
come by a logical road to his final con- 
clusion, which is that Forster’s fiction is 
flawed in various ways but that there is a 
steady progression in excellence until, in  A 
Passage to India “. . . Forster turns over his 
art, for the first and apparently the last 
time, to a single controlling vision, which, 
though it eclipses his humanism, finally 
produces a novel with something of the 
power and wholeness of a myth itself. Such 
an art, in Nietzsche’s words, ‘may trans- 
form these horrible reflections on the ter- 
ror and absurdity of existence into repre- 
sentations with which man may live.’ ” 

The dangers of this kind of approach 
may be apparent already. Too frequently 
the real spirit of Forster’s novels seems to 
escape, evanescent, through the heavy crit- 
ical machinery, and at times what is mov- 
ing and human comes out dehydrated. Is 
it true to the spirit of the book, for in- 
stance, to say that “In Howards End the 
entire plot seems to be an intellectual con- 
trivance for the illustration of a theme”? 
As we come to know people like Fielding 
and Mrs. Moore in A Passage to India, 
should our response to them be a realiza- 
tion that “these characters are victims of 
Forster’s intensified doubts about the use- 
fulness of that undignified organ, the hu- 
man mind”? For the purposes of Crews’ 
sustained argument, and in his contexts, 
such statements are meaningful: he is try- 
ing to get behind the surface of the novels 
in order to reveal Forster’s progressive 
mental attitudes, and usually he does so ac- 
curately. But they may account for a per- 
sistent image that comes to my mind after 
finishing the book-that of butterflies mov- 
ing serenely about bulldozers. This is per- 
haps only to say that the world of fiction 
and the world of Crews’ criticism are dif- 
ferent, but it may point out as well that 
the best criticism tends to reveal to us the 
excellences of the particular object, to ex- 
plore effect and the means used to achieve 

effect, to get at the “peculiar qualities” 
of the made thing itself. 

It would be unfair to imply, however, 
either that Crews is an insensitive reader 
or that his accomplishment in this book is 
small. What emerges is that this is an im- 
portant study of E. M. Forster, one that 
throws a special kind of light on the man 
and the man’s work. 

Reviewed by PERRIN H. LOWREY 

The Transformation o f  
Semantics 

The Rhetoric of Religion: Studies in 
Logology, by Kenneth Burke. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1961. 316 p p .  $6.95. 

SEMANTICISTS HAVE for the most part been 
hard on religion and theology. It is not 
only the popularizers of semantics who 
have played the game of reading “blah” 
for all general or abstract religious terms, 
on the grounds that they have no concrete 
referents and are therefore meaningless. The 
result is, of course, that what the seman- 
ticists have to say is often irrelevant to 
anyone interested in religion. 

Now Kenneth Burke has performed a 
brilliant transformation of the semantic en- 
terprise. What will we find if, instead of 
asking, “DO words like God and Trinity 
and sin and grace have any positive refer- 
ence?” we ask ourselves, “What can be 
said about religious language whether it 

Modern Age 329 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



refers to anything outside the natural realm 
or not?” If theology is “words about God,” 
there should be room for ‘7ogoZogy”- 
words about words, or the study of theo- 
logical meanings. So far his inquiry resem- 
bles that of some of the linguistic analysts 
who have recently begun to take theological 
language seriously. But his method of 
studying the ideal relationships among key 
religious terms is, as anyone who knows 
his other works would expect, uniquely 
Burkean. His elaborate dialectic between 
the everyday, time-bound natural world 
and the timeless world figured by religious 
language gives the subtlest analysis I have 

the two worlds: mail, the symbol-using ani- 
mal, cannot refer to the supernatural di- 
rectly, since all of his discourse is time- 
bound, sequential, based on terms that 
originally have a naturalistic designation ; 
even “eternity” is essentially a negative 
concept: the timeless. Yet whenever man 
speaks he presupposes a world of essences 
in which his meanings exist, untouched by 

precedes and outlives the actual speaking 
of the sentence. In this linguistic analogy 
to the eternal realms dealt with by reli- 
gion, Burke finds an exciting range of 
novel ideas that should challenge every 
reader, whether he approaches the book as 
a believer or non-believer. 

I t  is impossible to give more than a hint 
of its richness-the fresh and astonishingly 
illuminating readings of Augustine and of 
Genesis; the delightful hints of original 
readings of a wide variety of other works, 
from the Leviathan to Murder in the Cathe- 
dral. Burke is the only dialectician I know 
whom one can imagine talking with Plato 
on equal terms. The heart of the matter is 
in him: the natural habit of mind that 
achieves a genuinely Platonic subtlety and 
range of meanings, complexity piled on 
complexity but never for the sake of corn 

I seen of man’s ambiguous position between 

I time; the meaning of any sentence both 

I 
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plexity. In the delightful dialogue between 
The Lord and Satan which concludes the 
book, The Lord says at least twelve times, 
“but it’s more complicated than that.” To. 
any true disciple of Burke, oversimplifica- 
tion is Satan, and God is to be found only 
within the labyrinthine intricacies of The 
Word. 

There is, in fact, only one flaw: Burke’s 
style is even more complicated than his 
complicated ideas require, and it is likely 
that many readers who could profit from 
the book will never get through it. Some of 
the difficulty could not be avoided; if it is 
true that only those who can read Augus- 
tine in the original Latin will be able fully 
to understand one-third of the book, and 
only those who can read Hebrew will get 
all that is being said in another third, this 
is not Burke’s fault. But he can be blamed 
for writing things like “Sheerly logogical- 
ly,” “from the standpoint sheerly of im- 
agery,’, “from the strictly logological point 
of view, the proposition that man neces- 
sarily conceives of God in accordance with 
the personal principle of the verbal would 
be statabk in narrative style as the state- 
ment that God is. . . .” [my italics]. 

The book is hard work. It is regrettable 
that the best sustained discussion of the 
semantics of time and eternity should give 
the unfriendly reader so many excuses to 
stop reading. But the reward of reading to 
the end is more than worth the trouble. 

Reviewed by WAYNE BOOTH 

Summer 1962 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED




