THE RHETORICAL LEGACY OF KENNETH BURKE

“What are they worrying about? Didn’t we explain that
 we have no warlike intentions?

-Kenneth Burke


Over the course of an incredibly long and productive career, Kenneth Burke (1897-1993) examined the ways of that most complex of all species: the “symbol-using, symbol mis-using animal” (Burke, 1966) His trackings of terminologies—of the ways we humans use and are used by them-- took him from language and literature through all of “human relations” to philosophy, religion, and words about words. His genius consisted in virtuoso readings, critical pathfindings, and theoretical breakthroughs, but his own words about words display a “stable instability” (Leff, 1989). 

More “convolutionist” than revolutionist,  Burke was as apt to treat a pun seriously as a piety mockingly. Worse yet, to many readers, he seemed to delight in what he himself called “gratuitous asides,” “benign casuistries,” “felicitous distortions,” “perspectives by incongruity.” For Burke’s critics these alleged misuses of language and logic are proof positive of the ultimate vacuousness of his philosophy. But for many of his defenders, Burke’s  comedic style—his puns and twists and extensions and asides--are indispensable components of an ironic, often self-ironic, comedic method.
  His lifelong friend Malcolm Cowley’s explanation, not entirely inconsistent with the other two, was that the man simply couldn’t help it. (Jay, 1988) He was an inveterate paradoxer, complexifier, tryer-oner of yet another metaphor-driven way of adding things up.

“Burkology”

Categorizing Burke-- “naming his number”--has never been easy, and surely wasn’t for Burke himself. These days he is often cast as a critical theorist—a “pre-postmodernist”(e.g., Crusius, 1999)--but in May of 1916 he told Cowley that he was “certain to take up exclusively the study of music.” (quoted in Selzer, 1996:185) That same year, his first publication—a free-verse poem—appeared in a magazine, and many others followed in its wake. Not without cause did Marianne Moore assert that he was “to begin with, a poet.” (Burke, 1968:Bookjacket)  On meeting Thomas Mann at Ohio State, he was inspired to translate Mann’s Death in Venice.  W.H. Auden would say of the published Modern Library translation, “This is it.” (quoted in Yagoda, 1980:67) Two years later, having transferred from Ohio State to Columbia, Burke gave up college entirely for the life of the Greenwich Village literary bohemian. There he would be schooled informally by some of the next college generation’s required reading, but at the price of suspending, and ultimately forfeiting, a credentialed academic career.  In the midst of the Depression, came a period of intense political activism, during which he would complain to Cowley of his need to “translate English into English.” (quoted in Wolin, 2001:79) The reference was to the seeming inability of his “fellow travelers” among American communist writers to recognize that Marxist “science” needed rhetorical adaptation to its American audiences.
 (Lentricchia, 1983)  Beginning in the forties there is yet another shift: less ideology, more methodology; a concerted effort at system-building for a writer temperamentally inclined toward system-undoing, including his own.

The one “permanence” amid all this change was Burke’s dedication to making a difference as a writer, but the writing transgressed the usual disciplinary boundaries. On the occasion of Burke’s receipt of the National Medal for Literature from the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1981, Richard Kostelanetz (1981:11) wrote that while he had no difficulty classifying  Counter-Statement (1931), The Philosophy of Literary Form (1941), and Language as Symbolic Action 1966) as literary criticism, the six other nonfictional works in the Burke corpus,  Permanence and Change (1935), Attitudes Toward History (1937), A Grammar of Motives (1945), A Rhetoric of Motives (1950), The Rhetoric of Religion (1961), and Dramatism and Development (1972) were “something else…sociology a bit, the theory of language a bit less, the contemplation of life a bit more.” These last books, he said, “are so diffuse, so unsystematic that they are not “philosophy” in any formal sense but something thoroughly idiosyncratic: Burkology.”
 

While Burke’s distinct blend of theory and social commentary  ranged over a dizzying array of subject matters—among them anthropology, linguistics, religion, oratory, fiction, history, economics, philosophy, and politics—it would be a mistake to think of any of his writings as purely disciplinary contributions, for he invariably brought to each object of his scrutiny an overarching interdisciplinary framework, and he consistently took from his engagements with the texts of a given field ideas that might help fertilize another.

Burke’s initial focus was upon the aesthetics of imaginative works, but by the thirties and forties he had greatly extended his reach with rhetorical, dramatistic and dialectical conceptions of language as symbolic action that circumscribed all life and literature within their domains. For Burke language was a repository of possibilities for thinking about and expressing an idea. By one’s choice of language one could conceal or reveal, magnify or minimize, simplify or complexify, elevate or degrade, link or divide. In language, then, there are “resources of ambiguity” which communicators of every kind will seek to exploit.
 But language also “thinks for us”:  it shapes our experiences of the world, our communication of those experiences, and their subsequent validation by others. Said Burke, the most important and most accessible facts about human beings are not to be found in what they do, or in their biologies and chemistries (as some maintain), but in their language, and in what they say about what they do. (Burke, 1966) Building on the classical trivium—rhetoric, by which to glimpse non-obvious meanings, methods and motives; grammar, by which to discern structures and transformations; and dialectic, by which to reach ever higher without loss of conceptual baggage—Burke’s own dialectic took him to the highest reaches of “logology,” the study of words about words, wherein vocabularies are seen as having “entelechial” potentialities for development and transformation, and wherein correspondences, say, between theological and secular conceptions of creation, sacrifice, conversion, salvation are studies “in their sheer formality” as observations about language per se. 

Burke’s influence on contemporary rhetorical theory and criticism is not entirely separable from his theories of dramatism, dialectics, and logology, and neither can it be divorced from his politics, his aesthetics, his metaphysics, and his comedic method. Indeed, the breadth of his rhetorical perspective-- his ability to read rhetoric into the larger historical currents of intellectual conversation and to infuse rhetorical theory with them may be his greatest rhetorical legacy. This essay charts Kenneth Burke’s influence on rhetoric’s “globalization” (Gaonkar, 1997) It is in the context of  the globalization movement that we can best appreciate his more specific contributions.

Burke and Rhetoric’s Globalization


Rhetoric’s “globalization” can best be understood as a project or intellectual movement, at the center of which is a proposed disciplinary reframing: from the study of rhetoric as a delimited object of study—as circumscribed by the classical tradition--to rhetoric as a perspective or set of perspectives on virtually all human acts and artifacts. Given impetus by the cataclysmic events of the sixties, it gained legitimacy at the NEH-sponsored,  Wingspread and Pheasant Run conferences on the future of rhetorical studies (Bitzer and Black, 1971). No longer would rhetorical study be confined to the civic arena, or to platform address or composition. Street protests would be fair game, even the violence-prone ghetto riots of the period. So too were the hip-swiveling gyrations of the latest rock stars. In fact, as some among the old guard still lament, virtually nothing was now off limits. The rhetoric of the vaginal orgasm? Why not?


It is easy to trivialize the globalization project as a knee-jerk response to the worst excesses of the sixties. It is also easy to ridicule globalization as a kind of intellectual imperialism, or as yet another example of the law the hammer, an ill-advised extension of rhetorical theory beyond what it was initially set up to accomplish, and beyond what it is able to do. (Gross and Keith, 1997) But Burke’s perspectivism
 was not so much a declaration that all communication is rhetorical as it was an invitation to explore pragmatically the possibilities—the implicit entelechial potential-- of viewing communicative acts and artifacts in this way.  Call it if you will the rhetorical hypothesis—that there is potential profit in pursuing rhetorical lines of inquiry to their farthest limits. 


Burke was by no means alone in the sixties in promoting a greatly expanded, perspectival approach to rhetoric. Wayne Booth was a kindred spirit; so too were Hugh Dalziel Duncan, Richard McKeon and Harold Zyskind. All presented papers at Wingspread. (Bitzer and Black, 1971) In fact, Burke was not invited to either conference. Still, his impact was pronounced and long overdue. Burke’s writings have had a major influence on what Richard Rorty referred to as the “rhetorical turn” in the human sciences. (Simons, 1995) This, broadly speaking, has been an effort to recast the human sciences in rhetorical terms, paralleling critiques of traditional philosophy’s longstanding commitments to objectivism and to one or another foundationalist presupposition (Nelson, Megill and McCloskey, 1987; Simons, 1989; 1990; Smith, 1997). The term is something of an ironic entitlement, inviting images of scholars as flatterers and deceivers, con artists and propagandists and raising all manner of embarrassing questions about relationships between science and ideology, scholarship and political practice. Never mind, then, that the term "rhetoric" is often used neutrally and even eulogistically as the study of how one ought to persuade; its very link to persuasion is a step down from images of "proof," "demonstration," "verification" and "falsification" that have been the watchwords of objec​tivism. And, while traditionalists might be heartened to learn that the project to re-conceive the human sciences has a reconstructive aspect--that it is not all criticism and deconstruction--still, our traditionalist might legitimately conclude that while the news from the rhetoric front is somewhat mixed, it is generally bad. 

Dilip Gaonkar (1990) has argued that Burke helped insure a future for the "rhetorical turn" in the human sciences by giving it a past. Still, that was by no means his only contribution to rhetoric’s globalization.  His exemplary readings of the rhetorical in the literary have become touchstones for others to follow. (Blakesley, 2001) His musings on power, hierarchy, and rhetoric provided clues to the constitutive functions of rhetoric (e.g., Charland, 2001; McGee, 1975) and placed him squarely in the Marxist/Gramscian tradition of ideology-critique. (Lentricchia, 1983). His analysis of “Hitler’s ‘Battle’” (Burke, 1941) was yet another touchstone, and one among his many contributions to understanding the rhetoric of social movements. His Rhetoric of Religion (1961), together with other of his later writings on language, power, and identity (e.g., Burke, 1966) have excited the rhetorical imaginations of post-modern theorists (McLemee, 2001).  


There is no “right” way to enter the Burke corpus on rhetoric. I will begin with the “Traditional Principles” essay in A Rhetoric of Motives, and, in the spirit of Burke, I’ll start with a specific example, which is what he was apt to do. The example is of four lines from Gray’s “Elegy.”:

Full many a gem of purest ray serene

The dark, unfathomed caves of ocean bear;

Full many a flower is born to blush unseen

And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

In Attitudes Toward History (1937) Burke had entertained the possibility that such “Poetic Categories” as epic and tragedy, comedy and burlesque, pastoral and the elegy could usefully be understood  as “frames of acceptance” and “frames of rejection” that evolved as strategic responses to audience and situation. But what did this seemingly innocent elegy have to do with rhetoric? 

Following William Empson, Burke’s interest here is in the subtle ways of mystification, as found in the conventions of love poetry and what Burke ([1950]1969:124) calls the “mimetics of social inferiority.” Poor Gray is not an aristocrat but a commoner. The lines allude, as Empson notes, to society’s neglect of such talents as Grays. Burke builds on Empson’s observation  that there are “latent political ideas” implicit in the poem’s expression of melancholic resignation. But then, “considering the ‘poetic’ lines rhetorically,” one might (Burke did!) add an additional possibility: that by his  expression of resignation (in the person of the unseen flower), the poet was making “a bid for preferment.”  “The sentiments expressed are thus a character reference, describing a person doubly reliable, since he doesn’t protest even when neglected.” (Burke, [1950]1969:125)  Isn’t there a possibility that the person of the poet might be “plucked” after all? “In an imaginative way the poem answers such questions as a personnel director would record in his files….” (125) 

Thus does Burke discover rhetorical motives alongside the political and the imaginative. 
“Traditional Principles of Rhetoric” is a long essay, sandwiched between a discourse on “The Range of Rhetoric” and a somewhat disordered treatment of Order.   Gaonkar (1990) characterized the essay as a “rescue operation,” an attempt at extending rhetoric’s reach and reclaiming its history without at the same time depriving it of its "mere​ness," its lack of epistemic or substantive grounding, its status as a Derridean supplement. Other contemporary writers, says Gaonkar, have found rhetoric's formal emptiness intolerable, but in seeking to provide it with a grounding, they have denied it its unique potential as a critical perspective on other disciplines. Gaonkar singles Burke out as one who has not sought to remake rhetoric into something more respectable. To the contrary, his rescue operation involves a "return of the repressed," a confrontation with rhetoric's dark, unheralded, sophistic side, as reflected in the writings of the early sophists, as well as of those such as Marx and Machiavelli, Ovid and Carlyle, whom Burke was at pains to include as part of rhetoric's intellectual history.

Without considering Gaonkar's intriguing case in detail, I think it can be said that Burke's reconceptualization of rhetoric's nature and scope, as well as his reconstitution of its history, are far more compatible with current thinking about the human sciences, including post-modern philosophy than is the traditional view. The reconceptualization takes rhetoric well beyond the artificial confines imposed upon it by neo-Aristotelians who have sought to tame it, Platonists who haughtily dismissed it, and post-Enlightenment scholars who generally managed to ignore it or emasculate it. Said Burke in his Preface to the Rhetoric of Motives ([1950] 1969:xiii):

In part, we would but rediscover rhetorical elements that had become obscured when rhetoric as a term fell into disuse, and other spe​cialized disciplines such as esthetics, anthropology, psychoanaly​sis, and sociology came to the fore (so that esthetics sought to outlaw rhetoric, while the other sciences we have mentioned took over, each in its own terms, the rich rhetorical elements that esthetics would ban).

Burke's consideration of rhetoric's nature and scope in the "Traditional Principles” essay begins traditionally enough with a view of Greco-Roman conceptions of rhetoric. There is, he notes, the dominant view of rhetoric as an art of persuasion for the civic arena, the counterpart, as Aristotle put it, of dialectic, which is dependent on ethics and politics for its judgments. But even as Burke presents this traditional view, one begins to discern problems with its demarcation criteria that will resurface with renewed importance in the nontraditional texts that he examines later in the essay. There is rhetoric as persuasion, but there is also rhetoric as invention, the principles of which may guide inquiry and judgment--and not just on matters of civic concern. There is the sense of rhetoric as persuasion to action, but there is also persuasion to attitude, implying a freedom of choice for the audience that might admit of poetic devices as part of rhetoric's arsenal of techniques. Similarly, there is the sense of rhetoric as designed to bend another (flectere) but also to move, form or mould another's opinions (movere). There is rhetoric as matter and manner, substance and form (in Cicero's terms, wisdom married to eloquence), but there is rhetoric as tech​nique only. There is rhetoric as rational reason-giving but there is rhetorical appeal to emotion or sentiment, in place of reason. There is rhetoric as "the competitive use of the cooperative" but there is also advantage-seeking through rhetoric for the sake of the other and oneself.

In surveying rhetoric's traditional range of meanings, Burke seemed to delight in its ambiguities, its dialectical potential for merger with or division from such other key concepts in Western thought as reality and appearance, reason and unreason, compulsion and choice, style and substance. Rhetoric is thus positioned as a central philosophical concept, raising for us many of the same questions as the sophists considered two thousand years ago. "Perhaps we should make clear," said Burke ([1950]1969:61-2)

We do not offer this list as a set of ingredients all or most of which must be present at once, as the test for the presence of the

rhetorical motive. Rather, we are considering a wide range of meanings already associated with rhetoric, in ancient texts; and we are saying that one or another of these meanings may be uppermost in some particular usage. But though these meanings are often not consistent with one another, or are even flatly at odds, we do believe 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 consub​stantiality, the appeal of identification. (61-2)        

Characteristic of Burke's approach to rhetoric is his treatment of Karl Marx and Jeremy Bentham in the "Traditional Principles" essay. Of A Rhetoric of Motives Burke had written that it would "help us take delight in the Human Barnyard, with its addiction to the Scramble, an area that would cause us great unhappiness were we not able to transcend it by appreciation, classifying and tracing back to their origins in Edenic simplicity those linguistic modes of suasion that often seem little better than malice and the lie." (442) As rhetorical critic, Burke's own "hermeneutic of suspicion" (he called it "linguistic skepticism," or, after Nietzsche, "the Art of mistrust") was by no means reserved for the more obvious Scramblers in the Human Barnyard; it was brought to bear in equal measure on the discourse of the Academy, and especially to those, such as Marx and Bentham, who purported to have privileged ways of knowing or communicating.

Typically, however, Burke has been a reclother rather than an unclother; his analyses demystify but do not debunk. This is part and parcel of his comedic method, discussed earlier. While the objects of his analyses are often reclothed in comic dress, he purports to being less interested in pronouncing a favorable or unfavorable judgment on a given work than in learning from it. This works well enough except when there is a need to express warrantable outrage.
 

As with Marx and Bentham, Burke repeatedly gleans ideas for rhetorical theory in his "Traditional Principles" essay from un​likely contributors, managing to cast them not only as rhetoricians (theorists of persuasion), but as rhetors (persuaders) in their own right. Of both Marx and Bentham, Burke writes that while rhetorical theory has traditionally presented itself as a science of speaking well on issues of civic concern, their "polemic emphasis might rather have led them to define rhetoric (or those aspects of it upon which they centered their attention) as: the knack of speaking ill in civic matters" (p. 101). Marx's major contribution to rhetorical theory, Burke argues, was to expose the workings of ideology (by which he meant capitalist ideology), and this he did quite well, little realizing, apparently, that the general principles of mystification that he articulated might apply equally well to Marxism itself.

But, of course, Marx's debunking project required that he present his own analysis as "science"--hence, above ideology--an objective ground against which capitalist ideology as figure could be seen for what it was. Bentham, like Marx, emerges as a rhetor in disguise and as a rhetorician despite himself--able to see other writings as rhetorical, but not his own, yet hardly to be dismissed for so ubiquitous a failing. Says Burke, Bentham's major contribution was to show how interests, attitudes, sentiments, and the like are revealed in the most innocent-seeming terms and expressions. Bentham called these "fallacies," "prejudices," "allegorical idols," and he sought in their place to formulate a scientifically neutral vocabulary of interests. But while Bentham was unable to do so, and indeed could not possibly have done so, he thereby wound up providing far better evidence of the rhetorical imperative than he would have had that been his intention.

Central to Burke's own theory of rhetoric is the concept of identifica​tion, understood broadly to include appeals—both conscious and unconscious-- to common ground and selec​tive namings of a thing's ostensible properties.
  The Freudian unconscious was, for Burke, one of several forms of unconsciousness. Just as individuals repress, so do entire societies remain blissfully unaware of the forms of mystification by which, as Marx put it, the ideas of the ruling class become the ruling ideas. As a social critic, writing out of his experience of two world wars and a depression, Burke was particularly attuned to forms of "misidentification" (i.e., "the knack of speaking ill"), including seemingly innocent or unintended forms of deception that lie outside rhetoric's traditional purview of concern. Hence his incorporation of Marx and Bentham into the "Traditional Principles" essay as well as a host of other figures not ordinarily accorded the status of rhetoricians. These include Carlyle on the tactical uses of clothing, Ovid on sexual gamesmanship, Empson on pastoral poetry as a social strategy, Diderot on courtly pantomimes, Rochefoucauld on hypocrisies, De Gourmont on the dissociation of ideas, Pascal on "directing the intention," Machiavelli on administrative rhetoric. Burke writes:

Particularly 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 notion 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 upon themselves and one another (p. xiv).

The concept of identifica​tion informs not just Burke's writings on political rhetoric,  but also his method of dialectics. Beginning as he does with the dialectical pair of being and appearance that was of such pivotal concern to the sophists, Burke's writings on dialectical merger (a kind of identification between ideas) and division should be of special interest to rhetoricians of scholarly discourse. ([1945]1968). Burkeian dialectics is to ideas as dramatism is to action, and in Appendix D to a A Grammar of Motives, Burke offers ideas on how to “construct” a dialectic: that is, on how to advance consideration of an issue. Entitled “Four Master Tropes,” the essay explores parallels between forms of thought and figures of speech.

Suppose, for example, that you are a first year instructor and new at the business of formulating a philosophy of pedagogy. Begin, says Burke, with a metaphor-driven perspective, a way of seeing, and take it to the end of the line. Your initial metaphor might be that of a Bentham-like neutrality that eschews bias of any kind. Without difficulty you should be able to come up with exemplars of pedagogic neutrality, a highly factual lecture that you once attended or leadership of a seemingly evenhanded discussion. These synecdochic representations should advance consideration of the issue by enabling you to move back and forth between the specific and the general, the microcosmic and the macroscosmic. See how far you can take your case for pedagogic neutrality. But take care that you don’t reduce teaching to what it is not: e.g., to the movements of a calculating machine as it spews out sums. This kind of reduction, Burke says (controversially), is akin to metonymy. It is especially troubling when action is reduced to mere motion. 

On entertaining your initial perspective—in this case, a Bentham-like pedagogic neutrality, you may discover, as Burke did, the ways it may be promotive of the instructor’s interests in the guise of appearing objective. Having recognized its limitations, juxtapose it against opposing perspectives--other "partial truths," as he calls them. Consider now, in the spirit of Marx, a radical alternative: that a professor’s job is to profess, and in so doing to “liberate” students from their false consciousness. You will likely discover on exploring the implications of that perspective that it too has its limitations. Then see if you can find a dialectical perspective on perspectives--a meta-perspective--that honors the "sub-certainties" of each (and other pedagogic alternatives as well), perhaps reconciling them in such a way that what once seemed "apart from" now seems "a part of." You might, for example, invite discussion by your students of the very dilemma you are confronting as a teacher, presenting them with a suitably difficult synecdochal case. I call this “teaching the pedagogies” (Simons, 1994)  Operating dialectically in this way should help advance consideration of the question. But keep in mind that the new, ironic perspective is itself but one way of seeing, itself limited for that reason, itself in need of a comic corrective. The method of dialectic is thus never-ending, and, indeed, Burke's own theories have the quality of taking you  to the top of a mountain, only to have you and him come tumbling down. Nothing is stable in Burke, nothing foundational. But the trip up the mountain and the view from the top are nearly always worth the fall.

Conclusion: Toward a Reconstructive Rhetoric

Elsewhere I have argued for a reconstructive rhetoric, one that builds on, but moves beyond deconstructionist critiques of traditional philosophy in ways that answer to the need for reasoned and reasonable judgments on issues for which there can be no formal or final proof.  (Simons, 1990; 1995; forthcoming) How, if  language “uses us” can we justifiably reclaim a sense of human agency? How, in the face of limits on our ability to know, and to know that we know, can we adjudicate between competing reality claims, and competing ways of rendering them? How, if the human sciences are not simply an extension of the physical sciences, can we best reconfigure social thought? How can we choose between competing values (e.g., freedom vs. equality, national security vs. civil liberties) in the face of changing exigencies? How can we structure these and other conversations so that they are most likely to lead to wise and prudential judgments? And having arrived at these judgments, how can we convince others--objectivists included--to join with us?  
Questions of this sort are the province of rhetorical reconstruction.  Absent foundations, a reconstructive rhetoric will of necessity be unstable, self-questioning, reflexive--always in process of reconstituting itself in light of new historical saliencies and new habits of conviction. Its "truths," if there be any, will be situated, contextual, contingent, perspectival--true for particular purposes; true under a given set of circumstances; true assuming the validity of taken-for-granted premises. And it will continually be engaged in a politics of competing pluralisms, a parliament of voices about which voices to privilege, and about how to construct, array, compare, and assess the objects of its scrutiny, including the multiple and competing rationalities about rationality with which it must contend.
  
I have argued in this essay that the breadth of Burke’s rhetorical perspective, together with his distinctive ability to mine its potential across a wide array of disciplines has been his greatest rhetorical contribution. But in choosing the “Traditional Principles” essay as my primary text, I have, consistent with Gaonkar’s reading of it, featured Burke’s more deconstuctive, sophistic side.  What now of the reconstructive potential of Burkeian rhetoric? What positive contributions can it make?

      I think one “answer” is to be found in a merger of rhetoric with Burkeian dialectics, as in the foregoing example. The reconstructive potential of Burkeian rhetoric and dialectic has been commented upon by a number of writers. Hernadi (1987) singled Burke out as one who managed to be ironically self-reflexive without at the same time being self-deconstructive. I interpret Hernadi as suggesting that the various post-structuralist efforts at deconstructing founda​tionalism, objectivism, realism, and the like have trapped the deconstructionists them​selves in the vortex of their own ironic reversals. Part of the attraction of Kenneth Burke's brand of "new sophistic" is that it offers a humanistic alternative to an unreflexive objectivism and a self-debilitating nihilism, one that builds dialectically on an ironic recognition of our inherent limitations. Hernadi’s  view is echoed by Henderson (1999:153). Unlike de Man, who is “not dialectical enough,” Burkeian rhetoric makes room for discovery. Lentricchia (1983:33) offers a similar contrast. Burke offers “a liberating discourse—a dialectical rhetoric, not a simple negating language of rupture but a shrewd, self-conscious rhetoric that conserves as it negates.” There is, then, in Burke’s “dialectical rhetoric” a reconstructive potential: both an awareness of human limitations and the possibility of a "recovered" or "transcendent" self, capable of acting effectively upon the world, as inquirer, interpreter, critic, activist. Said Crusius (1999:64), by way of summation: “He shows us that we can relinquish the Cartesian subject without giving up the individual or the moral agent. We can retain a modest faith in reason while facing up squarely to the deeply irrational and nonrational sources of human motivation. We can also move beyond the negative use of rhetoric to deconstruct Philosophy to a constructive rhetoric of philosophy and philosophy of rhetoric.”

Thus rhetoric need not be just a hired gun. (Wess, 1996) And, if these writers are correct, rhetorical analysis need not be confined to deconstruction.  What emerges even from the “Traditional Principles” essay are the possibilities for a pragmatic, democratic rhetoric, one that is not confined to the public sphere but extends to other communities of discourse, such as the human sciences. Rhetoric deals in matters of judgment rather than certainty, but some judgments are better than others. Rhetoric cannot vouchsafe its judgments by appeal to an Archimedean court of last resort, but it can test them dialectically against competing perspectives in an orderly “parliament of voices.” Operating as it does in the Region of the Scramble, rhetoric is advantage-seeking, but not necessarily at the expense of others. Rhetoric often mystifies, but rhetorical criticism can help demystify.  Rhetoric is responsive to situation, but humans can also be makers of scenes. Burke certainly was, in every sense of that term.

This essay has featured Burke’s role in the “globalization” of rhetoric. That ambitious project awaits new “companions” to Burke, a next generation that can take Burke’s suggestive leads and follow them to the end of the line. Needed is clarification of terms in a field whose scope has been greatly expanded—i.e., better management of ambiguity. Needed are critical case studies from across the human sciences that are at once theory-guided and capable of yielding further theoretical development. Needed too is systematic comparison and contrast of the stories these studies tell us. This, I should emphasize, is not a call for a scientizing of rhetoric (or dialectical rhetoric) in Burke’s sense of that term.  Nor is it a plea for quantification or for a reigning in of Burkeian irony.  It is also a call for better utilization of the rhetorical legacy Burke has left us. 

The recently published Oxford Encyclopedia of Rhetoric (Sloane, 2001) contains no separate entries for individual rhetoricians, but its index provides a measure of Burke’s rhetorical legacy. Under “Kenneth Burke” we find: “on ambiguity, on audience, on composition, on contingency and probability, on criticism, on decorum, on deliberation, on dialectic, on ethos, on exhortation, on identification in rhetoric, impact on modern rhetoric, inference, logos, metaphor, metonymy, modern rhetoric, paradox of substance, perspective by incongruity, on phronesis, politics, politics, politics and rhetoric, secular piety, style, synecdoche.”  Save for five ancient Greeks and Romans—Aristotle, Cicero, Gorgias, Plato, and Quintilian—no other rhetorician, living or dead, comes close to receiving that number of indexical citations.

But should we conclude from  this counting procedure that Burke is “The Man”—that he is modernity’s and  post-modernity’s primary source of rhetorical insights? I think not. 

“B’jeez,” I can hear him saying. “Haven’t youz’n [a singularly Burkeian contraction] gone back to those post-Enlightenment thinkers I wrote about in that ‘Traditional Principles’ essay?  Nietzsche, Freud, Marx, and the rest were the real critical pathfinders; I was just their ‘translator.’ And if you’re looking for a modern-day Machiavelli, how about that Karl Rowe fella? He’s the best of the snake oil salesmen, so learn from him. That’s the way to go.”  
�A useful introduction to Burke’s comedic approach and to Burke himself is by way of his aphorisms. (Rueckert, 1982)  Many are to be found among the “Flowerishes” that appear as unmarked pages in his Collected Poems: 1915-67 (1968). We humans are foolish, he consistently suggests,  himself included. “We avoid being stupid in other ways by being stupid in ways of our own.”  “Even humility can go to one’s head.”  “Though he despised mankind, he dearly loved an audience.” “Why does a chicken cross the road to get to the other side?” Said William Rueckert (1982:2-3):


The aphorisms bear a lot of analysis and they tell us a lot about Burke. They all contain a kind of perspectival wisdom. They are cautionary. They reflect a mind that cannot help but perceive ironically, seeing around corners to crooked vision, seeing through to the ends of things where they reverse, and become something else (god as goal and goad), perceiving that, whether we like it or not, our ideas perfect themselves and we are “rotten with perfection.”.…Irony, reversal, laughter, end-of-the-lining, seeing around corners, seeing the backsides and insides of things while looking at the surfaces and outsides, and thinking of the low (say the urinary, fecal and sexual Demonic Trinity) as one looks and contemplates the high (say the Father, Son and Holy Ghost of the Divine Trinity)—this double, triple, multiple penetrating vision is one of the central characteristics of Burke from the beginning.





� Lentricchia views Burke as a model of cultural activism, a counter-hegemonic instrument of social change. The Burke that he chooses to highlight is a leftist, a Marxist of sorts, but one who is steeped in American pragmatism. Lentricchia sees Burke's entire career as exemplary, but he focuses, appropriately enough, on Burke's activist period of the twenties and thirties, and in particular on a highly controversial address by Burke, entitled "Revolutionary Symbolism in America," which Burke delivered in 1935 to the Communist-led American Writers' Congress. Here Burke made direct application of his own theorizing about rhetoric in proposing what to many of his more orthodox Marxist allies was absolute heresy: first, "that we take 'the people' rather than 'the worker' as our basic symbol of exhortation and allegiance; second, "that the imaginative writer seek to propagandize his cause by surrounding it with as full a texture as he can manage, thus thinking of propaganda not as an over-simplified, literal, explicit writing of lawyer's briefs, but as a process of broadly and generally associating his political alignment with cultural awareness in the large" (p. 93). Lentricchia’s essay, together with the 1935 address and the negative commentary on it by those in attendance are all assembled in Simons and Melia (1989). Although Burke was deeply wounded at the time by the reproach of his comrades-in-words, he told Melia and me afterwards he wouldn’t change a single word.  


� Coinage of the term Burkology is Hyman's--to which Burke replied in a poem that this was one subject he consistently flunked. Hyman (1955) had defined it as an attempt "to do no less than to integrate all man's knowledge into a workable, critical frame."


� Burkeian dramatism is concerned with account-givings of all sorts, whether practical, poetic, or philosophical. It alerts us to the “strategic spots at which ambiguities necessarily arise” in the imputation of motives. (Burke, 1969:xviii)  Drama involves conflict, purpose, reflection, choice—hence the need to focus on human action  (e.g., winks), as opposed to mere motion (e.g., the typical blink).  “Act” in turn implies scene, agent, agency, and purpose—the other terms of his dramatistic pentad. (Burke, [1945]1969). A fully rounded analysis of the rhetoric of any given wink (or of the wink as a rhetorical form) would require consideration of all five pentadic elements, including its possibilities for linguistic transformation. “Distinctions,” says Burke, “arise out of a great central moltenness, where all is merged. They might have been thrown from a liquid center to the surface where they have congealed. … From the central moltenness, where all the [pentadic] elements are fused into one togetherness, there are thrown forth, in separate crusts, such distinctions as between freedom and necessity, activity and passiveness, cooperation and competition, cause and effect, mechanism and teleology.” (xix)  


� The notion of entelechial potential in Burke is a metaphorical take on Aristotelian biology, with its notion of telos or purpose. Just as an acorn has the telos or entelechial potential to become an oak, so do ideas contain the seeds of their own transformation. Follow the logical or poetic implications of even the noblest idea and you are likely to find it becoming “rotten with perfection.”  This is nicely illustrated in “Cat’s Cradle,” a song written by Burke’s grandson , Harry Chapin. It is a song, says Stan Lindsay (1998), about entelechial potential, about a father who has made the idea of career more important than family.  But one need not make moral judgments in doing entelechial analysis. Indeed, the potential for linguistic transformation is rooted in the idea of “substance.” Says Burke, while “substance” is generally used to refer to what something “is”—its essence or intrinsic nature—the word refers etymologically to something outside the thing, something extrinsic to it, and therefore that which it is not, but by which we understand it; namely, that which stands under it, its sub-stance. (Burke, ([1950]1969) Burke’s paradox of substance underscores the importance of  context in relation to text, helps us see context (and contexts of contexts) as a kind of text,  and prefigures post-structuralism’s dictum that there may be nothing outside the text. 


� Perspectivism (or perspectivalism) generally denotes a kind of relativism in which  “truths” are ungrounded, partial, limited, a function (at least in part) of  one’s epistemic framework or way of seeing. (Smith, 1997) But it is important to add that Burke was not committed to any one perspective on a matter, believing, rather, that insight could be gained by viewing it from multiple perspectives. Likewise, Burke’s “principle of recalcitrance” held that some things were indisputably real, and in that sense not a matter of perspective. (Burke, 1969) Does Burke’s perspectivism square with his realism? Trevor Melia (1989:57) makes the case eloquently:


The symbol-using animal is entirely subject to the forces that control nature and, as such, is a part of the scene. Such is man’s genus. But, according to Burke, man is differentiated—is apart from the scene—in his unprecedented symbol-using abilities. Such is man’s genius. Our genius drives us to produce “science,” to name the scene from which we arose, and even to so endow that scene with the spirit of our own genius that things can become, for us, the signs of words.


   


� The issue of warrantable outrage came to a head at the conference on “The Legacy of Kenneth Burke” in 1984 (Simons and Melia, 1989) and then resurfaced in the July 1986 issue of the Kenneth Burke Society Newsletter. I argued that Burke’s comedic method de-authorizes its direct expression.  Burke had admonished us to give up our pretensions to superiority over others, pairing our virtue against their madness or badness. Humane enlightenment, said Burke ([1937]1961:41), "can go no further than in picturing people not as vicious, but as mistaken. When you add that people are necessarily mistaken, that all people are exposed to situations in which they must act as fools, that every insight contains its own special kind of blindness, you complete the comic circle, returning again to the lesson of humility that underlies great tragedy."


	I like these sentiments of Burke's. I see his call for humility as the great antidote to an energizing but often dangerous form of melodramatic storytelling (or criticism) in which all good rests with one side, all evil with the other. Comedy, said Burke, offers the maximum in “forensic complexity.” No hand of fate, no Deus et Machina, to intervene. Just people with their ego needs and foibles getting life terribly mixed up.  But how do you warrantably generate outrage in others if the people whose actions you object to are foolish rather than vicious? And if you don’t generate outrage, how can you mobilize people for action against Evil and in behalf of the Good?  The answer, it would appear, is that you can’t. Melodrama appeals for that very reason.  The conundrum wasn’t resolved in the Burke Society Newsletter and continues to be debated. A possible clue to its partial resolution consists in distinguishing between the initial impulse to outrage (usually in need of a comic corrective) and impassioned critique following upon comedic self-examination. 


� Burke’s general position on the “biases” inherent in language choice is expressed most memorably in a little gem of an essay entitled “Terministic Screens.”  (Burke, 1966). Every such selection, he asserts, necessarily deflects as it reflects. To which it might be added that every injection of Burke requires a corresponding rejection of objectivism.


� Debates flare up periodically among  Burkeians as to the “precise meaning” of identification in the Burke scheme of things. It is precisely the wrong question to ask of Burkeians. A highly abbreviated chart of meanings and examples, applicable to post-9/11 rhetoric, might include the following:


Appeal to shared beliefs, values or attitudes. “We stand for freedom.”


Appeal to shared memberships (“Fellow Americans”)


Shared opposition (“Axis of Evil”)


“Mine enemy’s enemy is my friend”  (e.g., The Northern Alliance, as against the Taliban) 


Flattery  (“Our brave fighting men and women”)


Encouraging opposition to a group by identifying things we hate with things they like (e.g., “Did you know that the North Koreans eat raw fish heads?”)


Embodying an object of mimetic identification (Being photographed with firemen on the scene at the Trade Towers in the wake of their collapse)


Identifying hypothetically or conditionally; taking the perspective of the other (“If you want to be re-elected, you should…”)


Selective naming (Bush is a Texan)


Finding any common “substance” from which X and Y derive shared meaning (“We Americans and Israelis who have witnessed the dark face of terrorism”)
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