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KENNETH BURKE, “DEFINITION OF MAN” (1963-1964)

Burke, Kenneth.  "Definition of Man."  Hudson Review 16 (1963-64): 491-514.  Rpt. in
Language as Symbolic Action: Essays on Life, Literature and Method.  Berkeley: U of
California P, 1966.  3-24.

I

Burke begins by arguing that a definition is “logically prior to the observations that it
summarises” (3) and that “insofar as all the attributes of the thing defined fit the
definition, the definition should be viewed as ‘prior’ in this purely nontemporal sense of
priority” (3).  He contends, too, that a definition should consist of “clauses” (3), each of
which should be “like a chapter head, under which appropriate observations might be
assembled, as though derived from it” (3).  He writes that he is offering his “Definition
of Man in the hope of either persuading the reader that it fits the bill, or of prompting
him to decide what should be added, or subtracted, or in some way modified” (3).

II

Burke’s first clause is: “Man is the symbol-using animal” (3). In support he offers two
anecdotes about birds (once concerning a bird trapped in a lecture-room, the other the
efforts of a mother bird to get a stubborn chick to leave the nest) in order to stress that
the difference between men and other animals is that the former makes use of symbols
which allows him to conceptualise and communicate with others.  He mentions three
consequences of the second incident in particular: first, that the “ability to describe this
method in words would have readily made it possible for all other birds to take over this
same ‘act’ of genius” (4); second, the “likelihood . . . that even one wren never used
this method again” (4 because the “ability to conceptualise implies a kind of attention
without which this innovation could probably not advance beyond the condition of a
mere accident” (4); and third, that because of their lack of symbols, birds a re”spare
our many susceptibilities to the ways of demagogic spellbinders” (4-5), for which
reason they “cannot be filled with fantastic hatreds for alien populations . . . or with all
sorts of unsettling new expectations” (5).  

Burke then stresses the implications of the claim that man is the ‘symbol-using
animal”: do we realise, he asks,

just how overwhelmingly much of what we mean by ‘reality’ has been
built up for us through nothing but our symbol systems?  Take away our
books, and what little do we know about history, biography, even
something so ‘down to earth’ as the relative position of seas and
continents?  What is our ‘reality for today (beyond the paper-thin line of
our own particular lives) but all this clutter of symbols about the past
combined with whatever things we know mainly through maps,
magazines, newspapers, and the like about the present?  In school, as
they go from class to class, students turn from one idiom to another.  The
various courses in the curriculum are in effect but so many different
terminologies.  And however important to us is the tiny sliver of reality
each of use has experienced firsthand, the whole overall ‘picture’ is but a
construct of our symbol systems.  To meditate upon this fact until one
sees its full implications is much like peering over the edge of things into
an ultimate abyss.  (5)

In response, man “clings to a kind of naive verbal realism that refuses to realise the full
extent of the role played by symbolicity in his notions of reality” (5).  

Burke points out that we are normally ignorant of the “kind of relation that really
prevails between the verbal and the nonverbal.  In being a link between us and the
nonverbal, words are by the same token a screen separating us from the nonverbal”
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(5).  He points out, though, that “so much of the ‘we’ that is separated from the
nonverbal by the verbal would not even exist were it not for the verbal” (5) or
“symbolicity in general, since the same applies to the symbol systems of dance, music,
painting” (5), etc.  Moreover, language “referring to the realm of the nonverbal is
necessarily talk about things in terms of what they are not” (5).  Language is “but a set
of labels, signs for helping us find our way about” (5) but “even accuracy of this
powerful sort does not get around the fact that such terms are sheer emptiness, as
compared with the substance of the things they name” (5-6).  All symbols, verbal or
non-verbal such as dance, are merely “abstract” (6), rather than concrete in the
manner of things themselves.

What, Burke asks, is the source of any “bit of talking” (6)?  “Just where are the
words coming from?  Some of the motivation must derive from our animality, and some
from our symbolicity” (6).  He compares symbolicity with “brainwashing” (6) and
“ideology” (6), which is “like a god coming down to earth, where it will inhabit a place
pervaded by its presence.  An ‘ideology’ is like a spirit taking up its abode in a body: it
makes that body hop around in certain ways; and that same body would have hopped
around in different ways had a different ideology happened to inhabit it” (6).  He
mentions St. Paul’s dictum in this regard: “Faith comes from hearing” (qtd. in Burke, 6)
which is illustrated by the way in which the behaviour and outlook of Germans changed
in light of the shift towards Nazism after World War I.  

At this point, Burke expands the clause to: “symbol-using, symbol-making, and
symbol-misusing animal” (6).  With regards to the misuse of symbols, he has in mind
not only “demagogic tricks” (6), but “‘psychogenic illnesses,’ violent dislocations of
bodily motion due to the improperly criticised action of symbolicity” (6), e.g. hexes or
foods which are perfectly good for us but which one is taught to despise and, in
response to which, even to vomit.  When the “body rebels at such thoughts, we have a
clear instance fo the ways whereby the realm of symbolicity may affect the sheer
biologic motions of animality” (7).  This is why it is crucial to ask, which “motives derive
from man’s animality, which from his symbolicity, and which from the combination of
the two” (7).  

At this point he turns to Freud’s “stress upon the two processes of ‘condensation’
and ‘displacement’” (7) in the dream-work and physical symptoms.  These processes,
Burke contends, are “not confined merely to the symbolism of dreams and neuroses,
but are also an aspect of normal symbol systems” (7) because a “fundamental resource
‘natural’ to symbolism is substitution” (7), hence our use of the “paraphrase” (7),
“translation”  (7) (e.g. from “English into French, Fahrenheit into Centigrade” (7),
“abbreviation” (7), etc.  Perhaps all “language is an abbreviation radically” (8) in the
sense that if “I refer to Mr. Jones by name, I have cut countless corners, as regards the
particularities of that particular person” (8), or if I “give a book a title” (8), thereby
“leaving unsaid, all that is subsumed under that title” (8).  All of these are examples of
displacement.  Condensation takes the form of substituting the term “furniture” (8) for
“tables,’ ‘chairs,’ and ‘rugs’” (8) or “‘parents’ for ‘mother and father’” (8), etc.  Freud
helps us to understand how “once emotional involvement is added to symbolism’s
resources of substitution . . . the conditions are set for the symbol-using animal, with
its ailments both physically and symbolically engendered, to tinker with such varying
kinds of substitution as we encounter in men’s modes of penance, expiation,
compensation, paying of fines in lieu of bodily punishment, and cult of the scapegoat”
(8).  Substitution “sets the condition for ‘transcendence,’ since . . . the name for a thing
can be said to ‘transcend’ the thing named (by making for a kind of ‘ascent; from the
realm of motion and matter to the realm of essence and spirit)” (8).  A good example of
transcendence is the “subterfuges of euphemism” (8-9).  

Burke concludes this section by asserting that defining man as the symbol-using
animal “parallels the traditional formulas, ‘rational animal’ and Homo sapiens” (9). 
Where those labels are “honorific” (9), Burke’s definition “implies no such temptation to
self-flattery” (9) and is, rather, “more admonitory” (9); other definitions such as
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Aristotle’s “two-footed land-animal” (9) or Spinoza’s “featherless biped” (9) are
“inadequate because they would confine the horizon to the realm of motion” (9).

III

   Here, Burke offers the second clause: “Inventor of the negative” (9).  Though Burke
is uncomfortable with the idea that man ‘invents’ symbolicity or negativity – for it
“might be more accurate to say that language and the negative invented man” (9) –
Burke is concerned here with the “fact that there are no negatives in nature, and that
this ingenious addition to the universe is solely a product of human symbol systems”
(9), a view he derives from Henri Bergson in his Creative Evolution who contends that
“we cannot have an ‘idea of nothing’” (10) and must instead “imagine a black spot, or
something being annihilated, or an abyss” (10), etc.  The “negative is a function
peculiar to symbol systems” (9).  Though a table, for example, “is exactly what it is,
you could go on for the rest of your life saying all the things that it is not” (9).  The
negative is often used “with regard to unfulfilled expectations” (9): when I expect a
particular situation, but another occurs, “I can say that the expected situation did not
occur” (10) even though “so far as the actual state of affairs is concerned, some
situation positively prevails, and that’s that” (10).  Similarly, “I can ask, ‘Does the
thermometer read 54?’ And if it registers anything in the world but 54, your proper
answer can be ‘It is not 54.’  Yet there’s no such thing as it’s simply not being 54: it is
53, or 54, or whatever” (10).

Dramatistically-speaking, Burke wants to emphasise not the “propositional
negative, ‘It is not’” (10), but the “hortatory negative, ‘Thou shalt not’” (10), that is,
not as a “resource of definition or information, but as a command” (10).  Where he
agrees with Bergson that we cannot have an idea of nothing, Burke claims that “we can
have . . . an ‘idea of don’t” (10).  This negation – and that of “Laws” (11) in particular
which are “essentially negative” (11) (e.g. the distinctions in Property Law between
“mine” [11] and “not thine” [11]) – becomes the basis of our “character” (11) which is
“built of our responses (positive or negative) to the thou-shalt-not’s of morality” (11). 
For this reason, “all experience” (11) must “reflect the genius of this negativity” (11),
even though the “negative principle in morals is often hidden behind a realm of quasi-
positives” (11), as in the case of “monastic discipline” (11) where the monks’ myriad
“positive acts” (11) such as dish-washing are “ultimately guided or regulated by
proscriptive principles, involving acquiescence to vows consciously or conscientiously
taken” (11).  He cites, in this regard, his own The Rhetoric of Religion: “Action involves
character, which involves choice – and the form of choice attains its perfection in the
distinction between Yes and No (shall and shalt-not, will and will-not).  Though the
concept of sheer motion is non-ethical, action implies the ethical, the human
personality” (qtd. in Burke, 11).  

At this point, Burke turns his attention to the “role of antithesis I what are often
called ‘polar’ terms” (11) such as “true-false, order-disorder, cosmos-chaos, success-
failure, peace-war, pleasure-pain, clean-unclean, life-death, love-hate” (11), which are
to be “distinguished from sheerly positive terms” (11) like “‘table’” (11) which “involves
no thought of counter-table, anti-table, non-table, or un-table” (11).  He points out that
there is some uncertainty whether “in such paired opposites, the positive or the
negative member of the pair us ti be considered as essentially prior” (11-12), but
stresses that “all moral terms are of this polar sort” (12) and that “such positives and
negatives imply each other” (12).  He opts ultimately for the “negative as in principle
prior” (12), though his reasons for so doing are a little unclear.

Burke argues that there is an “implied sense of negativity in the ability to use
words at all.  For to use them properly, we must know that they are not the things they
stand for” (12).  Moreover, “since language is extended by metaphor which gradually
becomes the kind of dead metaphor which we call abstraction, we must know that
metaphor is not literal” (12).  In addition, we “cannot use language maturely until we



4Richard L. W. Clarke LITS3301 Notes 06A

are spontaneously at home in irony (12) as when “if the weather is bad, and someone
says, ‘What a beautiful day!’ we spontaneously know that he does not mean what he
says” (12).  “Dramatic irony . . . carries such a principle of negativity to its most
complicated perfection” (12).  There is also negativity implied by the existence of all
religions which are “so often built antithetically to other persuasions” (12).  Even the
pervasive threat of nuclear war and the other “positive powers developed by the new
technoloy” (12), he argues, “have introduced a vast new era of negativity” (12-13):
“some of man’s greatest acts of genius are in danger of transforming millions and
millions of human agents into positive particles of sheer motion” (12) for which reason
we must hasten to “develop the controls (the negatives, the thou-shall-not’s) that
become necessary, if these great powers are to be kept from getting out of hand” (13). 
To this “ultimate man-made suicide” (13) is opposed a “kind of positive technologic
threat” (13) in the form of the “current ‘population explosion’” (13) which in earlier
years was “solved automatically by plagues, famines, high rate of infant mortality, and
such” (13).  Now, the “positive resources of technology have undone much of those
natural ‘adjustments” (13), hence the need for “greater deliberate limitation of off-
spring” (13).  

IV

Burke’s “third clause” (13) is “Separated from his natural condition by instruments of
his own making” (13).  This “concerns the fact that even the most primitive of tribes
are led by inventions to depart somewhat from the needs of food, shelter, sex, as
defined by the survival standards of sheer animality” (13).  The “implements of hunting
and husbandry, with corresponding implements of war, make for a set of habits that
become a kind of ‘second nature’” (13).  This clause is “designed to take care of those
who would define man as the ‘tool-using animal’ (homo faber, homo economicus, and
such).  He admits that there is a “close tie-up” (13) between tools and language, the
development of the former requiring a “kind of attention not possible without symbolic
means of conceptualisation” (14) and the absence of the “‘reflexive’ dimension” (14) in
the use made by animals like apes or bees of “certain rudiments of symbolism and
rudimentary tools” (14).  Moreover, bees may use certain “dancelike motions” (14) to
“spread information about the distance and direction of a newly discovered food supply”
(14), but “we should hardly expect ever to find that student bees are taught the
language by teacher bees, or that there are apiaries where bees formulate the grammar
and syntax of such signalling” (14).  

If there are such similarities between symbols and tools, Burke wonders, why
prioritise the former?  This choice, he argues, is “implicit in the very act of definition
itself” (14).  “Inasmuch as definition is a symbolic act, it must begin by explicitly
recognising its formal grounding in the principle of definition as act.  In choosing any
definition at all, one implicitly represents man as the kind of animal that is capable of
definition (that is to say, capable of symbolic action)” (14).  Though one may see the
“powers of speech and mechanical invention as mutually involving each other” (14), the
“gifts of symbolicity” (14) are the “‘prior’ member of the pair” (14).  What is more,
those who “begin with the stress upon tools proceed to define language itself as a
species of tool.  But though instrumentality is an important aspect of language, we
could not properly treat it as the essence of language” (15), which would be “like
defining metals as species of tools” (15), or “sticks and stones simply as primitive
weapons” (15).  The “instrumental value” (15) of language is important and may have
even “been responsible for the survival of language itself (by helping the language-
using animal to survive)” (15), but it is better to follow Edward Sapir, Burke argues,
and think of language as a “collective means of expression” (qtd. in Burke, 15) . 
Language is a “species of action, symbolic action – and its nature is such that it can
never be used as a tool” (15).  

Man’s “toolmaking propensities” (15) result in the “complex network of material
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operations and properties, public or private, that arise through men’s ways of
livelihood” (15) and the “different classes of society that arise through the division of
labour and the varying relationships to the property structure” (15) which is the subject
of the fourth clause.

V

Burke’s fourth clause is “Goaded by the spirit of hierarchy” (15) or, better, “Moved by a
sense of order” (15), under which “would fall the incentives of organisation and status”
(15).  In other books of his, such as The Rhetoric of Motives and The Rhetoric of
Religion, Burke addressed the “relation between social hierarchy and mystery, or guilt”
(15) and “original sin” (15).  To the “extent that a social structure becomes
differentiated, with privileges to some that are denied to others, there are the
conditions for a kind of ‘built in’ pride.  King and peasant are ‘mysteries’ to each other. 
Those ‘Up’ are guilty of not being ‘Down,’ those ‘Down’ are certainly guilty of not being
‘Up’” (15).  Here, “man’s skill with symbols combines with his negativity and with the
tendencies towards different modes of livelihood implicit in the inventions that make for
division of labour, the result being definitions and differentiations and allocations of
property protected by the negativities of the law” (15).  What Burke terms “ideas of
social mystery” (15) becomes interwoven with “ideas of cosmic mystery” (16), as
illustrated in the “grotesque fictions of Franz Kafka” (16), or the multifarious “use of
the word ‘Lord,’ to designate sometimes the Deity and sometimes an aristocrat” (16),
or Dante’s Divine Comedy.  These are different examples designed to suggest the
“conceiving of supernatural relations after the analogy of a social ladder” (16).  

VI

Burke concludes with a summation ending in the form of what he calls a “codicil” (16):
Man is
the symbol-using (symbol-making, symbol-misusing) animal
inventor of the negative (or moralised by the negative)
separated form his natural condition by instruments of his own making
goaded by the spirit of hierarchy (or moved by the sense of order)
and rotten with perfection.  (16) 

The last (‘and rotten with perfection’) is his fifth and final clause which he wants to
“explain and justify” (16) here.  

Burke argues that the “principle of perfection is central to the nature of
language as motive” (16) because the “mere desire to name something by its ‘proper’
name, or to speak a language in its distinctive ways is intrinsically ‘perfectionist” (16). 
He asks, “What is more ‘perfectionist’ in essence than the impulse, when one is in dire
need of something, to so state this need that one in effect ‘defines’ the situation?” (16). 
Even the poet and his “cunning ways of distorting language” (16) does so “with
perfectionist principles in mind” (16), even though his “ideas of improvement involve
recondite stylistics twists” (16).  He draws on the “Aristotelian concept of the
‘entelechy,’ the notion that each being aims at the perfection natural to its kind” (17),
but seeks to confine his “use of the principle to the realm of symbolic action” (17):
hence, there is a “principle of perfection implicit in the nature of symbolic systems; and
in keeping with his nature as a symbol-using animal, man is move by this principle”
(17).

At this point, he considers Freud’s substitution, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle,
of the “repetition compulsion” (17) for any notion that “in man there dwells an impulse
towards perfection, which has brought him to the present heights of intellectual
prowess and sublimation” (qtd. in Burke, 17).  (Burke, however, points out a
contradiction in Freud’s argument when, just a little later, he says that the “repressive
instinct never ceases to strive after its complete satisfaction” [17].)  By ‘repetition
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compulsion, Freud has in mind, for example, “people with whom every human
relationship ends in the same way” (qtd. in Burke, 17), including “benefactors whose
protégés . . . invariably after a time desert them in ill-will” (qtd. in Burke, 17), “men
with whom every friendship ends in the friend’s treachery” (qtd. in Burke, 17) and
“lovers whose tender relationships with women each and all run through the same
phases and come to the same end” (qtd. in Burke, 17). He defines it as the “neurotic
attempt to so shape one’s life that some earlier unresolved problem is lived over and
over again” (18).  It is a “destiny compulsion” (qtd. in Burke, 18) in that the “sufferer
unconsciously strives to form his destiny in accordance with this earlier patter” (18). 
Burke’s point is that such a compulsion should not be “viewed as antithetical to the
‘principle of perfection’” (18) precisely because the “sufferer is exerting almost
superhuman efforts in the attempt to give his life a certain form, so shaping his
relations to people in later years that they will conform perfectly to an emotional or
psychological pattern already established in some earlier formative situation” (18). 
This is the perfect illustration of the “drive to make one’s life ‘perfect,’ despite the fact
that such efforts at perfection might cause the unconscious striver great suffering”
(18).  Burke suggests that we “widen the concept of perfection to the point where we
can also use the term ironically, as when we speak of a ‘perfect fool’ or a ‘perfect
villain’” (18), hence Burke’s reference to “man as being ‘rotten’ with perfection” (18). 
Another example of this would be that of the “perfect enemy” (18), the “most
thoroughgoing instance of such ironic ‘perfection’ in recent times” (18) being the “Nazi
version of the Jew” (18).

Burke contends that the “principle of perfection in this dangerous sense derives
sustenance from other primary aspects of symbolicity” (18).  Thus, he argues, the
“principle of drama is implicit in the idea of action” (18) and the “principle of victimage
is implicit in the nature of drama” (18).  The “negative helps radically to define the
elements to be victimised” (18).  Given that “substitution is a prime resources of
symbol systems”(18), Burke contends that the “conditions are set for catharsis by
scapegoat (including the ‘natural’ invitation to ‘project’ upon the enemy any
troublesome traits of our own that we would negate” (18).  The “unresolved problems
of ‘pride’” (18) which are “intrinsic to privilege” (19) also “bring the motive of hierarchy
to bear here” (19) because “many kinds of guilt, resentment, an d fear tend to cluster
about the hierarchical psychosis, with its corresponding search for a sacrificial principle
such as can become embodied in a political scapegoat” (19).  This is all accentuated by
the “terministic fact” (19), as observed by Aristotle in his Rhetoric, that “antithesis is
an exceptionally effective rhetorical device” (19):

There is its sheerly formal lure, in giving dramatic saliency and at least
apparent clarity to any issue.  One may find himself hard put to define a
policy purely in its own terms, but one can advocate it persuasively by an
urgent assurance that it is decidedly against such-and-such other policy
with which people may be disgruntled.  For this reason also, the use of
antithesis helps deflect embarrassing criticism (as when rulers silence
domestic controversy by turning public attention to animosity against
some foreign country’s policies).  (19)

In this way, of course, “antithesis helps reinforce unification by scapegoat.  (19)
The “principle of perfection (the ‘entelechial’ principle)” (19), Burke argues,

“figures in other notable ways as regards the genius of symbolism” (19).  A “given
terminology contains various implications, and there is a corresponding ‘perfectionist’
tendency for men to attempt carrying out those implications” (19).  For example, “each
of our scientific nomenclatures suggests its own special range of possible
developments, with specialists vowed to carry out these terministic possibilities to the
extent of their personal ability and technical resources” (19).  Each such speciality is
comparable to the “situation of an author who has an idea for a novel, and who will
never rest until he has completely embodied it in a book” (19).  In short, “ so far as the
sheer principles of the investigation are concerned, they are no different from those of
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the writer who strives to complete his novel” (19).  This is because there is a
“‘terministic compulsion’ to carry out the implications of one’s terminology” (19) as, for
example, when an astronomer who predicts that a stellar body is likely to crash into the
earth, he would still “feel compelled to argue for the correctness of his computations,
despite the ominousness of the outcome” (19).  

Burke points out that though there is “no principle of control intrinsic to the ideal
of carrying out any such set of possibilities to its ‘perfect’ conclusion” (19) and the
tendency of people to be “variously goaded to track down their particular sets of
terministically directed insights” (19), our “schemes get in one another’s way, thus
being to some extent checked by rivalry with one another” (19-20).  This is especially
the case where “allocation of funds is concerned” (20).  

Burke concludes his discussion of “‘perfection,’ in both honorific and ironic
senses” (20) by observing, “without regard for the ontological truth or falsity of the
case” (20), that “there are sheerly technical reasons, intrinsic to the nature of
language, for belief in God and the Devil” (20): insofar as “”language is intrinsically
hortatory (a medium by which men can obtain the cooperation of one another), God
perfectly embodies the petition” (20), while insofar as “vituperation is a ‘natural’
resource of speech, the Devil provides a perfect butt for invective” (20).  “Heaven and
Hell together provide the ultimate, or perfect, grounding for sanctions” (20).  

VII

Here, Burke concludes by arguing that though some would assert that his “Definition”
(20) is “descriptive” (20), it is in fact “normative in the sense that its implications are
strongly admonitory, suggesting the kind of foibles and crotchets which a ‘comic’ theory
of education would feature, in asking man to centre his attention of the understanding
of his ‘natural temptations towards kinds of turbulence that, when reinforced with the
powers of the new weapons, threaten to undo us” (20).  He believes that “if we do
avoid the holocaust” (20) it will be “mainly by bits of political patchwork here and
there, with alliances falling sufficiently on the bias across one another, and thus getting
sufficiently in one another’s road” (20).  He places “hope in the sheer muddle of current
international relations” (21) and in “elements of self-cancellation to keep things from
coming to a perfect fulfillment in a perfect Apocalyptic holocaust” (21).  A “perfect
ending” (21) to this essay would consist, he believes, in a “sermon in which, after a
threat of total loss unless we mend our ways, we are promised the hope of total
salvation if we do mend our ways” (21).  However, the best he can do, he says, is to
“state my belief that things might be improved somewhat if enough people began
thinking along the lines of this definition” (21).  He ends with one of his own poems
which is an adaptation of a “nursery jingle” (21) along the lines of the threat of a
holocaust discussed above.
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