KENNETH BURKE AND THE “NEW RHETORIC”

Marie Hochmuth | .

E do not flatter ourselves that

any one book can contribute
much to counteract the torrents of ill
will into which so many of our contem-
poraries have so avidly and sanctimoni-
ously plunged,” observes Kenneth Burke
in introducing his latest book, A Rhet-
oric of Motives, but “the more strident
our journalists, politicians, and alas!
even many of our churchmen become,
the more convinced we are that books
should be written for tolerance and con-
templation.”* Burke has offered all his
writings to these ends.

Burke’s first work, Counter-Statement,
published in 1931, was hailed as a work
of “revolutionary importance,” present-
ing “in essence, a new view of rhetoric.”?
Since that time, he has written a succes-
sion of books either centrally or periph-
erally concerned with rhetoric: Per-
manence and Change, 1935; Attitudes
toward History, 1937; The Philosophy
of Literary Form, 1941; A Grammar of
Motives, 1945; and his latest, 4 Rhet-
oric of Motives, 1950. An unfinished
work entitled 4 Symbolic of Motives
further indicates his concern with the
problem of language.

Sometimes thought to be “one of the
few truly speculative thinkers of our
time,”® and ‘“unquestionably the most
brilliant and suggestive critic now writ-
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ing in America,”* Burke deserves to be

related to the great tradition of rhetoric.

Although we propese to examine par-
ticularly A Rhetoric of Motives we shall
range freely over all his works in order
to discover his principles. We propose
to find first the point of departure and
orientation from which he approaches
rhetoric; next to examine his general
concept of rhetoric; then to seek his
method for the analysis of motivation;
and finally, to discover his application
of principles to specific literary works.

In 1931, in Counter-Statement, Burke
noted, “The reader of modern prose is
ever on guard against ‘rhetoric,” yet the
word, by lexicographer’s definition, re-
fers but to ‘the use of language in such
a way as to produce a desired impression
upon the reader or hearer.””s Hence,
accepting the lexicographer’s definition,
he concluded that “effective literature
could be nothing else but rhetoric.”® In
truth, “Eloquence is simply the énd of
art, and is thus its essence.””

As a literary critic, representing a mi-
nority view, Burke has persisted in his
concern with rhetoric, believing that
“rhetorical analysis throws light on lit-
erary texts and human relations gen-
erally.”® Although Burke is primarily
concerned with literature “as art,”® he
gives no narrow interpretation to the
conception of literature. He means
simply works “designed for the express
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purpose of arousing emotions,”*° going
so far as to say, “But sometimes litera-
ture so designed fails to arouse emotions
—and words said purely by way of ex-
planation may have an unintended emo-
tional effect of considerable magni-
tude.”** Thus a discussion of “effective-
ness” in literature “should be able to
include unintended effects as well as in-
tended ones.”'? “By literature we mean
written or spoken words.”13

As has been observed, the breadth of
Burke’s concepts results “in a similar
embracing of trash of every description.
. . . For purposes of analysis or illustra-
tion Burke draws as readily on a popu-
lar movie, a radio quiz program, a Her-
ald Tribune news item about the Na-
tional Association of Manufacturers, or
a Carter Glass speech on gold as on
Sophocles or Shakespeare. Those things
are a kind of poetry too, full of sym-
bolic and rhetorical ingredients, and if
they are bad poetry, it is a bad poetry
of vital significance in our lives.”4

Sometimes calling himself a pragma-
tist, sometimes a sociological critic,
Burke believes that literature is designed
to “do something”?® for the writer and
the reader or hearer. “Art is a means of
communication. As such it is certainly
designed to elicit a ‘response’ of some
sort.”*¢ The most relevant observations
are to be made about literature when
it is considered as the embodiment of an
“act,”7 or as “‘symbolic action.”8 Words
must be thought of as “acts upon a
scene,”'® and a ‘‘symbolic act” is the
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“dancing of an attitude,”?® or incipient
action. Critical and imaginative works
are “answers to questions posed by the
situation in which they arose.”” Not
merely “answers,” they are “strategic
answers,” or “stylized answers.”?* Hence,
a literary work is essentially a “strategy
for encompassing a situation.”?? And,
as Burke observes, another name for
strategies might be “attitudes.””?®* The
United States Constitution, e.g., must be
thought of as the “answer” or “rejoin-
der” to “assertions current in the situa-
tion in which it arose.”’2¢

Although Burke distinguishes between
literature “for the express purpose of
arousing emotions” and “literature for
use,” the distinction is flexible enough
to permit him to see even in such a
poem as Milton's Samson Agonistes,
“moralistic prophecy” and thus to class
it as “also a kind of ‘literature for use,’
use at one remove. . . .2

In further support of his comprehen-
sive notion of art is his conception that
since “pure art makes for acceptance,”
it tends to “become a social menace in
so far as it assists us in tolerating the
intolerable.”2¢ Therefore, ‘“under condi-
tions of competitive capitalism there
must necessarily be a large corrective or
propaganda element in art.”?" Art must
have a “hortatory function, an element
of suasion or inducement of the educa-
tional variety; it must be partially foren-
sic.”’28

Burke thus approaches the subject of
rhetoric through a comprehensive view
of art in general. And it is this indirect
approach that enables him to present
what he believes to be a “New Rhetor-
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ic.”?® In part, he has as his object only
to ‘rediscover rhetorical elements that
had become obscured when rhetoric as
a term fell into disuse, and other spe-

cializéd disciplines such as esthetics, an-

thropology, psychoanalysis, and sociolo-
gy came to the fore (so that esthetics
sought to outlaw rhetoric, while the
other sciences . . . took over, each in its
own terms, the rich rhetorical elements
that esthetics would ban).”s°

1I

Sometimes thought to be “intuitive”
and “idiosyncratic”® in his general the-
ories, Burke might be expected to be so
in his theory of rhetoric. “Strongly in-
fluenced by anthropological inquiries,”?2
and finding Freud “suggestive almost to
the point of bewilderment,”s* Burke,
essentially a classicist in his theory of
rhetoric, has given the subject its most
searching analysis in modern times.

According to Burke, “Rhetoric [com-
prises] both the use of persuasive re-
sources (rhetorica utens, as with the phi-
lippics of Demosthenes) and the study
of them (rhetorica docens, as with Aris-
totle’s treatise on the ‘art’ of Rhetor-
ic).”** The “basic function of rhetoric”
is the “use of words by human agents to
form attitudes or to induce actions in
other human agents. . . .3 It is “rooted
in an essential function of language it-
self, a function that is wholly realistic,
and is continually born anew; the use of
language as a symbolic means of induc-
ing cooperation in beings that by nature
respond to symbols.”*® The basis of rhet-
oric lies in “generic divisiveness which,
being common to all men, is a universal
fact about them, prior to any divisive-
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ness caused by social classes.” “Out of
this emerge the motives for linguistic per-
suasion. Then, secondarily, we get the
motives peculiar to particular economic
situations. In parturition begins the
centrality of the nervous system. The
different nervous systems, through lan-
guage and the ways of production, erect
various communities of interests and in-
sights, social communities varying in na-
ture and scope. And out of the division
and the community arises the ‘universal’
rhetorical situation.”’

Burke devotes 131 pages to a discus-
sion of traditional principles of rhetoric,
reviewing Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian,
St. Augustine, the Mediaevalists, and
such more recent writers as De Quincey,
De Gourmont, Bentham, Marx, Veblen,
Freud, Mannheim, Mead, Richards, and
others,® noting the “wide range of mean-
ings already associated with rhetoric, in
ancient texts. . . .”*® Thus he comes up-
on the concept of rhetoric as “persua-
sion”; the nature of rhetoric as “ad-
dressed” to an audience for a particular
purpose; rhetoric as the art of “proving
opposites”; rhetoric as an “appeal to
emotions and prejudices”; rhetoric as
“agonistic”; rhetoric as an art of gaining
“advantage”; rhetoric as “demonstra-
tion”; rhetoric as the verbal “counter-
part” of dialectic; rhetoric, in the Stoic
usage, as opposed to dialectic; rhetoric
in the Marxist sense of persuasion
“grounded in dialectic.” Whereas he
finds that these meanings are “often not
consistent with one another, or even flat-
ly at odds,”# he believes that they can
all be derived from ‘“persuasion” as the
“Edenic” term, from which they have all
“Babylonically” split, while persuasion,
in turn “involves communication by the
signs of consubstantiality, the appeal of
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identification.”* As the “simplest case
of persuasion,” he notes that “You per-
suade a man only insofar as you can
talk his language by speech, gesture,
tonality, order, image, attitude, idea,
identifying your ways with his.”’+2

In using identification as his key
term, Burke notes, ‘“Traditionally, the
key term for rhetoric is not ‘identifica-
tion,” but ‘persuasion.’ . . . Qur treat-
ment, in terms of identification, is de-
cidedly not meant as a substitute for the
sound traditional approach. Rather, ...
it is but an accessory to the standard
lore.”## He had noted that “when we
come upon such aspects of persuasion as
are found in ‘mystification,” courtship,
and the ‘magic’ of class relationships,
the reader will see why the classical no-
tion of clear persuasive intent is not an
accurate fit, for describing the ways in
which the members of a group promote
social cohesion by acting rhetorically up-
on themselves and one another.”*
Burke is completely aware that he is not
introducing a totally new concept, ob-
serving that Aristotle had long ago com-
mented, “It is not hard . . . to praise
Athenians among Athenians,”# and that
one persuades by “identifying” one’s
ways with those of his audience.# In an
observation of W. C. Blum, Burke found
additional support for his emphasis on
identification as a key concept. “In iden-
tification lies the source of dedications
and enslavements, in fact of coopera-
tion.”*? As for the precise relationship
between identification and persuasion as
ends of rhetoric, Burke concludes, “we
might well keep it in mind that a speak-
er persuades an audience by the use of
stylistic identifications; his act of per-
suasion may be for the purpose of caus-
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ing the audience to identify itself with
the speaker’s interests; and the speaker
draws on identification of interests to
establish rapport between himself and
his audience. So, there is no chance of
our keeping apart the meanings of per-
suasion, identification (‘consubstantial-
ity’) and communication (the nature of
rhetoric as ‘addressed’). But, in given in-
stances, one or another of these elements
may serve best for extending a line of
analysis in some particular direction.”8
“All told, persuasion ranges from the
bluntest quest of advantage, as in
sales promotion or propaganda, through
courtship, social etiquette, education,
and the sermon, to a ‘pure’ form that
delights in the process of appeal for it-
self alone, without ulterior purpose. And
identification ranges from the politician
who, addressing an audience of farmers,
says, ‘I was a farm boy myself,” through
the mysteries of social status, to the mys-
tic’s devout identification with the
source of all being.”+* The difference be-
tween the “old” rhetoric and the “new”
rhetoric may be summed up in this man-
ner: whereas the key term for the “old”
rhetoric was persuasion and its stress
was upon deliberate design, the key term
for the “new’’ rhetoric is identification
and this may include partially “uncon-
scious” factors in its appeal. Identifica-
tion, at its simplest level, may be a de-
liberate device, or a means, as when a
speaker identifies his interests with those
of his audience. But identification can
also be an “end,” as “when people ear-
nestly yearn to identify themselves with
some group or other.” They are thus
not necessarily acted upon by a conscious
external agent, but may act upon them-
selves to this end. Identification “in-
cludes the realm of transcendence.”s®
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Burke affirms the significance of iden-
tification as a key concept because men
are at odds with one another, or because
there is “division.” “Identification is
compensatory to division. If men were
not apart from one another, there would
be no need for the rhetorician to pro-
claim their unity. If men were wholly
and truly of one substance, absolute
communication would be of man’s very
essence.”® “In pure identification there
would be no strife. Likewise, there
would be no strife in absolute separate-
ness, since opponents can join battle on-
ly through a mediatory ground that
makes their communication possible,
thus providing the first condition nec-
essary for their interchange of blows.
But put identification and division am-
biguously together...and you have the
characteristic invitation to rhetoric. Here
is a major reason why rhetoric, accord-
ing to Aristotle, ‘proves opposites.’ "’52

As a philosopher and metaphysician
Burke is impelled to give a philosophic
treatment to the concept of unity or
identity by an analysis of the nature of
substance in general. In this respect he
makes his most basic contribution to a
philosophy of rhetoric. “Metaphysically,
a thing is identified by its properties,”’?
he observes. “To call a man a friend or
brother is to proclaim him consubstan-
tial with oneself, one’s values or pur-
poses. To call a man a bastard is to
attack him by attacking his whole line,
his ‘authorship,” his ‘principle’ or ‘mo-
tive’ (as expressed in terms of the fa-
milial). An epithet assigns substance
doubly, for in stating the character of
the object it . . . contains an implicit
program of action with regard to the ob-
ject, thus serving as motive.”%
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According to Burke, language of all
things “is most public, most collective,
in its substance.”%® Aware that modern
thinkers have been skeptical about the
utility of a doctrine of substance,® he
nevertheless recalls that ‘“substance, in
the old philosophies, was an act; and a
way of life is an acting-together; and in
acting together, men have common sen-
sations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes
that make them consubstantial”s® “A
doctrine of consubstantiality . . . may be
necessary to any way of life.”s8 Like
Kant, Burke regards substance as a ‘“nec-
essary form of the mind.” Instead of try-
ing to exclude a doctrine of substance,
he restores it to a central position and
throws critical light upon it.

In so far as rhetoric is concerned, the
“ambiguity of substance” affords a major
resource. “What handier linguistic re-
source could a rhetorician want than an
ambiguity whereby he can say “The state
of affairs is substantially such-and-such,’
instead of having to say ‘The state of
affairs is and/or is not such-and-such”?%®

The “commonplaces” or “topics” of
Aristotle’s Rhetoric are a “quick survey
of opinion” of “things that people gen-
erally consider persuasive.” As such,
they are means of proclaiming substan-
tial unity with an audience and are
clearly instances of identification.®® In
truth, identification is “hardly other
than a name for the function of social-
ity.”#1 Likewise, the many tropes and
tr. by E. M. Edghill, The Works of Aristotle,
ed. by W. D. Ross, I, Ch. 5; Aristotle, Meta-
physics, tr. by W. D. Ross, Book A, 8, 1017b,
10; Spinoza, The Ethics, in The Chief Works
of Benedict De Spinoza, tr. by R. H. M. Elwes
(London 1go1), Rev. ed., II, 45 ff; John Locke,

An Essay Concerning Human Understanding
(London 1%760), 15th ed., I, Bk. II, Chs. XXIII,
XXIV.
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56 4 Rhetoric of Motives, p. 21.
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figures, and rhetorical form in the large
as treated by the ancients are to be con-
sidered as modes of identification.®?
They are the “signs” by which the speak-
er identifies himself with the reader or
hearer. “In its simplest manifestation,
style is ingratiation.”s It is an attempt
to “gain favor by the hyphotic or sug-
gestive process of ‘saying the right
thing.’ %% Burke discusses form in gen-
eral as ‘“the psychology of the audi-
ence,”® the “arousing and fulfillment of
desires.”®® The exordium of a Greek
oration is an instance of “convention-
al”¢? form, a form which is expected by
the audience and therefore satisfies it.
Other recognizable types of form are
“syllogistic ~progression,” ‘“repetitive”
form, and “minor or incidental” forms
which include such devices as the meta-
phor, apostrophe, series, reversal, etc.%®
The proliferation and the variety of
formal devices make a work eloquent.®?
Reviewing 4 Rhetoric of Motives,
Thomas W. Copeland observed, “It
gradually appears that there is no form
of action of men upon each other {(or of
individuals on themselves) which is real-
ly outside of rhetoric. But if so, we
should certainly ask whether rhetoric as
a term has any defining value.””® The
observation is probably not fair, for
Burke does give rhetoric a defining value
in terms of persuasion, identification,
and address or communication to an
audience of some sort, despite his obser-
vation, “Wherever there is persuasion,
there is rhetoric. And wherever there is
‘meaning’ there is ‘persuasion.’ "7
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63 Permanence and Change (New York, 1935),
p. 71.
64 Ibid.

85 Counter-Statement, pp. $8-57.

88 Ibid., p. 157.

67 Ibid., p. 159.

68 Ibid., pp. 157-161.

89 Ibid., pp. 209-211.

70 Thomas W. Copeland, “Critics at Work,"”
The Yale Review, XL (Autumn 1g50), 167-169.
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It is true that in his effort to show
“how a rhetorical motive is often pres-
ent where it is not usually recognized, or
thought to belong,”*? Burke either
points out linkages which have not been
commonly stressed, or widens the scope
of rhetoric. A twentieth-century orien-
tation in social-psychological theory thus
enables him to note that we may with
“more accuracy speak of persuasion ‘to
attitude,” rather than persuasion to out-
and-out action.” For persuasion “involves
choice, will; it is directed to a man only
insofar as he is free.” In so far as men
“must do something, rhetoric is unnec-
essary, its work being done by the na-
ture of things, though often these neces-
sities are not of natural origin, but
come from necessities imposed by man-
made conditions,””® such as dictatorships
or near-dictatorships. His notion of per-
suasion to “attitude” does not alter his
generally classical view of rhetoric, for
as he points out, in “Cicero and Augus-
tine there is a shift between the words
‘move’ (movere) and ‘bend’ (flectere) to
name the ultimate function of rhetoric.”
And he merely finds that this shift “cor-
responds to a distinction between act
and attitude (attitude being an incipient
act, a leaning or inclination).”?* His no-
tion of persuasion to “attitude” enables
him to point out a linkage with poetry:
“Thus the notion of persuasion to atti-
tude would permit the application of
rhetorical terms to purely poetic struc-
tures; the study of lyrical devices might
be classed under the head of rhetoric,
when these devices are considered for
their power to induce or communicate
states of mind to readers, even though
the kinds of assent evoked have no overt,
practical outcome.”?®

In his reading of classical texts, he

72 Ibid., p. xiii.
73 Ibid., p. 50.
74 Ibid.

75 Ibid.
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had noted a stress “upon teaching as an
‘office’ of rhetoric.” Such an observation
enables him to link the fields of rhetoric
and semantics. He concludes that “once
you treat instruction as an aim of rhet-
oric you introduce a principle that can
widen the scope of rhetoric beyond per-
suasion. It is on the way to include also
works on the theory and practice of ex-
position, description, communication in
general. Thus, finally, out of this prin-
ciple, you can derive contemporary ‘se-
mantics’ as an aspect of rhetoric.”"®

As he persists in “tracking down” the
function of the term rhetoric, Burke
notes an ingredient of rhetoric “lurking
in such anthropologist’s terms as ‘magic’
and ‘witchcraft,’ """ and concludes that
one “comes closer to the true state of
affairs if one treats the socializing as-
pects of magic as a ‘primitive rhetoric’
than if one sees modern rhetoric simply
as a ‘survival of primitive magic.’ "8
Whereas he does not believe that the
term rhetoric is a “substitute” for such
terms as magic, witchcraft, socialization,
or communication, the term rhetoric
“designates a function . . . present in the
areas variously covered by those other
terms.””® Thus, one can place within the
scope of rhetoric “all those statements
by anthropologists, ethnologists, indi-
vidual and social psychologists, and the
like, that bear upon the persuasive as-
pects of language, the function of lan-
guage as addressed, as direct or round-
about appeal to real or ideal audiences,
without or within.”s
plines have made *“good contributions
to the New Rhetoric.”#

In “individual psychology,” particu-
larly the Freudian concern with the neu-
roses of individual patients, “there is a

76 1bid., p. 77.

71 Ibid., p. 44.

78 Ibid., p. 43.

79 Ibid., p. 44.

80 Ibid., pp. 43-44.
81 Ibid., p. 40.

All these disci- -

strongly rhetorical ingredient.”s? Burke
asks the question, “Indeed, what could
be more profoundly rhetorical than
Freud’s notion of a dream that attains
expression by stylistic subterfuges de-
signed to evade the inhibitions of a mor-
alistic censor? What is this but the exact
analogue of the rhetorical devices of lit-
erature under political or theocratic cen-
sorship? The ego with its id confronts
the super-ego much as an orator would
confront a somewhat alien audience,
whose susceptibilities he must flatter as
a necessary step towards persuasion. The
Freudian psyche is quite a parliament,
with conflicting interests expressed in
ways variously designed to take the
claims of rival factions into account.”s3

By considering the individual self as
“audience” Burke brings morals and
ethics into the realm of rhetoric. He
notes that ‘“a modern ‘post-Christian’
rhetoric must also concern itself with
the thought that, under the heading of
appeal to audiences, would also be in-
cluded any ideas or images privately
addressed to the individual self for
moralistic or incantatory purposes. For
you become your own audience, in some
respects a very lax one, in some respects
very exacting, when you become in-
volved in psychologically stylistic sub-
terfuges for presenting your own case to
yourself in sympathetic terms (and even

_terms that seem harsh can often be

found on closer scrutiny to be flattering,
as with neurotics who visit sufferings
upon themselves in the name of very
high-powered motives which, whatever
their discomfiture, feed pride.” There-
fore, the “individual person, striving to
form himself in accordance with the
communicative norms that match the
cooperative ways of his society, is by the

82 Ibid., p. 37.
83 Jbid., pp. 87, 38.
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same token concerned with the rhetoric
of identification.”s*

By considering style as essentially a
mode of “ingratiation” or as a tech-
nique by which one gives the signs
of identification and consubstantiality,
Burke finds a rhetorical motive in clothes,
pastoral, courtship, and the like.®

Burke links dialectics with rhetoric
through a definition of dialectics in “its
most general sense” as “linguistic trans-
formation”s¢ and through an analysis of
three different levels of language, or lin-
guistic terminology.8” Grammatically, he
discusses the subject from the point of
view of linguistic merger and division,
polarity, and transcendence, being aware
that there are “other definitions of dia-
lectics”:% “reasoning from opinion”;
“the discovery of truth by. the give and
take of converse and redefinition”; “the
art of disputation”; ‘“‘the processes of
‘interaction’ between the verbal and the
non-verbal”; “the competition of codp-
eration or the codperation of competi-
tion”; ‘“the spinning of terms out of
terms”; “the internal dialogue of
thought”; “any development . . . got by
the interplay of various factors that mu-
tually modify one another, and may be
thought of as voices in a dialogue or
roles in a play, with each voice or role
in its partiality contributing to the de-
velopment of the whole”; “the place-
ment of one thought or thing in terms
of its opposite”; “the progressive or suc-
cessive development and reconciliation
of opposites”; and “so putting questions
to nature that nature can give unequiv-
ocal answer.”s® He considers all of these
definitions as “variants or special appli-
cations of the functions”® of linguistic

s4 Ibid., pp. 88, 89.

85 Ibid., pp. 115-127; see, also, p. xiv.
86 A Grammar of Motives, p. 402.
87 4 Rhetoric of Motives, p. 183.

88 A Grammar of Motives, p. 402, 408.
89 Ibid., p. 403.

90 Ibid.

transformation conceived in terms of
“Merger and division,” “The three Ma-
jor Pairs: action-passion, mind-body, be-
ing-nothing,” and “Transcendence.”’™

Burke devotes 150 pages to the treat-
ment of the dialectics of persuasion in
the Rhetoric,?? in addition to extensive
treatment of it on the grammatical
level.?* Linguistic terminology is con-
sidered variously persuasive in its Pos-
itive, Dialectical, and Ultimate levels or
orders.* “A positive term is most un-
ambiguously itself when it names a vis-
ible and tangible thing which can be
located in time and place.”®> Dialecti-
cal terms “have no such strict loca-
tion.”?¢ Thus terms like “Elizabethan-
ism” or “capitalism” having no positive
referent may be called “dialectical.”®’
Often called “polar” terms,®® they re-
quire an “opposite”®® to define them
and are on the level of “action,” “prin-
ciples,” “ideas.”1° In an “ultimate or-
der” of terminology, there is a “guiding
idea” or “unitary principle.”1

From the point of view of rhetoric,
Burke believes that the “difference be-
tween a merely ‘dialectical’ confronting
of parliamentary conflict and an ‘ulti-
mate’ treatment of it would reside in
this: The ‘dialectical’ order would leave
the competing voices in a jangling rela-
tion with one another (a conflict solved
faute de mieux by ‘horse-trading’); but
the ‘ultimate’ order would place these
competing voices themselves in a hier-
archy, or sequence, or evaluative series,
so that, in some way, we went by a fixed
and reasoned progression from one of

91 Ibid., p. 402.

92 A Rhetoric of Motives, pp. 183-333.

93 A Grammar of Motives, pp. $23-443-

94 A4 Rhetoric of Motives, p. 183.
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these to another, the members of the en-
tire group being arranged developmen-
‘tally with relation to one another.”102
To Burke “much of the rhetorical
strength in the Marxist dialectic comes
from the fact that it is ‘ultimate’ in its
order,”1% for a “spokesman for the pro-
letariat can think of himself as repre-
senting not only the interests of that
class alone, but the grand design of the
entire historical sequence. . . .’

In his concept of a “pure persuasion,”
Burke seems to be extending the area of
rhetoric beyond its usual scope. As a
metaphysician he attempts to carry the
process of rhetorical appeal to its ulti-
mate limits. He admits that what he
means by “pure persuasion” in the “ab-
solute sense” exists nowhere, but be-
lieves that it can be present as a
motivational ingredient in any rhetoric,
no matter how “advantage-seeking such
a rhetoric may be.”1% “Pure persuasion
involves the saying of something, not
for an extraverbal advantage to be got
by the saying, but because of a satisfac-
tion instrinsic to the saying. It sum-
mons because it likes the feel of a sum-
mons. It would be nonplused if the
summons were answered. It attacks be-
cause it revels in the sheer syllables of
vituperation. It would be horrified if,
each time it finds a way of saying, ‘Be
damned,’ it really did send a soul to rot
in hell. It intuitively says, ‘This is so,’
purely and simply because this is so.”208
With such a concept Burke finds himself
at the “borders of metaphysics, or per-
haps better ‘meta-rhetoric’. . . .”"107

111

Of great significance to the rhetori-
cian is Burke’s consideration of the gen-

102 Jbid.

108 Ibid., p. 190.

104 Ibid., pp. 190, 191.
105 Ibid., p. 269.

108 Ibid.

107 Ibid., p. 267.

eral problem of motivation. Concerned
with the problem of motivation in liter-
ary strategy,’®® he nevertheless intends
that his observations be considered per-
tinent to the social sphere in general.1°®
He had observed that people’s conduct
has been explained by an “endless vari-
ety of theories: ethnological, geographi-
cal, sociological, physiological, historical,
endocrinological, economic, anatomical,
mystical, pathological, and so on.”11°
The assigning of motivgs, he concludes,
is a. “matter of appeal,”11t and this de-
pends upon one's general orientation.
“A motive is not some fixed thing, like
a table, which one can go to and look at.
It is a term of interpretation, and being
such it will naturally take its place with-
in the framework of our Weltanschauung
as a whole.”112 “To explain one’s con-
duct by the vocabulary of motives cur-

rent among one’s group is about as

self-deceptive as giving the area of a
field in the accepted terms of measure-
ment. One is simply interpreting with
the only vocabulary he knows. Onme is
stating his orientation, which involves a
vocabulary of ought and ought-not, with
attendant vocabulary of praiseworthy
and blameworthy.”112 “We discern situ-
ational patterns by means of the partic-
ular vocabulary of the cultural group
into which we are born.”1:* Motives are
“distinctly linguistic products.”%

To Burke, the subject of motivation is
a “philosophic one, not ultimately to be
solved in terms of empirical science.”1¢
A motive is a “shorthand” term for “sit-
uation.”?*” One may discuss motives on
three levels, rhetorical, symbolic, and

108 The Philosophy of Literary Form, p. %8.
109 Jbid., p. 105.

110 Permanence and Change, p. 47.

111 Ibid., p. 88.

112 Jbid,
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114 Ibid., p. 5e2.

115 Jbid.

116 4 Grammar of Motives, p. xxiii.

117 Permanence and Change, p. 44.
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grammatical.}® One is on the “gram-
matical” level when he concerns himself
with the problem of the “intrinsic,” or
the problem of ‘“substance.”:1® “Men’s
conception of motive . . . is integrally
related to their conception of substance.
Hence, to deal with problems of motive
is to deal with problems of substance.”12°

On the “grammatical” level Burke
gives his most profound treatment of
the problem of motivation. Strongly
allied with the classicists throughout all
his works in both his ideas and his
methodology, Burke shows indebtedness
to Aristotle for his treatment of motiva-
tion. Taking a clue from Aristotle’s con-
sideration of the “circumstances” of an
action,’?* Burke concludes that “In a
rounded statement about motives, you
must have some word that names the
act (names what took place, in thought
or deed), and another that names the
scene (the background of the act, the
situation in which it occurred); also,
you must indicate what person or kind
of person (agent) performed the act,
what means or instruments he used
(agency), and the purpose.’?2 Act,
Scene, Agent, Agency, Purpose become
the “pentad” for pondering the prob-
lem of human motivation.’?® Among
these various terms grammatical “ratios”
prevail which have rhetorical implica-
tions. One might illustrate by saying
that, for instance, between scene and act
a logic prevails which indicates that a
certain quality of scene calls for an anal-
ogous quality of act. Hence, if a situa-
tion is said to be of a certain nature, a
corresponding attitude toward it is im-
plied. Burke explains by pointing to
such an instance as that employed by a

118 4 Grammar of Motives, p. 465.

119 I¥id.

120 Ibid., p. 337.

121 Ethica Nicomachea, tr. by W. D. Ross,
I11, i, 16.

122 4 Grammar of Motives, p. Xv.

123 Jbid,

speaker who, in discussing Roosevelt’s
war-time power exhorted that Roose-
velt should be granted “unusual pow-
ers” because the country was in an “un-
usual international situation.” The
scene-act “ratio” may be applied in two
ways. “It can be applied deterministi-
cally in statements that a certain policy
had to be adopted in a certain situation,
or it may be applied in hortatory state-
ments to the effect that a certain policy
should be adopted in conformity with
the situation.”?* These ratios are “prin-
ciples of determination.”*? The pentad
would allow for ten such ratios: scene-
act, scene-agent, scene-agency, scene-
purpose, act-purpose, act-agent, act-agen-
cy, agent-purpose, agent-agency, and
agency-purpose.i?¢ Political commenta-
tors now generally use sifuation as their
synonym for scene, “though often with-
out any clear concept of its function as a
statement about motives.”’1%7

Burke draws his key terms for the
study of motivation from the analysis of
drama. Being developed from the an-
alysis of drama, his pentad “treats lan-
guage and thought primarily as modes
of action.”'?2 His method for handling
motivation is designed to contrast with
the methodology of the physical sciences
which considers the subject of motiva-
tion in mechanistic terms of “flat cause-
and-effect or stimulus-and-response.’”12°
Physicalist terminologies are proper to
non-verbalizing entities, but man as a
species should be approached through
his specific trait, his use of symbols.
Burke opposes the reduction of the hu-
man realm to terms that lack sufficient
“coordinates”’; he does not, however,
question the fitness of physicalist termi-

124 Ibid., p. 13.

126 Ibid., p. 15.

126 Ibid.

127 Ibid., p. 13.

128 Ibid., p. xxii.

129 The Philosophy of Literary Form, pp.
103, 106,
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nologies for treating the physical realm.
According to Burke, “Philosophy, like
common sense, must think of human
motivation dramatistically, in terms of
action and its ends.”*¢ ‘“Language be-
ing essentially human, we should view
human relations in terms of the linguis-
tic instrument.”13t His “vocabulary” or
“set of coordinates” serves “for the inte-
gration of all phenomena studied by the
social sciences.”132 It also serves as a
“perspective for the analysis of history
which is a ‘dramatic’ process. . . .”"133

One may wonder with Charles Morris
whether “an analysis of man through
his language provides us with a full
account of human motives.”13¢ One
strongly feels the absence of insights
into motivation deriving from the psy-
chologists and scientists.

v
Burke is not only philosopher and

theorist; he has applied his critical prin--

ciples practically to a great number of
literary works. Of these, three are of
particular interest to the rhetorician. In
two instances, Burke attempts to ex-
plain the communicative relationship
between the writer and his audience.
Taking the speech of Antony from
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar,®> Burke ex-
amines the speech from “the standpoint
of the rhetorician, who is concerned
with a work’s processes of appeal.”1%¢ A
similar - operation is performed on a
scene from Twelfth Night.'s
Undoubtedly one of his most straight-
forward attempts at analysis of a work

180 4 Grammar of Motives, pp. 55, 6.

131 Ibid., p. 317.

132 The Philosophy of Literary Form, p. 105.

138 Ibid., p. 317.

184 Charles Morris, “The Strategy of Kenneth
Burke,” The Nation, CLXIII (July 27, 1946),
106.

135 “Antony in Behalf of the Play,” Philoso-
phy of Literary Form, pp. 320-343.

186 Ibid., p. 330.

187 “Trial  Translation

3 (from
Night),” Ibid., pp. 344-849-

Twelfth

of “literature for use,” occurs in an essay
on “The Rhetoric of Hitler's ‘Bat-
tle” "8 “The main ideal of criticism,
as I conceive it,” Burke has observed,
“is to use all that there is to use.”t®® “If
there is any slogan that should reign
among critical precepts, it is that ‘cir-
cumstances alter occasions.” "4 Con-
sidering Mein Kampf as “the well of
Nazi magic,”*** Burke brings his knowl-
edge of sociology and anthropology to
bear in order to “discover what kind of
‘medicine’ this medicine-man has con-
cocted, that we may know, with greater
accuracy, exactly what to guard against,
if we are to forestall the concocting of
similar medicine in America.”2 He
considers Hitler’s “centralizing hub of
tdeas”1*8 and his selection of Munich
as a “mecca geographically located”14
as methods of recruiting followers “from
among many discordant and divergent
bands. . . .45 He examines the symbol
of the “international Jew’14¢ as that “of
a common enemy,”'*" the * ‘medicinal’
appeal of the Jew as scapegoat. . . ."148

His knowledge of psychoanalysis is
useful in the analysis of the *“sexual
symbolism” that runs through the book:
“Germany in dispersion is the ‘de-
horned Siegfried” The masses are ‘fem-
inine. As such, they desire to be led by
a dominating male. This male, as ora-
tor, woos them—and, when he has won
them, he commands them. The rival
male, the villainous Jew, would on the
contrary ‘seduce’ them. If he succeeds,
he poisons their blood by intermingling
with them. Whereupon, by purely asso-

188 Ibid., pp. 191-220.
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140 Jbid.
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ciative connections of ideas, we are
moved into attacks upon syphilis, pros-
titution, incest, and other similar mis-
fortunes, which are introduced as a kind
of ‘musical’ argument when he is on the
subject of ‘blood poisoning’ by inter-
marriage or, in its ‘spiritual’ equivalent,
by the infection of ‘Jewish’ ideas. ..."”14°

His knowledge of history and relig-
ion is employed to show that the “mate-
rialization” of a religious pattern” is
“one terrifically effective weapon . . . in
a period where religion has been pro-
gressively weakened by many centuries
of capitalist materialism.”15°

Conventional rhetorical knowledge
leads him to call attention to the “pow-
er of endless repetition”;** the appeal
of a sense of “community”’;%2 the ap-
peal of security resulting from “a world
view” for a people who had previously
seen the world only “piecemeal”;1%* and
the appeal of Hitler’s “inner voice”1%
which served as a technique of leader-
people ‘““identification.”

Burke’s analysis is comprehensive and
penetrating. It stands as a superb ex-
ample of the fruitfulness of a method of
comprehensive rhetorical analysis which
goes far beyond conventional patterns.

CONCLUSION

Burke is difficult and often confusing.
He cannot be understood by casual
reading of his various volumes. In part
the difficulty arises from the numerous
vocabularies he employs. His words in
isolation are usually simple enough, but
he often uses them in new contexts. To
read one of his volumes independently,

149 Ibid.
150 Ibid., p. 194.
151 Ibid., p. 217.
152 Ibid.
153 Ibid., p. 218.
154 Ibid., p. 207.
155 Ibid.

without regard to the chronology of
publication, makes the problem of com-
prehension even more difficult because
of the specialized meanings attaching to
various words and phrases.

Burke is often criticized for “obscuri-
ty” in his writings. The charge may be
justified. However, some of the diffi-
culty of comprehension arises from the
compactness of his writing, the unique-
ness of his organizational patterns, the
penetration of his thought, and the
breadth of his endeavor. “In books like
the Grammar and the Rhetoric,” ob-
served Malcolm Cowley, “we begin to
see the outlines of a philosophical sys-
tem on the grand scale. . . . Already it has
its own methodology (called ‘dramatism’),
its own esthetics (based on the principle
that works of art are symbolic actions),
its logic and dialectics, its ethics (or pic-
ture of the good life) and even its meta-
physics, which Burke prefers to describe
as a meta-rhetoric.”15

One cannot possibly compress the
whole of Burke’s thought into an arti-
cle. The most that one can achieve is to
signify his importance as a theorist and
critic and to suggest the broad outlines
of his work. Years of study and contem-
plation of the general idea of effective-
ness in language have equipped him to
deal competently with the subject of
rhetoric from its beginning as a special-
ized discipline to the present time. To
his thorough knowledge of classical tra-
dition he has added rich insights gained
from serious study of anthropology, so-
ciology, history, psychology, philosophy,
and the whole body of humane letters.
With such equipment, he has become
the most profound student of rhetoric
now writing in America.

136 Malcolm Cowley, “Prolegomena to Ken-

neth Burke,” The New Republic, CXXII (June
5. 1950), 18, 19.
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