TraditiOn;)) Prlnclples 

ot Hhetorie," Burke notes that Cicero de~cribed rhetorle dS 

"speech deslgned to persuade" and how Arlstotle, three 

hundred years betore hIro, "had slUlllarly named 'pl'rSUdSlon' 

as the essence and end ot rtlelorlc, WhlCh he deLined as 'U.e 

faculty ot discoverlng the persuasIve means in a qiven 

case'" (Rhetorlc, 49). For Burke, "the study of rhetoric, 

in its classical and eontemporary forms, provided hirn wlth 

the eritical heuristie needed to deseTlbe a contextual 

the ory of diseourf'e" (Hoechsmann, 66). Unl1ke tormalist 

literary cIlticlsm, rhetorlc studies an utterance and its 

context simultaneously. Rhetorie, in other words, "analyzes 

how symbols and torms are persuasive, how they motlvate 
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people ta subscrlbe ta certaIn attitudes and ta respond with 

certain actIons or behavlors, otten on the basls ct group 

IdentitlC.:atlon" (61). Burke believes that "you persuade a 

man only insotar as Vou can talk hlS language by speech, 

qesture, tonallty, arder, lmaqe, ldea, Identlty1l1g your ways 

wlth hl::>" (RhetorlC, ':1':1). Whlle subscrlblnq to a certain 

exlenl tu the classlcal deilnltlons of rhetorlc, Burke 

devetoped a conception ot rhetorlc that encompasses the 

factor ot IdentifIcatIon. The key term which Hurke uses to 

descrlbe thlS type ot rhetoric IS the ward 

"consubs tanti al i ty. " He:3 tates that. 

ln belnq Identltled wlth H, A is "substantially 

one" with cl persan other than himseli. Yet at 

the same tlme he remalns unique, an Indlvidual 

locus ot motIves. Thus he 15 bath Joined and 

separate, at once cl dlstlnct substance and 

~onsubstant]al w1th another. . A doctrine of 

consubstantlality, elther expllcate or Impliclt, 

may be necessary to any way of lite. For 

substance, in the old philosoph!es, was an act; 

and a way ot li fe 15 an acting-together; and in 

acting tagether, men have common sensations, 

concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that make thern 

consubstant ial (Rhetor le, 21). 
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Applied ta rhetorlc, the concept ot consubst~ntlality 

"reveals the dialectlc ot persuasIon wtllch occurs when 

people have shared commonplaces" (HoechsmdtHl, '/U). Burke 

observes how dlscourses have both lLteral dS weil as 

contexlua l mean i ngs, and how they can al 50 pel SUd(jP in the 

realm of Identltlcatlon. HIS most tdmous d~tlnltlO/l ot 

Ihetorlc is thus not surpnsinqly u roo tel1 ln an ~ssentldl 

funct 10n of language 1 tselt, t he use 0 t l ,.lnquaq e rlS a 

symbollc means 01 111duCl/lQ cooperatlOIJ in bClnqg that by 

nature respond to symbols" (H.hetor lC, 43). 'l'hf' dldlectlc, 

as mentloned earller, thU5 works ta enablf' people lo 

subscribe tl) a certain perspective by transcendlnq an 

opposlng perspectIve, Whlch ls why Burke statf'S that 

rhetorlc lS a "partisan" weapon ttlIough WhlCh groups dnd 

IndIvIduals are "at odds" wit.h eâch other (Hhetoric, 2/l. 

BurKe notes that 

Identitication ls aftIrmed with earnestness 

precisely because there 15 dIvision. 

ldentIficatIon ls compensatory ta dIvisIon. lt 

men were not apart from one another, there would 

be no need tor the rhetoriclan ta proclaim their· 

unlty. In pure Identltlcatlon there would 

be no str He. Likewise, there would be no str He 

in absolute separateness, since opponents can 

j oin battle only through a med iatory ground that 
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makes their rommunlcatlon possible, thus 

providinq the tirst conditIon necessary tor their 

Interchanqe of blows. But put identitication and 

divisIon amblguously toqether, 50 thal you cannat 

know for certaln Just where one ends and the 

other beglns, and you have the chardcterlstic 

invltatlo/1 tü rhetorlc (Hhetorlc, 21., 2,). 

It 15 wlthln thlS "medlatory ground" where the concept 

of ideoloqy tigures in Hurke's expanded definition of 

rhetoric. 

Burke detin€'s Ideology dS "an aqqregaLe ot bellefs 

suftlclently at odd5 with one dnother to Justify opposite 

klnds ot conduct" (CS, Ib3). But ln his ~heto~-l:.ç Burke 

subsrrlbes to a detinltlon of ideoloqy WhlCh i5 essentially 

a kind ot rhetoric. He argues that, 

And thol.lgh "ldeology" or ig i nall~1 meant but the 

study ot ideas in theDlselves {as with Socrates' 

systematlc concern wlth the problems Involved in 

detininq the idea of Ju~tice), it usually ~ete~s 

now to a system of polltical or social idea5, 

t~aDled and produced fo~ an ulteriol~ pu~pose. In 

this new usage, "ideology" 15 obvlously but a 

kind of rhetoric (since the ideas are 50 related 

that they have in them, either explicitly or 
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lmpllcltly, lnducements to sorne SOCldL or 

political choices rather than others) (Hhetorie, 

1:18) • 

Bur ke, HI hl nds iqht, thus arques that an 1 deo 1 oqy in 

essentlally produced when Indivldua!s and qrûUps become 

consubstantlal, when lhey dlvlde themselvPfi trûm, and 

thereby transcend, the Idenliticatlons WhlCh supporl an 

oppo&ing &ocial orientation. An ideoloqy, bec~use il 15 an 

"lnducement to action," 15 thus rhetOI:ICal ln lhe sense lhat 

lt provldes a view ot the world. This 15 precibely why 

Burke belleves that MarX15m lS an Ideology. Hurke 

crltlcizes MarxIsts who clëum that "rhf'toric (dppilCS) 

solely ta the persuaslveness ot capltallsl, tasclsl, dnd 

other non-Ha~xlst terwlnoloqlBs (or "ideoloqles"J (HhctorlC, 

101) . A rh e t 0 r 1 cal mû t 1 ve 1 s a ys li ur k e , "1 sot t en pre '5 e nt 

where It i5 not usualLy recognlzed or lhouqhl tü bpJonq" 

(xiii), which i5 undenldbly the case wllh Marxlslll. As 

briefly mentloned ln our lntroductlon, Burke be!ieves lhat 

the primary rhetorical motIve operatlnq wlthln d Marxlst 

social orientation is its stress upon the social raIe of 

concepts of prlvate property. With reference ta the "The 

Identltylng Nature of Property" Burke reasons that, 

MetaphYSlcally, a thing is identified by its 

properties. In the realm of Rhetoric, such 
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identifIcation Is frequently by property ln the 

most materlallstlc sense ot the term, economlC 

property .... Here lS par excellence a lùpic to 

be consldered ln a rhetorlc having 

'IdentIf1catlon' as lts key term. And we see why 

one should expect to get mucn insIght trom 

Marxlsm, as a study of Capitalist rhetoric 

(RhetorlC, 22-23). 

Burke qoes on ta claim that Marx relied too heavily on 

Hegel's notion of an Universal Idea. His reading of Marx 

exhihits the undecidabllity between Marx's materialism and 

Hegel's Ideallsm, WhlCh lS why Gregory Jay states that the 

dIrectIon of Hurke's proJect Is toward "a sheerly verbal 

termlnology that refuses to trafflc in an Opposltlonal 

dichotomy of such confusing proportions. When Burke spots 

the return ot relflcation ln Marx's own critIque of Hegel, 

he detects a 'bl! nd spot' 1 n the analys i s, one h 15 own 

insiqhts are meant to supplement" (172). This "bllnd spot" 

ls essentlally where MalX classifies "absolute" ideas in 

concrete, rather than rhetoIlcal, terms. Proceeding in 

accordance with the Hegelian dialectic, Burke notes how 

The Absolut:e Idea thus becomes the creator of 

nature and history, which are but concrete 

expreSSlons of it. Hence aIl material relations 

86 



ln hlstory are lnterpreted as the products of 

t h i sUn 1 ver sa l ~ P Ir 1 t, ma nif est 1 n q 1 t 5 e 1 tin the 

material world. 'l'he study ot this empnical 

world, of course, would Include such mdtters as 

cont l1ctg over property. !:lut 1llslead ut 

conslderlng Ideas as weapons shaped by thel1 use 

ln such contllcts, the klnd 01 "ldeoloql~l» Marx 

15 attacklnq would tredt the contlicts as 

themselves but "moments" ln the expression ot tlH" 

Unlversal Idea underlyLng all hlsto~lCdl 

development (HhetorJc, lUI). 

what Burke dld tlnd usetul ln Marx's wrltlnqs 15 thdt 

Marx clearly exempllfled how there 15 an element ot 

mystification at work within an ideoloqy. Hurke clalms lhat 

Marx subscribed to a notion ot ldeology "lhat makes tor 

'Illusion' and 'mystitlcatlon' by treatinq ideds as primary 

where they shùuld have been treat.ed as derivative" 

(HhetorlC, lU4). The mystificatIon at work here 15 thus the 

identltylnq of materlal relatIons as "products" ot a 

lIUniversal Spirit." Marx's conceptIon ot mystification is, 

tor Burke, a contrIbution ta rhetorlC ln the sense that "it 

admonishes u~ to look for 'mystIfication' at any polnt where 

the social divisiveness caused by property and the division 

J 
of labour is obscured by un l tar y terms" (108). Bur ke thus 

notes how Marx's critique of capitalism "lS designed to 
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disclose (unmask) sinlster fa_'tional Interests concealed in 

th€" b 0 u r g e 0 l 5 ter ms t 0 r ben l g n un l versa lin ter est 5 " (1 0 2 ) . 

Burke goes on ta c laim that un i tary terms can enable 

people to transcenr:l purely secular domalns and should 

ther e tore be r.a] 1 ed "Gad terms." He argues that because God 

terms endble people to transcend divislon, they are powelful 

rhetorlcal devices: they Induce people to commit themselves 

tü the mot Ives to wh lch the terms appl y. Burke notes how 

"any over-all Lerm tor motIvation, such as honour, loyalty, 

l l ber t y, e q u d lIt y, t r cl ter nIt Y , l sas umm i n q u paf ma n y 

motivatlonal strands" (Hhetoric, 110). However, he warns 

that because such terms Lunet Ion as rhetor lcal motives they 

may appear as "absol ute and uncond i t i anal" but ar e actually 

"titles tor conditions" (SlC) (111). In Burke's view, a Gad 

term thus serves an ideoloqical pur pose . Burke 1 s read 1 ng of 

Marx led him to clalm that, 

AlI taId, "Ideology" i5 equatable with illusion, 

mystiticatlon, dIScussion of human relations in 

terms li k e absolute conSCl ousness, han our , 

loyalty, Justice, treedom, substance, essence of 

man -- in short., that "inversion" whereby 

materlal history 1S derived from "spirit" (in 

contrast with the method of dialectical 

mater iallsm whereby the chanqing nature of 

conSClousness would be der i ved trom changes in 
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material conditions (Rhetoric, 110). 

What thus here dltfers trom Hurke's earller deEinttion 

of ideology Is that he prov ides us wi lh a account Dt how 

people divide themselves from others, thereby transcendinq 

the identifIcations preventinq them trom becaminq embodied 

wlth an opposing, spirltually constltuted, undersldndinq ot 

"reallty." What has, however, remained consistent ln 

Burke's thlnking IS h1S deeply pragmatlc, redllst, dnd 

strategie conception of the operalions of lanqu~ge. Ag we 

saw earller, ln the speech Burke macle betore the 11)3') 

Wrlters' Congress he arqued against a "pur.isl" Marxist 

discourse by stressing that the revolutionary writer must be 

strategic, that in order ta be etfective II 15 necessaTy to 

appropriate some ot the symboLs Dt capitallsm ln arder ta 

identity and thereby be consubstantial with those livinq ln 

a 19305 American context. 

ln his Rb~toric, Burke re5tales this very position by 

not i ng that Marx i sts have ret used to acknowl edqe the 

existence of a "Red Rhetorlc." Burke states lhat Marxists 

have failed to understand how their discourse, like 

capitalist dlscourse, IS irleologlcal. He tells us lhat "all 

this seems ObV10US enough; but rhetorlc having become 

identified with non-Marxist rhetorlc, the Marxisl persuasion 

15 usually advanced in the rame of no-rhetorlc" (Hhetoric, 

102) • Thus, as mentioned prevlously, we can see that Burke 

89 



Î 
ls not a Marxist. Burke uses Harx's Insights to show how 

Marxlsm ls i tsel f an Ideology, that i t 15 an econornic 

orientation that 15 one of many cornpetinq orientations 

toward the cornplex nature of human relations. 

With our look into Hurke's later account ot the 

relationship between rhetorlC and ldeology it i5 now 

~os5ible to examine the two most important critlcal texts 

(Fredric Jameson's "The Syrnbolic Inference; or, Kenneth 

Burke and ldeological Analysis" and F'rank Lentricchla's 

"Reading History with Kenneth Burke") which WNe presented 

at the 1977 meeting of the English lnstitute, consisting of 

a panel on "The Achievement of Kenneth Burke." This event, 

as rnentioned previously, constitutes the major critical 

juncture of Hurke' 5 later: career. Th i s ls pr imar 11 y because 

the meeting essentially reveals the conditions which 

facllitated a rereadlng of Burke's theory ot rhetorlc; 

explaining why, that ls, Hurke's thinKlng was still 

pertinent withln an entlr:ely new social, politlcal, and 

intellectual context. Gregory Jay provides us with the 

answer to this very question by nQtinq that 

The date coincides with the impact of French 

structuralist and post-structuralist criticism 

upon the Amerlcan academic scene. • .. When 

American critlcs ernbrace post-structuraJism and 

then xecognize Buxke's pertinence to It, they May 
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be unknowingly reclaimlng thelr own allenated 

majegty and reestablish 1ng a cr ttical trad ition 

that ought never to have been allowed to fall 

into obscur 1 ty (110). 

ln the Preface to Representi~_ 1. Burke, the book 

containlng the texts which were presented at the 1977 

meet ing, Hayden Whi te also acknowledges that Burke "had 

anticipated, in his own inimitable way, much of what passed 

for structural i sm and post -structuralism weIl before ei ther 

of these movements had taken shape" (vii). What thus 

Interested both Jameson and Lentr icchia about Burke was, 

flrst, "hls investigation of literature and society as 

systems of language, discourse, rhetoric, and symbol" and, 

second, "his traming of such an inquiry within an avowedly, 

if radically revised Harxist perspective" (G. Jay, 171). 

However, bath Jameson and Lentricchia present Harxist 

misreadings of Burke, but in radically different ways. 

Their two texts, as mentioned earlier, function as a 

dialectical pair. 

Whereas Lentricchla attempts to salvage Burke from the 

political quietism of American deconstruction, Jameson ca1Is 

for a reappraisai of Burke' s theory of rhetor ic, offer ing 

the flrst ideolo1ical analysis of hls work. Jameson's 

misreading ot Burke ls reflected ln his ~iting of "Burke's 

strange reluctance to pronounce the word ideology" (The 
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Symbolic, 81), and also by his noting of Burke's "desperate 

and ambitious attempt, in the g~~mmar and ~hetorlc of 

Motives, to endow the Amerlcan capltalism ot the thirtles 

and early forties with Ils appropriate cult~ral and 

political ideoloqy" (85). Jameson believcs that Burke 

concentrates too llIuch on the symbolic, that he fails to 

account for the materiallst eftects of lanquage. 

Conseguently, he argues that Burke's texts amounl to what he 

calis Ha strategy of containment" WhlCh functions "to arrest 

the movement of ideological analysis before it can beqin to 

d .... aw in the social, hlstorical, and polltical parélOleters 

which are the ultlmate horizon of evcry cultural artifart" 

( 82 ) • 

Jameson goes on to argue that although Burke 

effectively shows us how cultural artitacts are Ideoloqical, 

he fails to prescribe a political praxis by which social 

subjects can free themselves from thell subjugation. This 

erroY led Jameson to claim that "Burke's system has no place 

for an unconsciou5" (88). Accordlnq to Jameson, ~urke's key 

critical term, dramatism, i5 "not so much the archetype of 

praxis as it ls the very source of the Ideology Dt 

representation and, with it, ot the optlcal illusion of the 

subject" (88'. He thus erroneously concludes that aIl Burke 

has to Gtter us 15 "the art and practice of vlrtuoso 

reading" (89) and theretore "regrets" to say "that Burke 

finally d id not want to teach us hl story, even thouqh he 

92 



1 

1 

wanted to teach us how to gra~ple with iti but 1 will argue 

for the bon usage ot his work, that lt be used to ledrn 

history, even against his own inclinations" (90). 

In hlS "Hethodologicdl Repression and/or strategies of 

Containment" Burke ettectively refutes Jameson's criticisms. 

He beglns by noting that Jameson falled to read the sections 

ln his Counter-statem~B~ and his Bh~tor~~_Q! Hotiv~~ where 

he pronounces, and explicitly describes, the operations of 

the term "ideology." After briefly restating his earlier 

positions on ideology, Burke concludes that 

Jameson has proved reluctant to quote even a 

single sentence in which 1 do pronounce the word. 

ln referrlng to "methodological repression" l 

here have ln mind what r.ould be called a 

"strategy of containment," particularly inasmuch 

as he puts such emphasis upon my relation to the 

term. . Under the circumstances, his 

presentation of the case tunctions as a 

"methodological repression." For since he 15 

dlffeLentiatinq his posItion from mine in these 

matters, Obvlously the proper expository 

procedure would require that he explicitly 

"report" my statement of my position (preferably 

at least somewhat in my terms) and then demolish 

it as he sees fit. (Methodological, 401, 403). 
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What Burke adds in order to bridge the gulf between hls 

and Jameson's position O~ ideology is hlS notion of 

identification. Burke arques that Jameson lqnored his 

theory of rhetor lc, Jameson td lled ta recoqlll ze how Burke 

systematically demonstrates how a whole ranqe of signltylng 

practices eXlsts prior tn the subj~ct; how, that 15, 

rhetorlc b~comes a system ot identifications whlch 

essentlally serve to constltute the subject. Whereas 

Jameson essentially argues that symbollc acts are not 

substitutes for real actions, Burke expllcates the var Lous 

forms of textual mystification. In doinq sa Burke 

demonstrates that ideologies are "inducements to action," 

that language and human motivation are not separate entities 

but are intrinsically related. In his refutation of Jameson, 

Burke thus argues that he "would not calI the 'centrality' 

of the 'self' (as a separate organJsm possesslng immedlate 

sensations not thus shared ln the1r 1mmedlacy by other 

organ 1 5ms) a mer e 'opt Ica 1 ill us Ion,' thougt. 1 wou Id gr ant 

that the indlvidual as a 'person,' dissolves into qulte a 

complexity of identifications in the sociopolitlcal realm" 

(Hethodological, 413). According to Burke, ideologies "are 

not merely 'derived' from mater laI conditions; they are 

positlvely 'creative' of material conditions" (414). 

Burke's theory of language thus attests not to a 

"polltical unconsclous," but to the polltlcs of language. 

Whereas Jameson mistakenly concludes that ideology ls a 
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function of the conscious subJect, Burke effectively 

dlstln~uishes how an Ideology is a function of signifying 

practices. Burke's conception of ideology as a form of 

rhetoric reveals howan ideology becomes a system of 

identifications which serve to constitute the subject. 

Jameson's clalm that Burke's notion of ideology is that of a 

"faise consciousness" (Ideology, 418) 15 thu5 false. For 

Burke, Ideologies are real ln the sense that "they help us 

develop our identlties and allow us to live and work 

together cooperalively (or competttively)" (Heath, Reallsm, 

213) . 

In his "Reading History with Kenneth Burke," Frank 

Lentrlcchia offers an Interpretation of Burke's work which 

opposes Jameson's. Whereas Jameson argues that Burke "did 

not want to teach us hlstory," Lentrlcchia refers to Burke's 

"repeated turning to ideas of hlstory and to hls practice as 

a reader of hlstory" (Reading, 120). In dolng so, 

Lentricchia appears as a pragmatlc humanist, traclng the 

cong,ulty between Burke's work and contemporary literary and 

critical theory. He thus labels Burke as a "critical 

structuralist," claimlng that the term "indicates not only 

his anticipation of structuraiism but aise its most recent 

crItique" (Reading, 136). Burke, however, has always 

refused categorlzation; hls texts simply cannot be reduced 

to either of Lentricchia's classifications. Although Burke 

ls in many ways both a structuralist and a post-
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structuralist, he ls also much mOIl. This 15 prlmarily 

because Burke extends the structural ist and post

structurallst accounts of discourse beyond the 

deconstruction of literary artifacts, thereby showing how 

language 15 1 tsel f poil t i cal; how, that 15, syrnbol systems 

functlon ta evoke the klnd of identifications needed ta 

motlvate human actions. 

Lentricchia's label only partlally reveals the extent 

to whlch he mlslnterpreted Burke; the full magnitude of hls 

mlsreading shows up when he clalims that HUlke's notion of a 

"Bable~ of Interpretations, outlined earlier in our section 

on Permanence and Change, represents na vision of hlstory as 

a chaos of hl story of i nterpret 1 ve at t i tudes, ail 

Inaccessibly locked away wlthln their prlson-houses. This 

15 no theory of history; l t 15 rather the despair oi 

history" (Reading, 122) Although Lentricchia's reading of 

Burke 15 to a certain extent accurate, he gr>es on to argue 

that Burke, by "postulating an orqanlc genius tor freedom 

that exlsts priOI to any organic texture" (122), offers us 

an escape from "the despair of history." According ta 

Lentricchia, Burke "finds a point of view outside hlstory 

from which to mediate (tame) the confllcting Interpretations 

within it" (122-33). Lentrlcchla thus reasons thal Burke's 

organ tc pr tnc 1 pIe of freedom "not onl y r eso 1 ves the 

hermeneutlc Babel of hlstory by providlng a unlversal motive 

for Interpretat 10n, but also proh Iblts, at the sarne tlme, 
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any locally engendeled readlng of the histoIical pIocess 

from establishing priorlty as the key to ail of histOIY'S 

meanlng" (123). LentIicchia finally uses BUIke's insight in 

arder ta refute the post-structuralist account of. discourse, 

clalrning that no "single interpretive subject 15 free to 

work its will in the herrneneutic pIocess because the subject 

cannot control the forces at work in reading and on the 

reader" (125). 

Lentricchia's claims cleaIly reveal that he ign0red 

Burke's later wrltings. WeIl befoIe he wrote his "Reading 

Hlstory wl th Kenneth Burke," Burke had made nurnerous 

disclalmers to hls earlier assertion that human being 

possess a prior soclo-biologlcal genius. For instance, ln 

hls 1952 Preface to his second edit ion of Counter-staternent, 

Burke tells us that "any reductlon of social motives to 

terms of sheer 'nature' would now seem to me a major errOI. 

Naturalism has served as deceptively in the modern world as 

supernatura11sm ever did in the past, to rnlsinterpret motive 

th~t are intrinsic to the social order" (CS, xv). 

Ironlcally, later on ln hls essay Lentricchla contradlcts 

hlmself by acknowledging Burke's dlsclaimer. He notes that 

"the deep blas of [Bur~e's) dramat1c system ls unavo1dably 

humanistlc because the very notion of DIamatism rests on the 

distinction 'action' Ca uniquely human movement) and 

'motIon' (a process that pIesumably characterlzes aIl 

nonhuman movernent)" (136). As we shall soon see, Head's 
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distinction between "motion" and "action" forms the basls of 

Burke's later argument ln Lanqu~e as SvmbQ.!.1.ç~cttQ!l-, where 

he asserts that our symbols/ter~s functLon as "termlnlstlc 

screens" which "direct" and "deflect~ our attenlIon, and arp 

therefore ideoloqlcal factors because they motivate our 

actions. 

As a result of Lentricchia's over ambillous attempt at 

salvaging Burke from the political quietism of American 

deconstruction, in his next Burkean text, Crlticlsm and 

Social Change, Lentricchia compares Burke's dramatic method 

of critical analysls wlth Paul de Man's wOlk. Hele Burke 15 

characterlzed as the "prot-gonlst" and de Han the 

"antagonist" who "promotes a debil1tated crlticism whose 

main effect i5 politlcal paralysis" (Crlticism, 19-20). 

Hele Lentr i cchl a uses Burke' 5 work in order lo propose ways 

in which Intellectuals can perform radical work. He claims 

that ~our society i5 mainly unresolvable and that education 

should be one of the places where we can get Involved in the 

process of transforming it" (2). For Lentrlcchla, Burke's 

work thus provldes us with a "theory" that can serve as "a 

point of departure" from which we can affect social change. 

He says that, 

Because 1 coneeive of theory as a type of 

rhetot1e whose persuasive force will not be 

augmented in OUI tlme by metaphysical appeals ta 
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the laws of history, the kind of Harxist theory 1 

am uIglnq Ls ltself a kind of rhetorlc whose 

value may be measured by Its pervaslve means and 

by its ultimate goal: the formation of genuine 

community" (12-13). 

Here Lentricchia's readLng of Burke 15 lndeed accurate. 

Burke, as we saw earlier, provides a very convincing account 

of why Harxlsm must be understood as a type of rhetoric. 

However, Lentrlcchla's mlsreading of Bur~e aga!n shows up ln 

the way ln whlch he applies his theory of rhetorlc. Robert 

Wess notes that, 

In conceptualizing language as actIon ln the 

Grammar, Burke distlngulshes sharply between the 

"agent" -- the Grarnmar's term for the subject 

and the symbalic "act." Lentrlcchla, ln hls 

analysis Qf Burke's use of these terms, slides 

back and forth between them, making them appear 

ta be synonymous. These siides are symptomatlc 

of how Lentrlcchia rewrites the later Burke ta 

suIt the purposes of his pragmatlc humanisme But 

ln thus rewritIng Burke, Lentrlcchla passes by an 

opportunlty to undertake a different project, 

based on a dlfferent agon between de Han and 

Burke, that mlght have enabled Critlclsm and 
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Social Change to be a genulnely revolutionary 

event ln Harxlan discourse (129). 

What Wess is referrinq to is the way in which 

Lentricchia ignores how the subject's "act" of crltiquing 

society i5 itself ideological; how, that 15, he failed ta 

consider contemporary Harxlsm's mode of insertion lnto thp 

dominant ideology. Susan Boerckel notes how this tendency 

of Lentr1cchia's 1s revealed through the way ln which he 

interprets Burke's "Revolutionary Symbollsm ln America." 

Boerckel argues that Lentrfcchia rlqhtly points out how 

Burke emphaslzes the need for a "rh~torlc of appropriation" 

ln hl s 1935 Amer i can Wr i ter' 5 Congress npeech, but then 

mlstakenly goes on ta claim "that change can come through 

the existing [social} structure" (19). Boerke] arr Ives dt 

this conclusion by citing Lentricchia's claim that Burke's 

maIn message to the Congress is that 

A revolutionary culture must sltuate itself on 

the terrain of its capitalist antagonist, must 

not attempt a dramatic leap beyond capitallsm in 

one explosive, rupturing moment of release, {butl 

must work its way through capitallsm's languaqe 

of domination by working cunningly w1thin 1t, 

using, appropriatinq, even speaking through its 

mechanlsms of represslon (CrLicfsm, 24). 
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What Boerckel rightly objects to 1~ Lentricchla's 

analysis of Burke's speech ls the way in which he 

characterizes the critic as a "cunning" rhetorician. 

According ta Boerckel, Lentrlcchia produces an "Aristotlean, 

liberal theory of rhetoric," since he fails to examine "the 

very class blases which underwrite the forms of address to 

[the) insiders" of the academy (19). Consequently, 

Lentricchia only reads the utopian aspects of Burke's 

speech, thereby rullng ideologlcal analysjs out of bounds. 

Lentrlcchia's theory of rhetoric only wQrks among those who, 

ln hls words, share "kindred values," those who "know the 

language of the academy we Il enough 1 n orde!: to speak i t ft 

(Boerckel, 20). Boerckel clalms that Lentricchia's view of 

rhetoric thus "remains the tool of the dominant ideology, in 

however disguised a fashion" (20). In hls Crltlcism and 

Social Change, Lentrlcchia therefore failed to follow up the 

sugg~~tion he made ln his closing statement to "Reading 

Hlstory with Kenneth Burke," where he said that "Burke set 

standaI18 tor the ideological role of intellectuals that 

contemporary critical theory would do weIl to measure itself 

by" (147, itallcs added). 

Even though Lentrlcchla failed to meet them, Burke dld 

set standards for the ideological raIe of intellectuals. 

These standards are that cr j tics must concede ta the fact 

that crlticism ls itself an Ldeological enterprise. In the 

"Summarizing Essays" of his final major work, Lanauage as 
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Symbol1c Action, Burke examines the 11m1 taUons of 

crit1guing our dlscourses. He begins by deflning humans as 

"the symbol-usinq animal," while at the same time notlnq 

that we must "bring ourselves to rea1ize iust how much that 

formula implies, just how overwhelmingly much of what we 

mean by • real i ty 1 has been bui 1 t up for us throuqh nothl ng 

but our symbol systems" (LASA, 5). 

Ta addres5 this question Burke adds a second clause to 

hi s defi nit ion 0 f humans. He argues tha t "man i s the 

inventor of the negat ive." The negat ive is the concept 

that Burke lises to descr Ibe the symbollc proces::les through 

which people find their way about in the world. Burke 

derlves his concept of the negatlve from "The Ide.:. of 

Nothing" in Bergson's Creative Evolution, w}llch, he says, 

"jalted me into realizing that there are no negatives in 

nature, where everything 15 what it 15 and as It ls" (LASA, 

9). Burke reasons that the negative adds something to 

nature. Whereas a11 images are positive, ln the sense that 

they con:espond to -.ate-.: ial things, the raeqat ive (unct iOll& 

to convey our ideas. Burke argues that even "though idea 

and image have become merqed in the development of language, 

the negative provides the instrument for splitting them 

apart. For the ncgati ve is an idea; there can be no image 

of lt. But in imagery there is .no negative" (LASA, 430). 

The negative, in other words, 15 the 1nstrument wh1ch 

separates us from nature, and, to the exte>nt that our 
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experiences are mediated by language, it also functions to 

connect us with nature. 

Burke go es on to claim that we are "moralized by the 

negative"; he considers how the negative can have 

"hortatory" function, what he calls the "Thou Shalt Not." 

Here Burke is agaln urging us to conslder how language 15 an 

Instrument of transcendence; how, that Is, language affects 

our behavior. Burke states that, 

If our character 15 built of our responses 

(posltiv~ or neqative) to the thou-shalt-not's of 

morality, and if we necessarily approach life 

from the standpoint of our personallties, will 

not aIl experience reflect the genlus of this 

neqati vI ty? Laws are essentlally negatl ve; 

"mine" equals "not thine"; insofar as property is 

not protected by the thou-shalt-not's of either 

moral or civil law, it 15 not protected at al! 

(LASA, Il). 

Burke 15 thus arguing that we become moralized through the 

hortatory prescriptions in words, that our laws and customs 

come to be established by the hortatory "No." Since the 

negatlve has no referent in reallty, It lends itself to a 

higher level of understanding. Thus, because the negative 

enables us to transcend the present it serves an ideoloqlcal 
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purpose. Burke notes how "there Is a klnd of aes~hetlc 

negativity whereby any morallstlc thou-shalt-not provides 

material for our entertalnment, as we pay to follow 

imaginary accounts of 'deviants' who, in aIl sorts of 

Ingenious ways, are represented as violating these very 

Don'ts" (LASA, 13). This i5 why Robert Heath argues that 

"we may comply wlth norms of society to avold the dlsharmony 

of not belng consonant with others. Or we may oppose those 

norms in favour of a competlng 'thou-shalt-not'" (Reallsm, 

101) . 

The negatlve 15 thus the concept which Burke uses ln 

place of his earlier term "orientation." But unlike his 

initial formulation, the notion of the negative deaIs with 

how language works to constltute hierarchies of social 

subjugation. To argue this point, Burke beglns by stating 

that man His separated from his natural conditions by 

instruments of his own making"; he notes how language 15 

"tool" throuqh which we construct culture, what he caiis a 

"second nature," which enables us to live "beyond" nature 

(LASA, 13). In a very persuasive elucidation of Burke's key 

Idea here, RIchard Coe proposes that "culture ln thls sense 

neqates nature, though neqates must be understood 

dlalectlcally, to~ nature 15 not destroyed by our 

transcendence, as we remaln ln nature as we go beyond It" 

( De fin i ng, 44). 

Burke goes on to clalm that by negating nature and 
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establishing culture we become "goaded by the spirit of 

hierarchy (or moved by a sense of order) and rotten with 

perfection" (LASA, 14). He argues that "there 15 a 

principle of perfection implicit in the nature of symbol 

systems; and ln keeplng wlth his nature as symbol-using 

animal, man 15 moved by this principle" (17). The principle 

which Burke is here referring to Is "the Aristotellan 

concept of the 'entelechy,' the notion that each belng alms 

at the perfection natural to its kind (or, etymologlcally, 

is marked by a 'possession of a telos within')" (17). Thus, 

for Burke "the entelechial prlnclple figures ln other 

notable ways as regards the genius of symbolism," in the 

sense that "a given terminology contains various 

implications, there is a corresponding 'perfectionist' 

tendency for men to attempt carrying out those implications" 

(sic) (18). Robert Heath cites these examples: "capitalism 

15 bullt upon the conception of a perfect balance between 

supply and demande If a polltical system is devoted to 

freedom, its adherents yearn for complete freedom. If a 

person ls a teacher, she ls confronted wlth the challenge of 

being a perfect teacher" (Realism, 103). Thus, to the 

extent that "the entelechial prlnclple manifests Itself ln 

forms such as transcendence, hierarchy, and order which are 

fraught with the desire for perfection" (Heath, 104), it 

serves to evoke an Ideological level of understandlng. 

Where the influence of Ideology figures ln Burke's 
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concept of the negative cornes out in his account of 

"termlnlstlc screens." As mentloned prevlously, Burke 

believes that our symbols/term funcllon as "terministic 

screens" whlch "direct and "deflect" our attention, and are 

therefore ideological factors because they rnotivate our 

actions. Burke argues that "even if any given termlnology 15 

a reElection of reality, by its very nature as a termlnology 

it must be a selection of realitYi and to this extent It 

must funetion also as a deflection of reality" (LASA, 45). 

He thus points out how that the act of naming Involves 

choice. When we prescribe names to things, processes or 

situations, our purpose is to direct people's attention Ln 

partlcular ways. Our tltles thus funetion as "termJnlstlc 

screens" that motlvate partlcular WdyS of acting and seeinq. 

It is through this observation that Burke makes one of hls 

final contributions to his theory of a rhetorlc ot 

identification: he asserts that termlnlstlc screens selve to 

establlsh a sense of "contlnulty" and "dlscontlnulty." 

Burke cites the example of how, 

Durinq a national election, the situation places 

great stress upon a Civision between the 

citlzens. But often such divisiveness (or 

discontlnulty) can be healed when the warrlnq 

factions join in a common cause aqainst an alien 

enemy (the division elsewhere servlng to 
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reestablish the principle of continuity at home). 

It should be apparent how either situation sets 

up the conditions tOI its particular kind of 

scapegoat, as a device that unifies ail those who 

share the same enemy (LASA, 51). 

What Burke is here pointing out 15 how language is 

relative to particular situations, that it works to order 

our perceptions and motivate our actions. This 15 why Burke 

argues that we are "bodies that learn language," that 

through our ability to make abstractions we establish 

culture and move beyond nature. Burke thus reasons that "an 

Ideology is like a spirit taking up it5 abode in the body: 

it makes that body hop around ln certain ways; and that same 

body woula have hopped around in different ways had a 

different ideology happened to Inhabit it" (LASA, 6). 

For Burke, human beings are unique in the sense that 

they possess the ablilty to construct symbols systems; uslng 

Head's theories of human communication he distinguishes the 

dlfference between the "action of aIl typlcally symbol-uslng 

animais (that is, humans)" from geological and biological 

"motion. H Wlth regard to the theory of evolution Burke 

recalls how 

The critlcal conditions for the emergence of 

culture arose at that stage in the prehistoric 
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past when our ancestors underwent a momentous 

mutation. In their bodies (as physiological 

organlsms in the realm of motion) there developed 

the ability to learn the kind of tribal idiom 

that ls here meant by "symbolic action." And 

thereby emerged what we might calI a "mechanism" 

for the steps from nonsymbolic motion ta symbolic 

action. ("(Nonsymbolic)" 811). 

For Burke, "motion" is thus the formaI process 

occurrlng ln nature, what he referred to earlier, ln his 

Counter-statement, as the "the principle of individuation": 

"the accelerated motion of the falling body, the cycle of a 

storm, the procedure of the sexual act, the ripening of 

crops" (CS, 45). In contrast, symbolic action is the 

"mechanism" by which human beings, unlike ail other animaIs, 

are able transcend the tormal processes occurrinq in nature, 

thereby enterlng a realm of experlence beyond nature. 

Richard Coe states that "for Burke, theses abillties aIl 

follow from our ablilty to abstract, whlch follows from our 

use of language. Taken together, these abllitles make our 

behavior symbolic action, motives mediated by symbols, not 

mere motion" (Definlng, 41). Consequently, humans have much 

of their "reality" de~ermlned by thelr symbollc envlronment, 

whlch ls why Burke flnally argues that "language IshouldJ be 

viewed, not directly in terms of a word-thlng relatlonship, 
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but roundabout, by thlnklng of speech as the 'entltl1ng' of 

complex nonvcrbal situations" (LASA, 361). 

Conceived in thls way, language 15 ideological: it serves 

to cons t 1 tute a "wor Id r un on the commonsense realist lc 

assumption that there i5 a fairly accurate correspondence 

between the realm of sensory objects and the vocabulary that 

narnes them" (375). But, as Burke rightly states, material 

thinqs are in actuality "outward manifestations of the forms 

which are irnposed upon the intultlng of nature by language, 

and by the soclopolitical orders that are interwoven with 

language (sociopolitical orders that are in tutn Indicated by 

the linguistic thou-shalt-not's inhering in a given set of 

property relationshlps)" (378). And as we have seen 

throuqhout the corpus of Burke's writings, sociopolitical 

orders are dlalectically constltuted: they stand in opposition 

to competlng orientations. Burke's most recent definitlon of 

human belngs 15 th us not surprlslngly based on thls important 

insight. He says that "from withln or from out of the vast 

expanses of the wordless universe we wordly human bodies have 

carved many overlapping universes of dlscourse which add up to 

a plurlverse of dlscourses, local dlalects of dialectlc" 

(cited by Coe, Definlng, 50). Burke, ln other words, belleves 

that our conception of "reallty" ls dynamic, that it ls 

continually being C-.'Hitituted and reconstituted through the 

ways ln whlch people draw upon opposlng sets of 

identifications that form the basis of our culture. 
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Conclusion 

Throughout his numerous writings, Burke conslstently 

foregrounded the ways ln whlch the social aims of art are 

structured both withln and around a particular work, and the 

extent to which political power is manipulated through a 

text's effect on readers and wrlters. Burke concentrated on 

how the dominant value systems of a society, which he called 

"practical attitudes," could be challenged throuqh the 

construction of texts that embody "aesthetic attitudes," 

which, for him, are the kinds of identifications needed to 

channel our competitive behavior toward cooperative ends. 

Drawing on the pragmatism of George Herbert Head, Burke 

formulated his conceptions of symbolic artifacts in organic, 

biological, and psycho-sexual terms. His deeply praqmatlc 

vlew of art Inltlally led hirn to clalm that poetry 15 the 

best kind of discourse sulted for affecting a more moral 

social reality. Burke's poetics was based on his bellef 

that "poetic metaphors" identify the ethical with the 

aesthetic, that they can used ta construct a "corrective 

literature" which will motivate us toward a more moral, 

stable, social orientation. However, as we have seen from 

the many disclalmers Burke has made in regard ta the soclo

blological genius of humans, his attempt to construct an 

account of the pol1tical destlny of humanity, structured 

around a poetlc dlscourse, was an over-determined response 
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to the crises of the 19305. His thinking, at that time, was 

Inde~d a desperate attempt at affectlng an alternative 

social orientation. 

Burke's earlier writings nevertheless figured greatly 

in hls conceptuallzation of the dramatic method of critical 

analysis whlch formed the focus of his later works. Here we 

must recall how Burke, in hls lllitlal formulations of 

Drarnatism, defines "drarnatlstic" terms as those that begln 

in theories of "action" rather tha~ theorles of "knowledge." 

He strcssed the idea that a dramatistic method deals not 

with verifying the reality of our experiences, but wlth 

crltiquing our experiences of reality. 

Through hls dramatlstic approach, Burke aiso 

exempllfied how our social discourses are ideologlcal. As 

we saw in his crItique of New CrItlclsrn, he effectively 

demonstrated that crltlclsrn itself ls an ideologlcal 

enterprise. By argulng that acts of readlng and wrItlng 

rnotlvate our attitudes in certain ways, Burke pointed out 

that even our criticai discourses, whlch are allegedly 

deslgned to challenge the syrnbols of those who control our 

society, can be used to serve the Interests of an 

influentlal group of intellectuals. He thus proposed that 

rhetorlc shouid become the new rnethod of criticai Inquiry 

because it deals with how language and Ideology are 

Intrlnslcally related. 

Uslng insights drawn Harx's writings, Burke advanced 
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his theory of a rhetoric of identification. Here Burke 

explored the extent to which Marx's notion of 

"mystification" figures in constituting a person's or social 

group's consciousness. By inverting Harx's formulation that 

consciousness 15 derlved from material conditions, Burke 

asserted that changes in consciousness necessarily precede 

materlal and economlc ones. Burke based his neo-Harxist 

account of dlscourse on the premise that our materlal 

history ts derlved from "Spirit," arguing that when people 

become embodied with identifications that motlvate them 

toward a certain social orientation, they divide themselves 

from, and thereby transcend, a set of competing 

orientations. In this sense, even aecular doctrines can bp 

said to have spiritual powers, stnee they enable people ta 

live and aet in specifie ways. As we SdW 1n Burke's 

"Summarlzing Essays," language serves to "entltle" our 

experienees: it warks ta arder our activltjes and ultimately 

motivate our actions. Although there ls a marked shlft ln 

emphasis thraughaut Burke's writings, what has remained 

consistent in his thinking Is his deeply pragmatLc outlook 

on how language functions to affect our soeiopolltieal 

reali ty. 
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