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The "nonhuman turn" in the humanities renders uncertain the boundaries, limits, and 
definitions on which humanities scholars have traditionally relied (Bryant 2011; Bennett 
2007; Barad 2007; Latour 2006; Harman 2003). These new understandings compel us to re-
learn how to be citizens, teachers, and students within expanded multiplicities. In the midst 
of these circumstances, Bruno Latour proposes we rescue "from the dustbins of history" 
modes of engaging our increasingly uncertain realities to "imagine a new eloquence” (Making 
Things Public 2005). Of course, Latour’s eloquence refers explicitly, if briefly, to rhetoric and its 
potential to orient our activities toward the non-human more productively. It is in direct 
response to Latour’s suggestion that my project proceeds. 
 
This talk will extend Latour’s proposal and argue that a rhetorical orientation could offer 
immanent styles of engagement in addition to those critical activities of limiting and defining. 
Instead of strict critical orientations, a rhetorical orientation would focus on teaching and 
learning how to be “effective,” despite the absence or possibility of certain boundaries, 
limits, or definitions. Such effectiveness requires the development of capacities to affect and 
be affected within the various means available in any given situation, a goal not unlike even 
the most basic definitions of rhetoric. 
 
Toward this end, my talk will offer three movements. First, I will propose that rhetoric’s 
long history can be understood as having been engaging the problem of abundance. This 
problem, not wholly dissimilar to those found in nonhuman and posthuman scholarship, 
occurs between verba and res, that is, between words and things. Second, classical rhetorical 
training offer sites that help habituate rhetors to the problems and possibilities abundance 
offers. Rhetoric’s numerous “dustbins” can provide practices for renewing eloquence; in 
particular, three of rhetoric’s traditional pedagogical practices—dissoi logoi, topoi, and copia—
can be selectively renewed for engaging the vibrant, object-oriented, networks that compose 
us. For this section, I will focus on Erasmus’ 1512 rhetoric manual De Copia: Verborum ac 
Rerum as but one example where we might extract practices for a new eloquence. Finally, I will 
conclude by connecting these rhetorical practices (copia in particular) back to Latour’s later 
call for “immanent modes of engagement” (“A Compositionist Manifesto” 2010). 
Ultimately, the presentation will explore how classical rhetorical training might offer 
practices to engage the emerging problems of our abundant world. 
 
 


