kenneth burke language as symbolic action

kenneth burke language as symbolic action provides a foundational understanding of how humans use
language not merely to communicate facts, but to engage in purposeful, often strategic, behavior. This
seminal concept, championed by the influential literary critic and philosopher Kenneth Burke, posits
that language is intrinsically tied to human action and motivation. By viewing language as a form of
"symbolic action," Burke offers a powerful lens through which to analyze rhetoric, social dynamics, and
even individual psychology. This article will delve into the core tenets of Burke's theory, exploring its
implications for understanding communication, conflict, and the construction of social reality. We will
examine how language functions as a tool for persuasion, identification, and the navigation of complex
human relationships, offering insights into everything from political discourse to everyday

conversations.

Understanding Kenneth Burke's Concept of Language as

Symbolic Action

The Core Proposition: Language as Action, Not Just Reflection

At its heart, Kenneth Burke's theory of language as symbolic action challenges the traditional view of
language as a passive mirror reflecting pre-existing reality. Instead, Burke argues that language is an
inherently active force, a tool through which humans "do things." This "doing" encompasses a vast
spectrum of human behavior, from expressing emotions and forging relationships to persuading others
and shaping societal norms. The very act of using symbols, Burke contends, is a form of action that
influences both the speaker and the listener, as well as the broader social context in which the
communication occurs. This active nature means that every utterance carries potential consequences

and contributes to the ongoing construction of meaning and social order. Understanding this distinction



is crucial to grasping the full scope of Burke's influential perspective on communication.

Differentiating Symbolic Action from Mere Communication

While communication is a component of symbolic action, Burke's concept extends far beyond simply
transmitting information. Mere communication might focus on the clarity and accuracy of a message,
aiming for efficient information transfer. Symbolic action, however, emphasizes the performative and
motivational aspects of language. It acknowledges that words are not neutral conveyors of data but are
loaded with intentions, values, and the potential to elicit specific responses. For example, a simple
statement like "The sky is blue" can be mere communication. However, if uttered with a certain tone, in
a particular context, or as part of a larger argument, it becomes symbolic action, aiming to establish a
shared reality, influence perception, or even provoke a particular feeling. The distinction lies in

recognizing the inherent agency and persuasive power embedded within language use.

The Triadic Relationship: Scene, Agent, and Purpose

Burke's dramatistic pentad provides a framework for analyzing symbolic action by identifying five key
elements that constitute any human action, including those expressed through language: Scene,
Agent, Act, Agency, and Purpose. While the pentad offers a comprehensive analytical tool, for
understanding language as symbolic action, the interplay of Scene, Agent, and Purpose is particularly
illuminating. The Scene refers to the context or background of the action, encompassing the physical,
social, and cultural environment. The Agent is the actor or perpetrator of the action, the individual or
group using language. Purpose signifies the ultimate goal or motivation behind the linguistic act. The
way these elements interact—how the scene shapes the agent's use of language to achieve a specific

purpose—is central to Burke's theory.



Language as a Means of Identification and Division

The Principle of Identification: Bridging the Symbolic Divide

A cornerstone of Burke's theory is the concept of identification. He argued that humans are
"vertiginously" separated by their unique experiences, beliefs, and perspectives, creating a
fundamental division. Language serves as the primary means by which we attempt to overcome this
inherent separation and forge connections. When we communicate, we seek to create common
ground, shared understanding, and a sense of belonging with others. This is achieved through various
linguistic strategies, such as employing shared values, ideologies, or even common slang. By
identifying with an audience, a speaker aims to build rapport, establish commonality, and foster a
sense of unity, making the audience more receptive to the speaker's message and intentions. This

process is not always conscious but is a fundamental driver of human interaction.

Consubstantiation: Achieving Shared ldentity Through

Language

Burke introduced the term "consubstantiation" to describe the process by which identification is
achieved. It refers to the metaphorical "substance" that is shared between individuals through
language. When we find common ground in beliefs, aspirations, or experiences, we are, in essence,
becoming "consubstantial" with one another. This shared substance creates a bond, enabling
persuasion and mutual understanding. Consubstantiation can occur through shared narratives,
common goals, or even the adoption of similar terminologies. For instance, members of a political
party might use specific jargon or slogans to reinforce their shared identity and differentiate themselves
from opposing groups. This linguistic bonding strengthens group cohesion and facilitates collective

action.



The Rhetoric of Division: Creating "Us" vs. "Them"

Conversely, language is also a powerful tool for division. By highlighting differences and emphasizing
what separates groups, speakers can create a sense of otherness and distinction. This "rhetoric of
division" often involves demonizing opponents, caricaturing their beliefs, or emphasizing perceived
threats. In political discourse, for example, the creation of an "us" versus "them" narrative is a common
tactic to mobilize a base and solidify support by casting opponents as fundamentally alien or
dangerous. Burke understood that while identification seeks to unify, division seeks to establish
boundaries and create distinct identities based on shared distinctions from others. This strategic use of

language can be highly effective in shaping group dynamics and influencing social perceptions.

Key Applications and Implications of Language as Symbolic

Action

Analyzing Persuasion and Propaganda

Kenneth Burke's framework offers profound insights into the mechanisms of persuasion and
propaganda. By understanding language as symbolic action, we can deconstruct how speakers
attempt to shape audiences' attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Propaganda, in this context, is seen as a
highly deliberate and often manipulative form of symbolic action designed to influence public opinion
towards a specific, often partisan, agenda. Analyzing the choices of words, the framing of arguments,
and the appeals to emotion and identity allows us to identify the underlying motivations and strategies
employed. Recognizing these patterns empowers individuals to critically evaluate persuasive messages

and resist undue influence, fostering a more informed and discerning public discourse.



Understanding Social Movements and Political Discourse

Social movements and political discourse are fertile ground for applying Burke's theories. The
language used by political leaders, activists, and organizations is not merely descriptive; it is inherently
action-oriented. It aims to mobilize supporters, persuade the undecided, and delegitimize opposition.
Burke's concepts of identification and division help explain how movements build solidarity among
members and differentiate themselves from established powers or rival groups. The shared symbols,
narratives, and values articulated within these contexts are crucial for fostering collective identity and
driving collective action. Examining the rhetoric of political campaigns, protest speeches, and policy
debates through the lens of symbolic action provides a deeper understanding of their aims and

impacts.

The Role of Language in Identity Formation

Our identities are not static entities but are actively constructed and maintained through our use of
language. Burke's theory highlights how the symbols we employ, the stories we tell about ourselves
and others, and the groups we associate with through linguistic means all contribute to shaping our
sense of self. By identifying with certain communities, adopting their linguistic norms, and internalizing
their values, we solidify our place within the social fabric. Conversely, our use of language can also be
a means of differentiating ourselves and asserting our unique individuality. The ongoing dialogue
between personal identity and social belonging is deeply intertwined with our engagement with

symbolic action.

Bridging Theory and Practice: Examples of Symbolic Action

To illustrate the practical application of Kenneth Burke's theories, consider the following examples of

language as symbolic action:



¢ A political campaign slogan that evokes patriotism and national pride aims to identify with voters'

sense of belonging and mobilize their support.

¢ A corporate advertisement that uses testimonials and appeals to aspiration seeks to create

consubstantiation between the consumer and the idealized image presented.

* A protest sign that clearly articulates grievances and demands acts as symbolic action to raise

awareness, unify participants, and pressure authorities.

* The use of specific jargon within a professional field or hobby group serves as a marker of in-

group identification and establishes shared expertise.

¢ A personal apology, beyond simply stating regret, uses carefully chosen words to convey

sincerity, take responsibility, and attempt to repair a damaged relationship.

These instances, among countless others, demonstrate how language functions not just as a means of
conveying information but as a potent force for shaping perceptions, forging connections, and driving

human behavior.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Kenneth Burke's concept of language as symbolic action, with short

descriptions:

1. Attitudes Toward History

This foundational work by Burke explores how people interpret and make sense of historical events
through language. He argues that our understanding of the past is not simply a factual recall but a
symbolic act shaped by our attitudes, beliefs, and the way we frame narratives. The book delves into
the rhetorical strategies used to persuade and mold public opinion about historical occurrences,

highlighting language's power to construct reality.



2. A Grammar of Motives

Burke presents his influential "dramatistic pentad” (Scene, Act, Agent, Agency, Purpose) in this
seminal text, offering a framework for analyzing human motivation through symbolic action. He posits
that all discourse can be understood as a form of drama, where language reveals underlying purposes
and intentions. This book provides a sophisticated toolkit for dissecting the intricate ways language

operates to justify, condemn, or explain human behavior.

3. Permanence and Change: An Anatomy of Purpose

In this exploration, Burke investigates the relationship between stability and transformation in human
society, viewed through the lens of language. He examines how symbolic systems both uphold existing
social orders and drive societal evolution. The book suggests that our purposes and motivations are
intrinsically tied to the language we use to define ourselves and our world, leading to shifts in

understanding and action.

4. The Rhetoric of Religion: Studies in the Humanities and the Social Sciences

Burke extends his theories to the realm of religious discourse, analyzing how religious language
functions as a system of symbolic action. He demonstrates that religious texts and practices are not
merely statements of belief but are deeply involved in shaping human identity and social behavior. This

work reveals the persuasive and motivating power inherent in the symbolic formulations of faith.

5. The Philosophy of Literary Form: Studies in Symbolic Action

This collection of essays showcases Burke's application of his symbolic action theory to the analysis of
literature. He argues that literary works are potent forms of symbolic action, capable of resolving or
transcending societal conflicts by offering new perspectives and imaginative solutions. The book
emphasizes how literature functions to provide imaginative sustenance and to engage readers in the

complex workings of human motivation.

6. Language as Symbolic Action: Essays on Life, Literature, and Method
As the title suggests, this compilation directly addresses Burke's central thesis, gathering essays that
explicate his understanding of language as a fundamental human activity. He meticulously

demonstrates how language is not a neutral conveyor of information but is inherently persuasive and



formative of human consciousness and action. This collection offers a comprehensive overview of his

enduring insights into the nature of communication.

7. The Rhetorical Tradition and Modern Rhetoric: Selected Papers

While not exclusively Burke, this collection often features his contributions or analyses of his work
within the broader history of rhetorical thought. It contextualizes his ideas on symbolic action within a
lineage of thinkers who understood persuasion and language's influence on human affairs. The essays
explore how Burke's approach offers a distinct and powerful way to understand the enduring principles

of rhetoric.

8. Counterstatement

In this earlier work, Burke lays some of the groundwork for his later theories, exploring the interplay
between poetic and rhetorical functions of language. He begins to articulate how symbolic forms can
serve not only aesthetic purposes but also functions of social persuasion and transformation. The book

examines how literary devices can be understood as a form of symbolic strategy.

9. Terms of Order: Political Language, Violence, and Social Order

This work, often drawing on Burke's principles, examines how political language is used to create,
maintain, or disrupt social order. It analyzes the symbolic strategies employed in political discourse,
highlighting how terms are deployed to define enemies, justify actions, and shape public perception.
The book demonstrates the potent role of language in managing conflict and establishing frameworks

for collective action.
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