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Kenneth Burke, arguably the most important American literary theorist of the twentieth century,
helped define the theoretical terrain for contemporary cultural studies. His perspectives were
literary and linguistic, but his influences ranged across history, philosophy and the social sciences.
In this important and original study Robert Wess traces the trajectory of Burke’s long career and
situates his work in relation to postmodernity. His study is both an examination of contemporary
theories of rhetoric, ideology and the subject, and an explanation of why Burke failed to complete
his Motives trilogy. Burke's own critique of the “isolated unique individual” led him to question
the possibility of unique individualism, a strategy which anticipated important elements of
postmodern concepts of subjectivity. Robert Wess's study is both a timely and judicious
exposition of Burke’s massive ceuvre, and a crucial intervention in current debates on rhetoric and
human agency.
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Preface
B i i o i e T i i o i S e i a2 i

In the narrative in these pages of Kenneth Burke's career, the themes of
rhetoric, subjectivity, and postmodernism are concentrated in the term
“a rhetoric of the subject.” Our term rather than Burke’s, “a rhetoric of
the subject” designates, as it were, the position of the narrator in this
narrative.

Offering glimpses of the overall structure of the narrative in passing,
chapter 1 introduces a rhetoric of the human subject, placing it in the
context of contemporary theory, particularly contemporary theorizing
of ideology, here construed as a rhetoricizing of ideology. Chapter 1's
argument, in a nutshell, is that contemporary theory needs Burke’s
rhetorical realism of the act to preserve the theoretical gains of recent
decades by warding off the rhetorical idealism that sometimes
threatens to undermine them.

A rhetoric of the subject is apart from and a part of Burke's career: a
part of it in the sense that we extrapolate this rhetoric from GM and
RM, considered here as constituting a completed rhetorical theory of
the subject®; apart from it in the sense that Burke seems always to have
seen these two books as two parts of a trilogy needing SM to be
complete. Further, during the final phase of his career, he tends to shy
away from the full implications of a rhetoric of the subject, although
near the end of his life, there may be one last change in direction. A
thetoric of the subject is thus — as the theoretical point Burke
paradoxically both moves toward and resists — the source of the
principal tension in our narrative of his preternaturally long career.

1 Our extrapolation may be considered an “extension” in the sense designated by the title
Extensions of the Burkeian System, a volume growing out of the 1990 convention of the Kenneth
Burke Society. “Extension” here refers to the practice, encouraged by Burke himself, of using
Burke and simultaneously departing from his work in some new direction (Chesebro vii—viii).

xi
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Preface

Acknowledging my debts upon completing this book became more
difficult as I became more aware in the process of writing it of just how
overdetermined a book is. I'm responsible for the words on these
pages, but for whatever merit they may possess I'm indebted to many
others, too many to acknowledge or perhaps even fully comprehend.
But I cannot let this opportunity pass without thanking Richard
McKeon for starting my education in rhetoric and Kenneth Burke for
continuing it; no doubt they would consider me a sometimes wayward
student. The Center for the Humanities at Oregon State University
provided invaluable time for part of my research and writing; I and my
colleagues at Oregon State are indebted to its director, Peter Copek,
whose vision and energy brought this Center to our campus. To the
reader commissioned by Cambridge University Press, Steven Mailloux,
I'mindebted for a critical assessment that helped me make this a better
book. Michael Sprinker — all that I could hope for in a reader and more
— meticulously read through two complete drafts; I'm indebted to him
for innumerable suggestions that saved me from many errors and
undoubtedly would have saved me from even more had I been able to
heed them all. Finally, for all her support during all our years together, I
dedicate this book to Sandra.
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