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Engaging Nomadic Activity

In fact, we do indeed feel that not one of the categories of our 

thought—unity, multiplicity, mechanical causality, intelligent  

finality, etc.—applies exactly to the things of life: who can say  

where individuality begins and ends, whether the living being is  

one or many, whether it is the cells which associate themselves into 

the organism or the organism which dissociates itself into cells?

—heNri BerGSoN, Creative evoLution
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et’s begin with an example of what has become a standard reference for 
technological overreach and a clarion call for renewing ethics for our 
technological relations. Over the course of several years, the South by 

Southwest (SXSW) technology and music conference demonstrated its rapid 
growth by its attendees experiencing overloaded and slowed wireless network 
connections at the event. For the 2012 SXSW gathering, a marketing firm 
attempted to respond to the event’s increasingly well-known network prob-
lems by employing a dozen homeless people to serve as “wireless hotspots” for 
conference goers by being outfitting with wireless network routers. Attendees 
taking advantage of these mobile networks could offer donations to each of 
those homeless people through the wireless network’s interface login. Accord-
ing to the project’s organizers, “Homeless Hotspots” was an attempt to mod-
ernize and make digital “street newspapers,” an existing communication 
practice—homeless persons distributing newspapers written by and about 
homeless persons—by equipping those same distributors with/as wireless 
Internet hotspot hubs (Wortham; Carmody; Memmott). In the digital version 
of the project, the marketers clothed each of the homeless workers in shirts 
with log on instructions, as seen with what became the popular image for the 
story, an African American man pictured wearing a T-shirt that read: “I’m 
Clarence, a 4G hotspot.”

L



It should be no surprise that traditional and social media venues reacted with 
outrage to Homeless Hotspots. Several commentators criticized the move as 
exploitative or, at the very least, insensitive to those it had hired. As seen in 
this representative comment by Erin Kissane, critics took great issue with how 
the project articulated itself (figure 5.1).

Tech commenters from Twitter to TechCrunch to Jon Stewart questioned 
as inhumane the notion that an individual human had been reduced to being 
a component in a network infrastructure. Put differently, Homeless Hotspots 
threatened to jeopardize the very notion of the human by allowing that human 
to succumb to an inhuman logic of technological utility. The underlying assump-
tion for this reaction understands the human as a unique actor who is separate 
from any nonhuman technology with which that actor may or may not choose 
to engage. Maintaining the difference between the two, as Erin Kissane curtly 
tweets, matters.

The difference does matter, greatly, but differently than we might first 
understand. As the Henri Bergson epigraph from the chapter opening points 
to as well as the preceding chapters, the boundaries and limits of what makes 
an individual as such are porous and at times quite difficult to discern where 
are the cells and where, in fact, is the organism. Homeless Hotspots gets at 
this problem more concretely. In response to Kissane’s comment, one that is 
representative of the multiple well-posed critiques of Homeless Hotspots, I 
submit that the two sentences—I’m running a hotspot, and I am a hotspot—
are not mutually exclusive. In addition to the common reaction against “I am 
a hotspot,” we find that the human and nonhuman interweave despite our 
many attempts to impose and sustain distinct categories. As an exercise, one 
rooted in rhetoric’s copia practice of varying a sentence multiple times, we 
could even write these two sentences any number of ways and still find it dif-
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FIGURE 5.1. Erin Kissane tweeting about Homeless Hotspots



ficult to compose even one version of the sentence that is not, at least in some 
sense, true. To wit:

I’m running a hotspot.
I am a hotspot.
A hotspot has become me.
I am holding a hotspot.
I operate a hotspot.
A hotspot has operationalized me.
I have become a hotspot.
No hotspot is hotter than that which I spot.
I Hotspot; therefore, I am.

This exercise shows, in a very small way, that categories between the human 
and the technological are perhaps more confused and too difficult to keep 
separate. We witness this confusion by how these articulations open catego-
ries to wide variation without becoming, in many senses, not true. The human 
subject and the technical object are themselves momentary grammatical posi-
tions and can become transduced in multiple variations, all of which can be 
simultaneous, as a matter of course.

The chief resistance to Homeless Hotspots is the exploitation of the less 
advantaged by the privileged. Such a resistance is not only laudable but nec-
essary in a time when technological innovation actualizes and exacerbates 
global and historical inequities, most of which were brought about by prior 
technological innovation. Despite the resistance to and outrage about Home-
less Hotspots as it occurred in 2012, a similar version of the program, “WiFi 
4 Life,” was offered in 2015 in Prague by a homeless charity as a way for the 
homeless there to become more visible to the community while also preform-
ing a service (Robinson, “This Charity”). To make this even more clear, this 
chapter does not celebrate Homeless Hotspots or any of its later instantia-
tions. It is not coincidence that many of the people recruited by Homeless 
Hotspots were homeless men of color. Indeed, it is readily apparent that in the 
history of technological development, people of color have been subjected to 
the most egregious applications of technological inventions. While this book 
has concerned itself with ethics in a posthuman orientation, this instance of 
technological overreach does not develop an ethical relation among an ecol-
ogy of practices in that it leverages long-established bad practices (the actual, 
infrastructural condition of homelessness) toward the benefit of fewer and 
fewer elements within that ecology. To be an ethical posthuman practice, the 
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exercise of equipping oneself with and as technological infrastructure would 
have to look very different. This chapter primarily concerns exercising just 
such an ethical relation differently.

Homeless Hotspots and the later project of WiFi 4 Life does show us 
something. We would be remiss to not see how maintaining strict divisions 
between human and nonhuman technology elides the many transindividual 
connections that inform those categories in the first place, many of those that 
are ignored in the problem of actual homelessness. The transindividual here 
refers to those formations that are irreducible to any individual but forma-
tions that also fail to enact any sort of collective totality. The transindividual 
is an important concept for rhetorical practice, especially one that incorpo-
rates technological conditions, because, as Adrian Mackenzie writes, “it moves 
the focus away from the split between devices and bodies toward a less vis-
ible but vital middle ground of material practices (Wirelessness, 117). Rather 
than become confused by the faltering of categories, we could instead look to 
further confuse the categories in search of those transindividual connections 
through which we find ourselves incorporated.

In one such examination of this confusion, Matthew Wilson, working 
from critical geography, wonders if Homeless Hotspots is “perhaps illustra-
tive of the peculiar pervasiveness of digital culture, wherein the demands of 
connectivity necessitate new, innovative infrastructures, and new vehicles to 
serve the throng of digital technophiles on the move” (297). Wilson goes on 
to argue that researchers and geo-information system (GIS) sciences “have a 
responsibility to interrogate the increasing interplays between socio-technical 
systems like location-based services (LBS) and everyday life” (298). Perhaps, 
then, those technological entanglements, like those we find with Home-
less Hotspots, are not events to guard humanity against but, instead, offer 
emblematic exigence for the further development of ethics for responding 
to what Braidotti has called the “posthuman predicament.” While the project 
itself, the recruitment of homeless persons as mere tools, is objectionable, the 
figure of the homeless person through whose lack creates abundance presents 
an inventive case to pursue. What should be of interest for us, and what is 
only implicit in Wilson’s account, is that the supposed tech-savvy conference 
attendees at SXSW, over the years, actually demonstrated far less sensibility 
for networking since their capacity for network connection was either on or 
off, connected or not connected. Just as those sentences above can be end-
lessly varied in describing the possible and virtual relations of the human and 
nonhuman, all of which are different but remain mutually inclusive, so, too, 
might Homeless Hotspots and related examples serve as ongoing exigence for 
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developing an ethical sensibility (sense-abilities) to the conditions of tran-
sindividual relations seen here in network communication.

We do not have to look far to witness that the rise of mobile devices like 
smartphones, tablets, and laptops reorganize infrastructures and are altering 
the character of our most entrenched institutions. An easy point of reference 
we might use here, and one from which this chapter will draw, is the univer-
sity. One example the university offers is how many schools have responded 
to the rise of mobile technologies by eliminating phones in many of its fac-
ulty office phone lines (if not the offices themselves) by relying instead on the 
mobile devices provided to or by that faculty. Nor is it uncommon for uni-
versities to stop providing e-mail accounts to its students or employees since 
“free” options have become widely accessible. Consistent with this infrastruc-
tural creep from work into previously private lives, we find a more expansive 
homelessness, perhaps best understood as a form of rootlessness or placeless-
ness, roaming through institutions of higher learning where a mobile army of 
part-time and partially invested instructors replace previously stabilized lines 
of tenure-track faculty. This condition is by no means germane to universities 
and colleges, as we see outside of academia an even greater erosion of insti-
tutional infrastructures as full-time employment, pensions, and other worker 
benefits give way to increased gig economy part-time labor or, what I refer to 
elsewhere as nonemployment (“The Shape of Labor to Come”). The rise of dis-
tance working and the following “co-working spaces” indicates a pronounced 
shift in how the spaces we once were disciplined to inhabit are now those 
we must establish ourselves. We can extend the emergence of the concept of 
homelessness further, and perhaps more literally, as we have seen scores of 
political refugees transverse great distances as the failures of states become 
more common. Many of these individuals, oddly enough, enact the oppo-
site reaction to those workers in the Homeless Hotspot project in that their 
possession and use of mobile devices and technology somehow is thought to 
make their homelessness less dire and less believable (Kozlowska). Homeless 
Hotspots, then, can be informative of something other than what we might 
immediately—even justly—critique or dismiss. Just as Wilson finds in Home-
less Hotspots a need to develop methodologies to account for the “interplays” 
between human and nonhuman actors as a “socio-technical system,” so, too, 
must rhetorical practice develop more productive ethical sensibilities for the 
conditions of the transindividual enforced by homelessness.

The emerging conditions necessitating posthuman practice persuade us to 
not only become aware of technological dynamics but they also compel us to 
develop sensibilities for tuning practices of moving and generating knowl-
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edge in response to the “demands of connectivity.” Rosi Braidotti argues that 
our posthuman predicament compels us to consider that “the challenge today 
is how to deterritorialize, or nomadize, the human–animal interaction, so 
as to by-pass the metaphysics of substance and its corollary, the dialectics 
of otherness” (The Posthuman, 71). These are ethical demands, not only in 
ways that concern responsibilities to an other but also pragmatic concerns to 
developing capacities for sensing relations that are irreducible to intersubjec-
tive relations that take place between constituted individuals. The demand 
for ethical practice necessitates the development and habituation of material 
practices that tend to transindividual conditions in ways ethical concerns are 
a space wherein, as Muriel Combes writes, “the subject lives on by affirming 
its relative character, or more precisely, its relational character, by inscribing 
its acts into the network of other acts as much as it can” (65). Any individual is 
only that through a transindividual condition. In this sense, then, the figure(s) 
entangled in the Homeless Hotspot example functions as a zeitgeist for our 
particular moment in networked and digital sociality.

The remainder of this chapter attempts to explore—through a series of 
examples of network infrastructures—how rhetorical theory and practice can 
respond to homelessness by developing a capacity for variability. In this task 
I follow Cynthia Haynes who, taking issue with the necessity of rootedness 
in Heidegger, writes, “I want, rather, to call attention to a shift in Heidegger’s 
thought from anchoring Being in the ‘rootedness’ of the ‘homeland’ to releas-
ing Being into its essence as the principle of ground itself ” (68). If human-
ism is anything, it is the barriers against which roaming hoards were kept 
afar. Haynes articulates as much since “the fear of being groundless and the 
risk of being branded inhuman (or posthumanist) are compelling (irresistible) 
reasons for not taking the leap of thought, for not forsaking the principle of 
ground” (73). Building on this sentiment, I examine and extend infrastruc-
tures as a rhetorical practice that exercises and develops sense-abilities for the 
abundance of transindividual connections available. Keller Easterling char-
acterizes these connections as infrastructural “dispositions,” which “is the 
character of propensity of an organization that results from all its activity. 
It is the medium, not the message.  .  .  . It is not the text but the constantly 
updating software that manages the text. Not the object form, but the active 
form” (Extrastatecraft, 21). In response to this enormous task, Easterling extols 
the need to develop an “enhanced repertoire” for activism since “infrastruc-
ture space constitutes a wilder mongrel than any familiar Leviathan for which 
we have a well-rehearsed political response (22). Toward this task, I aim to 
provide a way to develop what Lisa Parks and Nicole Starosielski in their 
introduction to Signal Traffic call an “infrastructural disposition,” which are 
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those “situated sociotechnical systems that are designed and configured to 
support the distribution of audiovisual signal traffic” (5). Such a disposition, 
then, compels us to consider rhetorical practice as rhetoric-in-formation and 
not only a practice of crafting language argued between two individuals. As 
examined earlier, information incorporates from a metastable abundance of 
disparate relations and performs processes that are irreducible to a message 
simply being delivered. Techniques for tuning to an abundance found through 
transindividuality are a practice not without precedent in rhetorical training. 
For this, I draw upon Desiderius Erasmus’s early sixteenth-century technique 
of copia, a rhetorical training of variation. This technique offers a model from 
which rhetorical practice might further intensify to become sensible to emerg-
ing conditions of posthuman practice wherein any individual, topos, home, or 
collective is related to and through transindividuality. Through each of the 
sections below, I introduce a short variation on an infrastructural network 
that builds toward what Jonathan Donner calls a “digital repertoire.” I will 
further explain Donner’s term below but stipulate here that it can be defined 
as the available devices and skills one is capable of manipulating for informa-
tive means. This repertoire materially enacts rhetorical practice as initially 
outlined by Erasmusian copia. Thus, I further this project’s analogical method 
by aligning the practice, in both senses of the word, of infrastructure along-
side rhetorical training once more to show that the ethical engagements that 
create, sustain, and evolve an individual rhetor are the same as those for the 
conditions of the transindividual (more and less).

INFRASTRUCTURAL CRISIS?

We’ll begin by varying a previous example.
An alternative to the kinds of central hub networks seen in the Homeless 

Hotspots example is a “mesh network.” These networks differ from our com-
mon networks by allowing each connection to function as a node upon which 
other nodes can be added. If deployed in place of Homeless Hotspots, the 
conference goers would have served as both user and node for the network. 
An established example of a mesh network is “NYC Mesh.” This project is a 
collaborative effort whose missions is, as the project’s website says, “to cre-
ate a free, resilient, stand-alone communication system that serves both for 
daily use and also for emergencies—be it power outages or internet disrup-
tion—running software that helps our community with hyperlocal maps and 
events” (Internet Society). NYC Mesh provides another network that works 
to function alongside those available through major Internet service provid-
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ers or cellular networks. Where NYC Mesh relies on an underlying network, 
it is not based on mobile devices in close proximity but instead a growing 
network of fixed hardware installations. The network, as the website describes, 
“consists of Wi-Fi router ‘nodes’ spread throughout the city. The network has 
no central server and no single Internet service provider. All nodes cooper-
ate in the distribution of data, also serving as a stand-alone network in case 
of emergencies or internet shutdown” (Internet Society). The network is an 
open-access project that invites others to join on by adding nodes to the net-
work. The project’s organizers provide instructions and community forums for 
how to access and help the network increase its capacities. NYC Mesh began 
in response to 2012’s Hurricane Sandy, which left much of New York City and 
surrounding areas without reliable network access for a short time. I elaborate 
more on this event below but provide it here to show that communication 
infrastructure, once the domain of governments and large corporations, have 
become concretized (in Simondon’s sense of the word) and now have become 
sensible to much different groupings.

Perhaps in preparation for and in response to the becoming pervasive of 
digital media, an infrastructural conversation has emerged over the last few 
decades in the humanities. Most notably, that conversation gets its fullest 
account in Bowker and Star’s Sorting Things Out, in which they bring our 
attention to the very confused classifications that infrastructure, in a figurative 
sense, brings to us. They claim:

In the past 100 years, people in all lines of work have jointly constructed an 
incredible, interlocking set of categories, standards, and means for interop-
erating infrastructural technologies. We hardly know what we have built. No 
one is in control of infrastructure; no one has the power centrally to change 
it. To the extent that we live in, on, and around this new infrastructure, it 
helps form the shape of our moral, scientific, and esthetic choices. Infra-
structure is now the great inner space. (319)

Bowker and Star here offer an ambient account of infrastructure, whose 
importance cannot be understated. It is a set of material practices upon, 
through, and within which we live without knowing its exact complexities and 
interweavings. As seen in the example just above, that conversation is working 
its way well into our everyday lives where wide network infrastructures can 
be casually enacted.

The conversation concerning infrastructure, especially in the humani-
ties, has become more of a casual reference, as it is more common to discuss 
institutional dynamics, for instance, in creating and sustaining conditions 
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for networked writing classes. This conversation, while somewhat new to the 
humanities (despite some notable exceptions) is important because as the 
humanities is compelled to define itself more broadly, its scholars and teach-
ers are becoming more aware of and tuned to these wider networks that sus-
tain and constrain writing. Much of this scholarship offers valuable modes of 
intervening in institutional practices that open spaces and opportunities for 
engaging those infrastructural networks in ways that help support a reconfig-
ured humanities agenda. Toward this end, in writing studies, Danielle Nicole 
DeVoss, Ellen Cushman, and Jeffery T.  Grabill adopt Susan Leigh Star and 
Karen Ruhleder’s understanding of infrastructure—an institution’s embedded 
and transparent systems of technologies, policies, practices, and values—as 
a spatio-temporal analytic that helps “[make] strange the taken-for-granted, 
often invisible, institutional structures implicit in the teaching of new-media 
composing” (DeVoss et al., 19). DeVoss and others find infrastructure as the 
site that conducts, supports and/or obstructs networked writing in the acad-
emy. To participate in those dynamics, an infrastructural framework helps 
expand the scope of writing, demonstrating ways of intervening in the insti-
tutional structures, revealing the dynamics of institutional activity, and mak-
ing visible the limitations or obstructions for teaching new media composing. 
Their representative example involves how a routine course assignment helped 
renegotiate an institution’s network infrastructure because that infrastructure’s 
limits become known and available for renegotiation, showing “how compos-
ing and compositions change shape within the complex dynamics of network” 
(37). The catalyst for this kind of intervention surfaces when some tool or pro-
cess breaks down or is suddenly not available—be it a hammer, bridge, paper-
work protocol, or web server. It is those moments of breakdown, rupture, 
and loss that allow otherwise ignored infrastructure to be foregrounded and 
made apparent to our conscious attention. Without the breakdown or rup-
ture that allowed for a network to become visible, participants could not have 
successfully argued for a change in policies, not unlike what we witnessed in 
the reactions to the apparent exploitation for Homeless Hotspots. According 
to this orientation, we see the infrastructure, and its complex interweavings, 
only when it is busted. In contrast to this style of intervention, the discussion 
of compression artifacting and glitch in the second and third chapters should 
have primed us for thinking differently about responding to infrastructural 
breakdown.

The visibility of an infrastructural problem—here, technological policies 
that resist pedagogical goals—becomes for the humanities the chief heuris-
tic for enacting change. Stuart Selber extends these tactics by building on 
“postmodern mapping” (visual–spatial maps) as first offered by Patricia Sul-
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livan and James Porter as a method for tracing the multiple overlapping and 
interwoven contexts in which infrastructure unfold. Mapping allows Selber 
to visually define the positions and relationships of key components shaping 
academic computing, components that include both institutional and per-
sonal devices. For instance, Selber finds that “something unexpected hap-
pened when faculty started to integrate computers into administrative work” 
because, at times, “documents actually became less public and less acces-
sible, dispersing into personal computers with tendencies toward individua-
tion and customization” (27). The mappings help identify spaces of ambiguity 
wherein competing infrastructural contexts impede an institution’s aims. 
Defining and interrogating these interwoven contexts proliferating in aca-
demic computing (and we can extend this description to any other contem-
porary context) helps Selber locate sites for the interplay of nonofficial and 
official uses of technology, and he tracks how these agonistically play out 
a drama that renegotiates established contexts for achieving administrative 
or pedagogical goals. As rupture helps make network infrastructures visible, 
making infrastructures visible helps show that ruptures help make network 
infrastructures.

As read above, it is commonly understood that networks and infrastruc-
ture are understood best when breakdown occurs or when that infrastructure 
is visibly rendered to show ongoing ruptures; however, recent theorists have 
begun to complicate those notions as it becomes more difficult to step back 
and separate oneself from those networks, especially when one is afforded 
instances of disruption. An example of such breakdown is the aftermath of the 
2012 Hurricane Sandy, which caused wide damage, especially to the region’s 
communication and electrical infrastructure. Previous modes of intervening 
in infrastructures and networks would privilege this event as offering a space 
to interrogate previous assumptions and policies now foregrounded through 
their breakdown. While the storm disrupted communication networks of 
all kinds—transportation, electrical, data—what became clear was that the 
region demonstrated a capacity to reconfigure itself and locate place in place-
lessness. In addition to the destruction caused by high winds and flooding, 
news reports also circulated surprising images of residents swarming spaces 
of available electric outlets to recharge phones and mobile devices (figure 5.2).

The events depicted in the image and others like it demonstrate another 
capacity of the network that is not reducible to infrastructural visibility, or 
what one can see or consciously know. In opposition to a mode of interven-
tion that relies on rupture or lack to make it visible and known, I propose that 
these responses to the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, including the NYC Mesh 
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example from above, were not made available because of outages or even rup-
tures—despite taking place during outage and disruption. Instead, what we 
witness now in the immediate and long-term aftermath are different capaci-
ties of a transindividual condition whose presence is becoming more sensible 
the more we practice network infrastructure. That is, in the event of supposed 
rupture and apparent disruptions, a capacity for responding to homelessness 
and nomadism arose that demonstrated itself as an ability to reconnect, to 
remix, and to re-in-form in catastrophic conditions, especially in catastrophic 
conditions. This should not be read as celebratory. Indeed, ruptured networks 
posed significant risks to health and well-being but so, too, does constant con-
nection (look again to Homeless Hotspots). That said, what the apparent rup-
ture and its responses might enact are a different kind of infrastructure that 
becomes amplified in ways that had been previously attenuated. Looking back 
to the NYC Mesh example from above, we find that even the need to build a 
wider network for resiliency is not merely a response to a network of lack but 
is itself a continued exercise of having become, at least on some levels, sense-
able to and with the transindividual conditions through which networked 
communication exists at all. Within a much larger preindividual material 
practice informed by human bodies, mobile devices, and spotty connections, 
another network exercised itself in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy. Albeit 
shifty and not always optimal, a nomadic network emerges then and continues 
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to evolve, inviting us to consider posthuman practice, that through which we 
may exercise transindividual conditions as offering modes of inquiry that rely 
on more than moments of rupture or lack.

FINDING RESIDENCE IN HOMELESSNESS

Why not turn to another example?
It would be an understatement to say that digital networks as we may 

experience them in most of the Western world are not as optimal in a Cuba 
subject to United States embargoes. In part a result of a repressive government 
whose control on public and private communication limits its citizens’ abili-
ties to connect to an outside world and partly as a result of strict embargoes 
from the United States that further limit an outside world’s ability to share 
media devices and content, Cuba’s residents have resolved inventive practices 
of digital culture. Because of these supposed limitations, another kind of infra-
structure has emerged. “El Paquete Semanal” or “The Weekly Package” is a 
subscription service throughout Cuba whereby its subscribers receive a weekly 
delivery of digital content via a messenger who delivers a hard drive loaded 
with digital content. The subscriber then transfers that content onto her com-
puter and returns the hard drive (Kahn; Martínez). Each week, “The Package” 
delivers that previous week’s Internet content—television shows, news reports, 
entertainment, video games, literature, software—whereby its subscribers are 
kept up to date with media circulating outside of Cuba. As an example for 
an infrastructural media practice, “The Package” reminds us that infrastruc-
tural media takes place in and through a host of different registers and scales, 
many of which include digital networks, like computers and hard drives but 
also human-to-human connections. While the practice is not exactly “legal” 
in Cuba, it continues through a kind of willful invisibility whereby govern-
ment officials look away, which could explain why “The Package” contains 
little to no explicit political and no pornographic content (Torres). What “The 
Package” example further demonstrates is that, even in situations of apparent 
lack, there exist abundant possibilities for developing, sustaining, and grow-
ing media infrastructures. In fact, it is in these conditions of apparent scarcity, 
such as those associated with nomadism or homelessness, that the possibil-
ity for inventing abundance emerges most readily. It should be no surprise 
that rhetoric is uniquely equipped to respond to homelessness or nomadism 
since rhetoric has often been a practice of generating a topos or locating sta-
sis. While appeals to, what we might tentatively call, “lack of place” make 
no explicit appearance in any contemporary textbook nor can any be readily 

168 •  C H A P T E R 5 



located in rhetorical handbooks from antiquity, this is not to say rhetoric lacks 
resources for inventing residence in homelessness.

Media theorist Vilém Flusser offers a paradoxical abundant version of 
homelessness as an easy way to explain a growing contemporary condition 
marked by an increase in chosen or imposed mobility. Flusser, a Jewish man 
born in Prague, raised in German culture, and who eventually took up resi-
dence in Brazil, is himself an accumulation of different places and through 
those many places has a capacity for enacting different modes of being as a 
result of having been composed through multiple networks. In his short essay 
“Taking up Residence in Homelessness,” Flusser considers his own exiles, 
migrations, and movements and proposes that “I am homeless, because there 
are so many homelands that make their home in me” (91). Flusser’s homeless-
ness speaks to a larger condition in which

we are all like this, we nomads who have surfaced after having experienced 
the breakdown of a settled form of existence. . . . Secret threads tie the per-
son with a home to people and the things of home. They reach beyond the 
consciousness of our adult life into regions that are at once childish, infan-
tile, and perhaps even fetal and transindividual. (93)

These invisible, secret threads are multiple and irreducible to one’s conscious 
understanding and stretch far past one’s own individual life and experiences. 
These multiple threads, as Flusser calls them, form a cultural infrastructure 
and offer an understanding of home not as a geographic place but “rather the 
function of a certain technique” (93). While paying heed to loss as something 
we do suffer, Flusser goes on to see such suffering as only increasing since 
“the migrant is a man of a coming future world without homes” (93). As I 
mentioned above, we need not look too far to see evidence of this kind of 
homelessness as the pervading condition of contemporary life speak toward a 
persistent mobility and restlessness that we now see in labor issues, technology 
affordances, national migration, the failure of states, and so on. In an affirma-
tive response to the persistent restlessness facing our contemporary condition, 
Rosi Braidotti once again proves prescient, this time, for seeing the need to 
develop nomadism, a way of finding place in placelessness, as a disposition to 
cultivate. For Braidotti, the nomad is an aspirational myth, a political fiction, 
for moving toward a kind of polyglottic orientation that would understand 
“nomadism consists not so much in being homeless, as in being capable of 
recreating your home everywhere” (Nomadic Subjects, 16). Braidotti continues 
to define the nomad, irreducible to the exile or migrant, as “a figuration for 
the kind of subject who has relinquished all idea, desire, or nostalgia for fixity. 
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This figuration expresses the desire for an identity made of transitions, succes-
sive shifts, and coordinated changes, without and against an essential unity” 
(22). The main players within the Homeless Hotspots example from above, for 
instance, would themselves contribute further figurations for what I am calling 
transindividual capacities. They are not to be lauded for having been exploited, 
of course, but the function of using less to provide more is a key feature for a 
kind of rootlessness that nomadism offers. Nomadism, then, is not located in 
the fixed location of a home but as a disposition of restlessness or rootlessness 
to the fixed categories to which each of us pay rent. Humanistic categories of 
rationality, masculinity, whiteness, and class, along with the wider posthuman 
conditions of infrastructures and media, comprise a few of those locations of 
fixity from which nomadism would help eschew and differently sort out.

One way to understand Flusser’s homelessness or Braidotti’s nomadism 
would be as appeals to the benefits of multicultural programs and curricula. 
Such an appeal to the “social” is one that humanities programs have advanced 
throughout the last few decades as a way to expand the notion of the human-
ist position beyond its traditional base of the European intellectual. This is 
what some forms of difference have come to stand for primarily. I do not 
reject that argument, of course, but I propose additional factors are also at 
play that compound and perhaps even give rise to many of the differences we 
take as traditional. While Flusser here is talking about culture and geographic 
ties, his attention to the “invisible” and “secret threads” that tie a person to a 
place, his account is remarkably consistent with the features of current tech-
nological situations, especially those exhibited through my opening example 
of Homeless Hotspots or even the kinds of practices that emerge in place with 
“The Package.” Flusser’s understanding that “home is a certain function of 
technique” and is “transindividual” resonates not only with Braidotti’s feminist 
account of homelessness via nomadism but also with other writers whose own 
articulations of the transindividual considers technology and technique to be 
derived from a larger, preindividual fund as the dynamic infrastructure that 
mediates devices, processes, and even biological bodies.

In addition to information as a condition for individuation, the transindi-
vidual, as Gilbert Simondon defines it, is a set of indissociably human and 
technical conditions through which any particular individual is a momentary 
resolution. Simondon writes in L’Individuation psychique et collective of the 
transindividual that

it is neither of a social or individual origin; it is deposited in the individual, 
carried by it, but it belongs to it and is not made a part of its system of 
being as individual One should not speak of tendencies of the individual 
that carries it towards the group, because these tendencies are not properly 
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speaking tendencies of the individual as an individual; they are the non-
resolution of potentials that have preceded the genesis of the individual. The 
individual has not individuated the preceding being without remainder; it 
has not been totally resolved in the individual and the milieu; the individual 
has conserved the pre-individual within itself, and all individual ensembles 
have thus a sort of non-structured ground from which a new individuation 
can be produced. (193)

The transindividual is a set of relations that take place prior to and remain-
ing after any individual as such while also persisting along with any individ-
ual. These “non-resolution of potentials” find no residence in any particular 
individual location but are instead the relations that function as primary 
for any individual to exist as such. Adrian Mackenzie, also working from 
Simondon, claims that “the notion of the transindividual forms a crucial 
part of an alternative account of psychosocial experience because it links 
the emergence of collectives to something that is not fully experienced or 
perceived by individuals” (Transductions, 117). It is exactly the abundant 
dynamics of the transindividual that fuels Simondon’s ethics. The potential 
of the transindividual is always irreducible to any particular individual, and 
it is in building a sensibility to and in resolving this abundance that Eliza-
beth Grosz finds Simondon most informative for today. In that, as Grosz 
writes, “collective relations are largely mediated by technical objects which 
elaborate and contribute to psychical cohesion,” it is the transindividual and 
its preindividual conditions that “ethics is the movement that includes and 
incorporates more and more of the pre-individual, not in its pre-individual 
states of tension and potential, but through forms of actualization” (“Iden-
tity and Individuation,” 51). What is pressing here for Grosz is the feminist 
potentials of the transindividual in that any identity or subjectivity taken 
alone may foreclose possibilities but is instead the “internal enfolding of a 
multiplicity of bodily and conceptual operations, never finished or finalized, 
never reducible to a thing, never identifiable with any of its stages, never 
complete, never determinate, always in the process of becoming-more and 
other” (53). Similar to Braidotti’s feminist conception of the nomad, Grosz’s 
approach to the transindividual and individuation more generally allows for 
homelessness and nomadicity to lead to conditions for developing capacities 
of response.

One such response is to understand that, in addition to the interweavings 
of traditional social categorizations that underlie most identity-based projects, 
there are also technological dynamics that often exacerbate those categories 
as problems. In later work, Adrian Mackenzie concretizes his proposition of 
the transindividual by turning to wireless networks (like those exemplified by 
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Homeless Hotspots) and argues that wirelessness is “a sensibility attuned to 
a proliferating ethos of gadgets, services, opportunities, and enterprises that 
transmit and receive information via radio waves using Internet-style network 
protocols” (Wirelessness, 29). Wirelessness provides “an experience trending 
toward our entanglement with things, objects, gadgets, infrastructures, and 
services” that “affects how people arrive, depart, and inhabit places, how they 
relate to others, and indeed, how they embody change” (5). These entangle-
ments are vital in that they operate and make themselves known as those 
ongoing microruptures of connections that call on bodies (via practices that 
emerge from devices, culture, and software, etc.) to constantly reconfigure in 
slight, barely noticeable ways. These reconfigurations are not to be dismissed 
as they exercise tendencies that build up capacities for future reconfigurations. 
Mackenzie goes on to further characterize these reconfigurations as the same 
conditions of loss and lack we often consider to be occasions to be fixed are 
actually the underlying conditions of wirelessness:

Wi-Fi’s limitations and surprising potentials highlight wirelessness as a com-
posite experience animated by divergent processes, by relations that generate 
transitions and create expectations of more change to come. “More” includes 
the “less” of wirelessness: there will be less wires, less obstacles, less difficulty, 
less weight, and in general much more of less. (5)

Much more of less describes how the transindividual offers a figure through 
which to understand networks without concentrating on individual subject 
positions or resorting to a structural totality of culture or society. Impor-
tantly, this transindividual is not reducible to the cyborg model we might 
have understood as underpinning early posthuman notions of subjectivity 
whose fundamental lack is alleviated by something external to itself. Instead, 
the transindividual marks out bodies as interwoven operations that emerge 
from and arrive at a metastability only as a result of an always shifting, clunky, 
distributed agency irreducible to human intentions or nonhuman forces. The 
transindividual is always a grouping of certain techniques of relationships that 
are more and less than the sum of its available components.

It would be unwise to see the transindividual as just a middle ground 
between the individual and a collective. As Jason Read notes about articulat-
ing the transindividual, “the ultimate merit of such a project is not simply 
that it will cut through the individual and collective binary that forestalls any 
thought of politics, but that it will also perhaps provide the precondition for a 
new practice of politics” (12). These preconditions for a rhetoric-as-in-forma-
tion, I argue, must themselves be rehearsed, exercised, practiced.
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“I RECEIVED YOUR LETTER”

Yet another example.
In a recent course I taught, I became frustrated by the standard infra-

structure of the course that encouraged students to rely more on gathering 
materials from the course’s website, something they could access outside of 
class, and less on in-person class gatherings. While “the” information they 
sought (assignments, readings, notes) could be easily downloaded from the 
course site, the surrounding context and discussion that helped inform those 
materials often became elided. The easiest solution was to make course mate-
rials available only in printed form, but that response would surely cause addi-
tional problems since most of my students are much more digitally inclined 
and their practices did not include ways for keeping up with random loose 
papers. By chance, I happened upon a spate of projects aiming to create DIY 
offline networks for social communication and information sharing, especially 
for events of political activism. Various projects such as occupy.here, Pirate-
Box, and subnodes offer variations on a similar network theme. Each was 
composed in some form of a Wi-Fi router, DIY software, and flash storage 
to create a local offline network for sharing files, discussions, messages, and 
other materials. Important for these projects was that each of these networked 
devices were offline (as opposed to being connected to the Internet “online”), 
anonymous (all the software for projects retained no user data and required 
no extensive registration for use), and, most importantly, limited to a very 
small location (usually the span of a routine wireless Internet router). Anyone 
in close proximity could access the networks via their device’s Wi-Fi signal, 
but no one not in that vicinity would be able to access the network. Further-
more, especially important for activist projects and events, those accessing the 
offline networks for sharing information could not be tracked. For my class, 
I modified a PirateBox build and set up an offline network whereby students 
could only access files and converse on anonymous message boards if they 
were near the spot in which I had installed the device (figure 5.3). That is, only 
if they came to class.

Because my office is located near the classroom where the course would 
meet, I was able to house the device in that office continuously throughout 
the semester. What I immediately noticed is that the students had to develop 
a habit of redirecting their devices from the university’s wireless Internet, to 
which those devices automatically connected, to the wireless offline network 
instead. At first, this proved annoying for most since online usually means 
either one is connected or one is not connected. Adding to this frustration, 
I continued to use both networks through the course. In one humorous epi-
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sode, a student became confused as to the location of a particular comment 
discussion and blurted out: “Online or offline? Which line is it anyway?!?” 
Because of moments of frustration like that, students eventually developed a 
habit of unconsciously switching from online Internet to offline network for 
class—building a sense to occupy multiple lines in the middle of those activi-
ties—those practices become habits that allowed the students to incorporate 
for class in a different way. Sure, most of the information was also on the 
course website, but by providing a different kind of network, the informa-
tion required different practices on the part of students. It was not just that 
the offline network provided separate content or an additional form for the 
students but that the process incorporated information as an embodied, mate-
rial practice in a more ethically productive sense. That is, students developed 
a capacity for variability, or the ability to vary the networks they engaged in 
ways that elided form/content divisions but embraced in-formation.

Refiguring content and form, but in a yet different way, Marshall McLu-
han reminds us that the “content” of any medium “is always another medium” 
(Understanding Media, 8). The same can be said for networks and infrastruc-
ture more generally since enacting networks requires a topological capacity 
fundamental to homelessness/nomadism/wirelessness in which one must 
move and incorporate difference to remain the same. This proposition dem-
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onstrates itself even in this short chapter as Homeless Hotspots contain street 
newspapers; Flusser was Brazilian inasmuch as he was first German; official 
institutional technology is inhabited by any number of unofficial, personal 
devices. As computer scientists often paradoxically claim that a computer 
is not necessary to do computer science, we can similarly claim that digital 
media or global infrastructures are not needed to develop topological think-
ing. McLuhan offers another example in which the network can be performed 
without digital media by engaging the practice of topological thinking.

In Counterblast, McLuhan cites sixteenth-century humanist Desider-
ius Erasmus as a model for responding to 1960s media practice. McLuhan 
finds Erasmus to be an exemplar of emerging media because he allowed and 
encouraged giving then nonacademic media and writing practices a place in 
the academic classroom. McLuhan proposes to his contemporaries that “we 
could do for the classroom what Erasmus did for the classroom of his day. We 
could make it the matrix of a cultural flowering much greater than that of the 
Elizabethan Age. For we possess, and to some degree already experience, the 
facts of media cross-fertilization” (Counterblast, 122). That is, Erasmus carved 
out a space within academia for material that we typically associate with being 
outside of it by intensifying the opportunity to experience the interwoven 
media practices of that day. Following McLuhan’s lead, we can look again to 
Erasmus for how we might engage nomadism.

In concert with a pedagogy that mixed multiple genres and media, Eras-
mus offered another exercise that should be engaged as an analogy for the 
kinds of topological movements seen in digital media and communication 
that, I propose, help build nomadic sensibilities. With its verbose title, Eras-
mus’s De duplici copia verborum ac rerum commentarii duo (e.g., On Copia 
of Words and Ideas) was a handbook that cataloged techniques for varying 
phrases and developing subject material for rhetorical activities. In this work, 
Erasmus builds from quick mentions of copia as they appeared in Cicero and 
Quintilian to offer a system of training whereby the reader would be able to 
build an abundance of words and subject matter. For both Cicero and Quintil-
ian, copia referred to copia verborum, or an abundance of words, and extended 
also to meaning a “storehouse,” that is, a reserve of phrases, words, and com-
monplaces one might keep for use in letters or speeches. Together, it is implied 
that copia is the rhetor’s capacity to generate words and subject matter when 
needed.

For his handbook project—we might here recall the notebook practices of 
chapter 4 and even the PirateBox and other networks in this chapter—Eras-
mus sought to systematize a training for developing the capacity for variabil-
ity. In the project, Erasmus divided the work into two books: the first concerns 
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an “abundance of expression,” that is, of words (verba); and the second seeks 
to develop an “abundance of subject-matter” (res). The first book is a clever 
index of common tropes, figures, grammatical structures, conventions, and 
relationships that may be used to provide sentences “style.” These techniques, 
we might call (following Manning and Massumi) “enabling constraints,” 
were limiting devices to apply to any sentence as a way to generate a stylish 
form. Each short chapter provided techniques such as “Method for Varying 
by Metaphor,” “Method of Varying by Amplification,” “Method of Varying by 
Diminutio,” and Method of Varying by Brevity,” and so forth. Following the 
accumulation of these techniques, Erasmus provides his reader with the book’s 
most notable example by demonstrating the copia technique in varying the 
sentence “I received your letter” nearly 150 times, seven of which I excerpt 
here:

I rejoiced exceedingly in your letter.
Your letter brought me greater joy than I can express.
Your letter was pure honey to me.
What clover is to bees, what willow boughs are to goats, what honey is to

the bear, your letter is to me.
No draught of men has such a flavor as your letter has for me.
When I received your so eagerly awaited letter, you would have said that 

Erasmus was drunk with joy.
All things are sickening compared to your letter.

It is opportune, for this project, that Erasmus chose to demonstrate the copia 
technique by varying a sentence about receiving a letter rather than sending 
one. The multiple variations for “I received your letter” lend an example for 
how audience and reception is an active practice and not merely a passive act. 
As noted in my second chapter, a chief problem that Simondon took against 
early theories of information was that the role of the receiver, of audience, 
was taken for granted and thus underdeveloped. Instead, Simondon inquires 
about “the metastability of the receiver” as a necessary operation for any infor-
mation to take place at all. Each of those variations that Erasmus provides 
demonstrates that reception can be an affirmation that amplifies one or more 
potentials for informing what is eventually delivered. Further, the set of varia-
tions provide an abundance, a metastability, for the role of receiver/audience 
as a model to which the reader strives. Toward that end, copia is immediately 
a practice in developing sensibility to being informed inasmuch as it is in devel-
oping an abundant capacity to inform.
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Contemporary scholars have identified De Copia as a unique rhetori-
cal pedagogy, but we might here instead find copia as a kind of continuous 
concretization of techniques initiated by dissoi logoi and topoi. However, it 
would be a mistake to see those prior concretizations of rhetorical training 
by themselves to be the defining characteristics of copia. In one of the disci-
pline’s few extended engagements with De Copia, Thomas Sloane argues for 
the reach of Erasmus’s text from simple instruction in elocutio to a text thor-
oughly invested in inventio. In his effort to connect the seldom-mentioned 
De Copia firmly to the tradition of rhetoric, he locates controversia as the 
central method through which the pedagogy operates, arguing that De Copia 
is important in that it cultivates a critical mindset. Sloane links Erasmus’s 
project genealogically back to the rhetorical tradition by extending Ciceronian 
notions of rhetorical training, argumentum in contrias partes, that is, argu-
ment on both sides as traditionally understood as dissoi logoi. Sloane stipu-
lates that this tactic responds to the understanding that “matter—assertion or 
quality—always suggests its opposite, a principle that . . . is the controversial 
heart and soul of Erasmus’ understanding of traditional rhetoric” (118). Such a 
connection recalls De Copia as a critical pedagogy and, for Sloane’s purposes, 
recovers Erasmus’s text as focusing on ways to develop critical capacities. To 
show this, he traces the instances in which De Copia presents controversia 
as the prime method for rhetorical invention. In one emblematic example, 
Sloane cites Erasmus’s lengthy discussion about how a student might argue 
against learning Greek as where Erasmus uses controversia most deftly. The 
occasion illustrates “one very clear principle” about De Copia and Erasmus’s 
method: “don’t take anything, whether it’s the value of studying Greek or the 
value of learning copia, uncritically” (120). While this move might also be a 
clever way to inculcate a critical mindset, simply linking the lesson to criti-
cal thinking through opposition elides some of the work’s most innovative 
methods.

If we view the lesson Erasmus provides rhetorically, which Sloane implores 
us to do, we might come to understand the opportunity it provides a bit dif-
ferently. In supplying and prompting an argument against learning Greek, 
Erasmus may not be inculcating a critical response as much as he appropri-
ates one. It certainly would not be a stretch to imagine that sixteenth-century 
children might resist learning ancient Greek. Redirecting that resistance by 
having the students vary their critical attitudes provides students an oppor-
tunity to implement the reasons that Erasmus provides but, more so, it chal-
lenges them to develop their own. Viewed rhetorically, the inclusion of this 
“store” for children learning with De Copia exemplifies the inventive ethos of 
De Copia inasmuch as the oppositional “attitude” of a critical engagement is 

 E N G AG I N G N O MA D I C AC T I V I T Y •  177



reconfigured to disrupt its logic of either/or and move toward permutations 
of critique that can be affirmative.

Erasmus’s reconfiguration of the oppositional attitude highlights a con-
sistent affirmative mode of engagement throughout De Copia. Sloane’s proj-
ect elides this when it situates the work as primarily controversia. The 147 
variations of “I received your letter” presented not just an excessive display of 
critical ability but also an affirmative demonstration of the possibilities one 
might pursue through developing variability. Instead of arguing on both sides 
(I was pleased by your letter; I was unhappy with your letter), the bulk of De 
Copia proceeds through a process of differential repetition that affirms the 
movement of the former by advancing, in minuscule fashion, the movement 
of the next. Such is the style of engagement that Braidotti links to nomadism. 
As Braidotti echoes many of the features of the copia method when com-
menting on her own nomadic style, “Homelessness as a chosen condition also 
expresses the choice of a situated form of heterogeneity, which I tend to dis-
play in my writing style,” she says, she further describes her style: “each text 
seems to grow out of the other, by a slow process of accretion. . . . My thinking 
grows by gradually adding small pieces or flashes of colorful insight onto an 
existing canvass. Because I think in successive steps, sometimes the process 
gets ahead of me and the ideas grow like some astonishing amoeba, much to 
my own surprise and delight” (Nomadic Subjects, 17). Such a nomadic style 
echoes De Copia where, for instance, in the second book on res (subject mat-
ters), Erasmus begins the second method (chapter) by stating, “The second 
method is very much like the first” (575); and the third method begins by, 
“The third method is not so very different from the second” (576) and the 
fourth by, “The fourth method is not all that different again” (576). If we over-
look these disclaimers as simple repetition, as accretional repetition without 
variation, we lose a significant amount of the richness that Erasmus works 
through. The entire work foregrounds a serial practice of affirmation through 
variation, that is, it practices a practice of invention. However, Sloane does 
understand the fundamental importance of De Copia as a systematic approach 
for rhetorical training. Understood in this way, De Copia becomes more than 
a simple book that contains reference information and emerges as an model 
through which one can become sensible to affirmative difference.

It is by such a systematic approach to rhetorical training through copia 
that James Brown is invited to understand Erasmus’s project, and rhetorical 
practice in general, as machinic. After defining rhetoric as “a collection of 
machines (‘whatsits,’ ‘gadgets’) for generating and interpreting arguments” 
(“The Machine That Therefore I Am,” 496), Brown locates in copia a project 
that “offers conceptual machines for the generation and maintenance of elo-
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quence, and revisiting these machines helps us reconsider the distinctions 
we draw between humans and computational mechanisms” (499). One small 
quibble with the progression Brown offers is that, on the one hand, machines 
are for arguments, while on the other they perform in service for the genera-
tion and maintenance of eloquence, which is not reducible to argument per se. 
Such a definition of rhetoric leaves rhetorical practice beholden to particular 
teleological aims and in pursuit of explicit objects. Rhetorical practice, as I 
have been defining it throughout this project and whose features have taken 
on a kind of intensity in the practices of copia would instead amplify rhetoric’s 
informative capacities. It is in the overall service of those informative capaci-
ties that rethink the distinctions and blur those strict categories between the 
human and machine that Brown builds a Twitter bot that reenacts, practices, 
the machinic device as offered by Erasmus’s example of “I have received your 
letter” sentence. The specific machine of the Twitter bot enacts the larger proj-
ect of copia, whose overall purpose is to provide occasions for “interacting 
with and designing such machines,” which “might help cultivate copia of word 
and thought, but it would also attune us to the procedures of objects (human 
or otherwise) and to the various rhetorical devices that populate the world” 
(510). Contrary to Brown’s earlier definition of rhetoric, the most productive 
aspect in De Copia cannot be only a machine for generating and maintaining 
arguments as that renders the practice of copia only to its quantitative func-
tions of compiling variations. Copia becomes a machine, ultimately a practice, 
offering to “attune” a rhetor toward “extrahuman” dispositions we might find 
throughout the transindividual or, as I have been arguing but becomes crys-
tallized here, to help build a variability, an ability to vary, through an infra-
structural abundance of categories and relations. It is a slight difference I add 
here but one that makes a difference for how the transindividual dimensions 
of copia, and machinic formations more generally, incorporate as information.

Where Brown leverages in copia a way to become “attuned” to the 
machinic that are populated by people, programs, procedures, and protocols, 
Debra Hawhee finds in copia a device to become more sensible to the nonhu-
man animal. Examining the many instances in which Erasmus both accumu-
lates nonhuman animals into his writing as well as uses nonhuman animals 
to demonstrate the method of accumulation, Hawhee proposes that her proj-
ect on Erasmus’s writing offers “a stronger sense of rhetoric’s embeddedness 
within and centrality to early modern culture and natural history . . . [which] 
depends in part on the sensory effects of accumulation: this time the over-
whelming and sometimes stifling density of a crowd, the dazzling spectacle 
of a seeming infinite variety of words and of things” (Rhetoric in Tooth and 
Claw, 135). Hawhee goes on to write that “animals, for Erasmus, do not merely 
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fill one’s own storehouse; they call forth deep meditations on feeling, on con-
cord and discord, and on productivity itself ” (135). These storehouses, Hawhee 
concludes, offer a “collected memory” that is not the qualitative amassing of 
individual things but, like a bee’s hive, a “storehouse buzzing and oozing with 
varied substances resulting from lively activity” (158). Not unlike Brown’s 
understanding of copia’s procedural variation as a way to engender extrahu-
man relations, Hawhee, too, finds the accumulation pervading the practice of 
copia helpful for developing sensibilities to the nonhuman animal, relations 
that I argue form the transindividual. Hawhee and Brown are complemen-
tary as copia becomes not only a pedagogical practice but an opportunity for 
informing ethical sensibilities.

To elaborate on De Copia as an exercise for the cultivation of ethical sen-
sibilities, I wish to advance another version that characterizes De Copia as one 
of rhetoric’s most explicit encounters with an immanent form of invention. 
Its index of methods, theoretical approaches, and the copious examples all 
work together to establish a variational system of training through which a 
student following the system is habituated toward discovering an abundance 
of possibilities within and through words and ideas that might be otherwise 
understood as “static,” “fixed,” or “stable.” Sloane does, however, understand 
the fundamental importance of De Copia as a systematic approach for rhetori-
cal training. In fact, Sloane implicitly frames Erasmus’s work as an attempt 
to reconstruct an Isocratean ongoing rhetorical training as a long-neglected 
“rhetorical paedaeia” (128). Understood in this way, De Copia becomes more 
than a book simply containing useful methods and emerges as an educational 
technology through which students develop a continuous ethic for informing 
and becoming informed.

It is in the spirit of “rhetorical paedaeia” that the most comprehensive 
treatment of Erasmus’s method enters. In The Cornucopian Text: Problems of 
Writing in the French Renaissance, Terrance Cave provides the most exhaus-
tive account of copia’s history and its crystallization in Erasmus’s work. Cave 
stresses the central goal of the work as “transformation.” The process, through 
which copia’s permutation occurs, according to Cave, is central to rhetoric 
itself. Through the text’s concern for the “trope” and “mutatio,” Cave shows 
how Erasmus’s interest in a protean and generative rhetoric precludes under-
standing the work as a mere stockpile of synonyms (23). Cave asserts that the 
structure of De Copia and the method of its instruction habituate the student 
to understand composition’s permutative dimensions. De Copia implements 
itself not solely by working two sides of an argument against one another 
but, more so, through becoming familiar, intuitively, with the many matters 
in any one position. In short, copia affords an appreciation for the multi-
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plicity inherent to any matter and its potentials as a source of alteration and 
transformation.

Cave builds on the understanding of De Copia as a systematic attempt to 
transform by asserting the importance of the physical activities through which 
copia functioned. To further the interest in transformation, Cave posits that 
“copia is envisaged not as a quantitative, linear process but as a manifestation 
of the desire to write, bringing to life, as in poetry, the potential nuances of a 
single bare statement” (25). The manifestation occurs between verba and res as 
Cave stresses “the orientation which is given to copia as the notebook method 
by copia as the practice of writing” (27). What the practice of copia attends to, 
then, are the many relations through which training occurs as a constitutive 
factor in the training itself. This feature of copia is no accident as Cave fur-
ther argues: “If res, as the counterpart of verbum, moves towards the domain 
of ‘thought’ (sententia), it also includes the whole domain of physical objects 
conceived of as materials for rhetorical elaboration: in other words, one of the 
functions of copia rerum is the unfolding of object things within language” 
(28). For Cave, Erasmus’s method fully involves and intends toward an order-
ing of material as not simply subject matters but also mattering itself. I would 
further extend Cave’s insightful take on copia in res as things. As Conley has 
noted about De Copia’s ability for the “ambiguous and shifty” nature of things, 
the facility to inform and be informed through various operations and varying 
media infrastructures is itself a practice in copia. Or, perhaps more the case, we 
are compelled toward pedagogies and ethics that enact networks as conduits 
for infrastructural activities as ways to develop intuitive sensibilities for mul-
tiple and dispersed modes of information.

To develop these “intuitive” sensibilities, I wish to build upon Sloane’s 
understanding of De Copia through the inflections offered by Brown, Hawhee, 
and Cave. While Sloane extends the whole of the work from style to invention, 
a similar reconsideration can help us understand the work also as a practice in 
memoria. As many scholars account, De Copia is invested in providing “store-
houses” of variety for composition (elocution). It would be too easy to con-
sider the method and its exercises as providing a student rhetor with actual 
sentences from which to draw. While the generation and use of actual sen-
tences for real use may have occurred—many used “copy books” from which 
well-wrought phrases might be retrieved—it is more likely that these exercises 
provided a student with an opportunity to develop the capacity for variation. 
Copia concerns becoming variable and not generating variations. As Erasmus 
indicates several times in his text, copia’s “protean nature” can be a productive 
characterization for generating information. What De Copia instructs, then, is 
not actual methods themselves to be remembered—as rhetoric scholars might 
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reactively treat as current traditional or methodical memory—but a develop-
ment of capacities through the construction of variation itself. Thus, copia’s 
“storehouses” take a more central concern for rhetorical practice than we have 
previously considered. Storehouses then take shape through the many varie-
gated technological networks and in our relations to those networks. Store-
houses echo here the transindividual conditions as articulated by Simondon 
and others (Flusser; Mackenzie; Read). These capacities are enacted through 
engagements with abundance in both quantity and quality; that is, they are 
built within and through the activities of copia.

Abundance, as seen through the practices of copia, is not an accumula-
tion of more things but an increased ability to sense different relations in-
formation. We engage in copia not to accumulate variations but for developing 
variabilities. I propose, then, that De Copia offers a linguistic analogy to the 
transindividual dynamics inherent to network infrastructure. The practices 
we find in copia are consistent with the momentary, reconfiguring, and topo-
logical movements we find in infrastructures. To return to my example from 
above once more, the practice of my students to have to switch from one 
network (online, wireless) to another (offline, located) offered the students an 
opportunity to build an ability to vary their technological capacities to con-
nect and to connect in different ways to remain the same. That network and 
infrastructure exercise, in a nearly unnoticeable way, offers a practice that 
includes but exceeds one’s conscious, critical awareness by incorporating its 
users in an exercise of tuning to the differential repetition essential for infra-
structural dispositions. One can imagine the ways that copia could provide an 
even greater model for practicing finding place in response to homelessness/
nomadism/wirelessness by experiencing a variety of networks and infrastruc-
tures as a way to become differently acclimated.

STRETCHING RHETORIC FURTHER

One example more.
Varying a case from a previous section, I turn again to local mesh net-

works. In response to telecommunication companies ignoring service in com-
munities in transition, a Detroit group established the Detroit Community 
Technology Project (DCTP). The group trains in networking technologies 
community members who then work with one another to install a series of 
mesh networks throughout multiple neighborhoods (figure 5.4). Through a 
coalition of nonprofits the DCTP looks to establish “digital justice” by provid-
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ing high-speed Internet connections to residents of neighborhoods that larger 
telecommunication companies will not serve (Rogers).

Again, not unlike the previous local, “offline” networks, the DCTP offers 
an infrastructure activity in which community communication and informa-
tion is not just about transmitting words between points but is a practice in 
incorporation. This network provides a developing sensibility that the chap-
ter’s initial example (Homeless Hotspots) failed to do. As the local network 
emerges, incorporates, and informs community, the project itself enacts a 
copia exercise in material form that gives us another sense for how the tran-
sindividual is fundamentally a nomadic or wirelessness condition even if that 
activity is perceived as stable.

In commenting further on homelessness, Flusser returns to another ver-
sion of the transindividual in a later essay wherein he expands the notion 
of homelessness to encompass our future cities as configured through net-
works. “In order to conceive of this new city model,” Flusser argues, “one 
must surrender the intellectual categories of geography in favor of topology 
(177). Here, Flusser abstracts himself further from physical geography as our 
prime organizing principle, insisting that as “soon as we are able to think 
topologically—that is, in terms of networked concrete relationships—the city 
to be designed allows not only localization, but also localization everywhere 
in the network” (177). He stresses the importance of topological thought for 
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a future society whose networked connections are abundant with media, 
people, and infrastructure. Topology, as examined more fully in the previous 
chapter, refers in part to the branch of mathematics whose study of a geomet-
ric shapes is undertaken by twisting, folding, stretching, squeezing that shape 
to determine its limits. Topology, then, seems to be the mode of inquiry that 
best allows us to find residence in an ongoing imposed homelessness. We can 
turn once more to Rosi Braidotti, who claims that today’s complex interweav-
ings throughout our anthropocentric moment present a problem wherein “the 
heteroglossia of data we are confronted with demands complex topologies 
of knowledge for a subject structured by multi-directional relationality” (The 
Posthuman, 165). These topologies of knowledge that would demand “multi-
directional relationality” cannot be individually assessed and itemized but 
must instead be sensed and inhabited. In fact, building from Simondon and 
Spinoza, Anne Sauvagnargues proposes that what is “at stake is a topological 
and chronogenetic definition of subjectivity” wherein any “perceived object 
and the active subject become individuated in concert with one another, for 
they form two surfaces of the same temporal and topological interval” (105). 
Taken all together, topology here refers to a capacity to incorporate differently 
while also retaining some sense of prior relations in and as what Hawhee 
referred to above as a kind of “collected memory.”

Alexander Galloway and Eugene Thacker help us consider what topologi-
cal engagement means for the network by declaring that “by ‘thinking topo-
logically,’ we mean an approach that compares the abstract spaces of different 
structural or architectonic systems” (13). They further argue that the impor-
tance of networks lie not in any one individual’s ability to control what is or is 
not contained in a network since “networks operate less through the exception 
of individuals, groups, or institutions and more through the exceptional qual-
ity of networks or of their topologies,” and what matters “is less the character 
of the individual nodes than the topological space within which and through 
which they operate as nodes” (44). As Mackenzie writes above, the transindi-
vidual is a temporal collection of relations that span human and nonhuman, 
and we can understand how a posthuman practice is providing spaces to exer-
cise those collectives topologically.

Again, the transindividual is not a relation between subjects but is instead 
the conditions in which intersubjectivity are topologically brought about. A 
copia practice of varying infrastructures (broadly construed) offers an analogi-
cal exercise, and an ongoing ethic of relating, that helps develop sensibilities 
to underlying transindividual conditions. That is, through permuting varia-
tions of connections, we exercise sensibilities to the conditions that make any 
one network of relations possible. By practicing through the Internet, a mesh 

184 •  C H A P T E R 5 



net, analogue sneaker networks, and a community network, we inform some-
thing akin to what Jonathan Donner calls a “digital repertoire.” According 
to Donner’s project, a person’s digital repertoire “is comprised of the devices, 
networks, and services she uses to manipulate digital information, as well as her 
skills to do so” (109, original emphasis). In studying mobile phone users, Don-
ner finds categories of “mobile-first” and “mobile-centric” to be ecologies of 
digital practice that each require multiple devices and settings depending on 
which ecology is engaged. In addition to the material technologies require, an 
assortment of techniques and skills, are called upon to travel those ecologies. 
Despite the fact that each of those ecologies may provide access to the same 
information, those ecologies must be practiced in different ways because of 
the topological changes that call upon transindividual relations. Copia, then, 
would enact Donner’s digital repertoire as a kind of infrastructural repertoire, 
echoing rhetoric’s desire for building storehouses. In accumulating a store-
house of experiences and capacities through incorporating several types of 
informational networks, rhetorical practice becomes a practice of responding 
to nomadism through which the transindividual is exercised anew with each 
and every shift, breakdown, microrupture, transposition, or addition. Proj-
ects like the DCTP (and the other networks listed throughout this chapter) 
become a model practice for rhetoric in that it allows for the cultivation of 
variability. This ability to vary through infrastructure helps exercise ecologies 
to transduce place even when rendered homeless.

Posthuman practice, then, especially in an academic setting, would seek 
to resolve, not solve, how the abundance of infrastructures in which we find 
ourselves moving, including those in academia and beyond, are becoming 
homeless through an internal proliferation of official and unofficial technolo-
gies that range from personal to institutional devices. The academic infra-
structure of a university, along with the particular space of a classroom as 
it is composed by multiple networks, offers ongoing events through which 
an abundance of actors—teachers, students, electricity, IT, computers, Wi-Fi, 
architecture, moods, and others—fold together infrastructures that cohere 
as a single network while also persisting as multiple. A pedagogy for a net-
worked humanities as well as an ethic for an increasingly networked world 
would not only include one’s conscious and critical awareness to trace out 
these networks—foundational humanities practices I neither argue for nor 
against—but such a pedagogy would also leverage one’s disparate embodied 
connections in a kind of exercise remarkably similar to previous pedagogies.

At the risk of repeating myself, one time more, our current posthuman-
ities contain the practices of our earliest rhetoricians. The Greek Sophists, 
itinerant teachers and practitioners, were literally homeless as they traveled 
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across the Greek world, stretching the “secret ties” that connected them to 
their past homelands. In opposition to the famed Academy—a place sepa-
rated from the bustling urban center of Athens—the Sophists offered train-
ing that leveraged their experiences of homelessness and nomadism to teach 
others to cultivate habits of timely response. John Poulakos, in “Towards a 
Sophistic Definition of Rhetoric” finds in the itinerant Sophists the defining 
features of rhetoric as a reliance on the timely, the appropriate, and the pos-
sible, a definition “posit[ing] that man is driven primarily by his desire to be 
other, the wish to move from the sphère of actuality” (46). Thus, there is an 
inherent mobility and rootlessness to which rhetorical practice responds in 
that its strivings are to become different. This quality is at the base of rhe-
torical training. Debra Hawhee highlights this basis for sophistic training as 
consisting of rhythm, repetition, and response. To quote Hawhee’s descrip-
tion of Isocratean pedagogy, “no system of knowledge can teach kairotic 
response; rather, such response is cultivated out of repeated encounters with 
difference—different opponents in different positions at different times and 
places” (Bodily Arts, 148). The conditions of homelessness and itinerancy, 
experienced and leveraged by those early Sophists, make for all encounters 
to be difference as such and not, as is often the case, a difference from stable 
and standard category. Traditionally, these different encounters are thought 
to be those agonistic engagements we might find in wrestling, debating, and 
in arguing for trials whereby two individuals compete toward some distinct 
teleological end. While those institutional practices can be seen as subtend-
ing forms of engagement that seek to remedy lack, we could also benefit from 
considering the multiple and varied infrastructures as offering occasions for 
informing “difference.” These differences need not always be different loca-
tions, as we might traditionally understand homelessness and nomadicity, 
but as the repeated differential encounters that sustain one location. That 
is, using a networked classroom as an example, we enact and experience 
an abundance of networks: Internet, intranets, extranets, delayed networks, 
aerial drones, offline networks. Students collaborate on a discussion forum, 
through instant message, by passed notes, upon shared drafts in material 
and digital spaces, and on public and personal devices. Each enactment of 
the network composes another material articulation of “I received your let-
ter” while also exercises the transindividual conditions that articulate the 
fact that “I am a hotspot.” In place of having students locate the network as 
residing in one place (social media, mobile devices, instant message), post-
human practice exercises networks to leverage multiple available means of 
difference as an exercise in relating to and through those interwoven con-
texts that compose our infrastructures. Performing topologically and not just 
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topically would undermine the traditional notion of the humanist subject as 
contained agent of rational thought. It would afford that subject an abun-
dance of place.

Rhetoric as a posthuman practice reshapes a humanities that finds home 
only concerning itself with the rational humanist subject. This task is only 
becoming harder to sustain. Rosi Braidotti remarks that our current “identity 
crisis of the contemporary Humanities,” one not unrelated to the exigence of 
this book, “is related to the high levels of technological mediation and the 
multicultural structure of the globalized world” (The Posthuman, 153). Braid-
otti argues that, in place of a stable and rational humanist subject, “posthuman 
subjectivity reshapes the identity of humanistic practices, by stressing heter-
onomy and multi-faceted relationally, instead of autonomy and self-referential 
disciplinary purity” (145). Braidotti’s posthumanities, of which this project’s 
posthuman practices aims to contribute, would seek to cultivate practices that 
would resonate with how Braidotti figures body: “A radically immanent inten-
sive body is an assemblage of forces, or flows, intensities and passions that 
solidify in space, and consolidate in time, within the singular configuration 
commonly known as an ‘individual’ self ” (Transpositions, 157).

TRANSINDIVIDUAL PRACTICE

The nomadic subject is yet one more renewal of a particular mode of inquiry 
we have seen throughout this chapter and in the project at large. In connect-
ing the many disparate accounts above, I proposed an ethics and/as peda-
gogy for posthuman practice. Just as the homeless workers in the Homeless 
Hotspots project could be variously read as human and posthuman, so, too, 
does the exercise of variation in copia provide practice in the transindividual 
conditions of which our infrastructure is but a part. Again, Erasmus’s chosen 
example celebrated the seemingly infinite possibilities in reception, affirm-
ing possibilities merely by receiving information; so, too, does the Homeless 
Hotspots model demonstrate how an individual might practice the condi-
tions in which information unfolds. The ethics through which this informa-
tion unfolds rely on an underlying capacity for enacting a kind of topological 
movement, as seen in the juxtapositions of abundance, homelessness, wire-
lessness, nomadism, and itinerancy. Neither these exercises nor posthuman 
practice more generally should be thought to enact smooth transitions. They 
rely on lack, multiplicity, and discontinuity as much as they need continuous-
ness, place, identity. There are, as Deleuze and Guattari explain, operations of 
the smooth and the striation:
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What interests us in operations of striation and smoothing are precisely the 
passages or combinations: how the forces at work within space continually 
striate it, and how in the course of its striation it develops other forces and 
emits new smooth spaces. Even the most striated city gives rise to smooth 
spaces: to live in the city as a nomad, or as a cave dweller. Movements, speed 
and slowness, are sometimes enough to reconstruct a smooth space. Of 
course, smooth spaces are not in themselves liberatory. But the struggle is 
changed or displaced in them, and life reconstitutes its stakes, confronts 
new obstacles, invents new paces, switches adversaries. Never believe that a 
smooth space will suffice to save us. (500)

Such accounts are not only the product of an idea or one’s labors to build 
and enact interoperable systems through portable technologies but they are 
also processes that seek to share dispositions, orientations, and tunings. These 
capacities are inherent to a rhetorical practice whose effectiveness is gained 
through cultivating transindividual infrastructures that encourage home-
less, nomadic, wireless, and itinerant movements. These movements operate 
as encounters to inform a sensibility to those abundant processes and prac-
tice creating, maintaining, and transducing the relations between and through 
things. Nomadism, as a practice of the condition of homelessness and the cen-
tral movement in rhetoric as a posthuman practice, includes lack not as a prob-
lem to solve but as the exigence for continuing to inform an ongoing exercise 
of sifting, remixing, versioning, and determining an abundance of capacities 
for practicing rhetoric-as-in-formation.
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