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abstr act

Rhetoric teems with ecologically inclined thoughts. This article’s interest in 
“ ecology” arises from the circumstance of rhetoric’s multiple ontologies. We revise 
three commonplaces of theory to support discussions that follow from understand-
ing rhetoric’s ontology as an emergent, materially diverse phenomenon, shifting the 
emphasis from agency to capacity, from violence to vulnerability, and from recal-
citrance to resilience. The proposed commonplaces treat ecology as an orientation 
to patterns and relationships in the world, not as a science. The article is organized 
by these three interrelated transitions. The first transition defines capacity more 
fully in contrast to symbol use as human agency. The second moves from thinking 
of rhetorical force as imposition, which is tied to violence, to understanding it as a 
distributed sense of capacity derived from mutual vulnerabilities between entities. 
The third suggests that the persistence of rhetorical capacities stems from systemic 
adaptability and sustainability (resilience) rather than individuated abilities to resist 
(recalcitrance).

Keywords: rhetorical ontology, vulnerability, capacity, resilience, ecology

1st Gent.: Our deeds are fetters that we forge ourselves.
2d Gent.: Ay, truly: but I think it is the world that brings the iron.

—George Eliot, Middlemarch
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R. L. Scott once explained that the “environment is experienced as being 
 rhetorical,” meaning anything within the milieu can participate in 
addressivity, that who or what addresses what and whom is variable and 
multiple (1973, 89). He stressed that human valuing determined participa-
tion, but he nonetheless anticipated a more robust, posthuman ecological 
view when he contended that “one must not think of rhetorical attributes as 
exclusively the property of speakers, writers, or other message-senders” (93). 
Scott claimed an “enlarged concept of rhetoric” was necessary “to compre-
hend the substantial and dynamic senses in which rhetoric functions” and 
cautioned against overly strategic, environmentally insensitive concepts like 
argumentation (94). A “sense or feeling” exists in the immediacy of events 
in which rhetoric is stylistically incarnated (its substantial sense) by the 
“day-to-day patterns” that constitute its embodiment (its dynamic sense) 
(93–94). In the Deleuzian idiom, Scott described rhetoric as incipient to 
the flow of events, always becoming, and pointed toward the environs that 
sustain changing modes of addressivity.

Scott was not the first to think of rhetoric ecologically, and not alone 
even in 1973. Richard Washell compared semiological systems to “natural” 
environments that same year (115). Rhetorical studies had to wait, however, 
for a richer engagement with the ecological. It was 2005 when Jennifer 
Edbauer called for study of affective ecologies, and in recent years, Thomas 
Rickert has offered a provocative theory of ambient rhetoric that “no longer 
sees rhetoric as a direct extension of human will or human meaning mak-
ing” (2013, 254). Yet rhetoric’s ecological roots tap classical concepts of chora 
and kairos (41–98). Contemporary concepts include Burke’s scene, Wrage’s 
“mosaic of documents,” Ehninger’s systems of rhetoric, Bitzer’s rhetorical 
situation and its modifications, the burgeoning literature on spatiality and 
memory places, much less abundant environmental characterizations of ide-
ology, topoi, context, and more.1 Rhetoric teems with ecologically inclined 
thoughts. Sharing this inclination, we discuss three conceptual shifts that 
follow from understanding rhetoric as an emergent, materially diverse phe-
nomenon: from agency to capacity, from violence to vulnerability, and from 
recalcitrance to resilience. Rather than propose a model, we revise com-
monplaces of theory to support ecological considerations of ontology.

The “ecological thought,” Timothy Morton writes, is a “virus that infects 
all other areas of thinking”—particularly “all the ways we imagine how we 
live together”—such that, without meaning to, you find that “you must have 
been thinking it all along” (2010, 2, 4, 3). Hence, “ecological thought sur-
passes what passes for environmentalism” as it does not require ecological 
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science to be active, although environmentalism  provides  indispensable 
 concepts, and we avail ourselves of it (3). Our interest in  “ecology” stems 
from the fact that rhetoric has multiple ontologies, meaning that “rhetoric” 
is a collective noun whose diverse members arise from material environ-
ments (Graham and Herndl 2013; Mol 2002, 53–85). What rhetoric “is” is 
emergent and changeable, “becoming” different again and again. The chal-
lenge, then, is how to study what enlivens and sustains its ontological mul-
tiplicity in an ecological fashion. “At issue,” Carole Blair observes, “is what 
rhetorical characteristics we can or should focus on to establish identities or 
continuities among rhetorical discourses or objects. . . . It seems no longer 
necessary to argue for the rhetorical character of material objects” because 
rhetoricity is attributable to raveled relations and not to things themselves 
(2001, 273, 281). The same “feature” acts differently or not at all in another 
milieu (282–83).

Rhetoric’s ontology, approached ecologically, considers qualities of rela-
tions between entities, not just among humans, that enable different modes 
of rhetoric to emerge, flourish, and dissipate. The most general relational 
quality is struggle; rhetoric emerges from and for struggle. However, eco-
logical struggle is striving pursued with, not contesting against, other things. 
It is struggle in dependence, not between “independents.” Darwin suggests 
as much in On the Origin of Species when he discusses the struggle for exis-
tence: “But a plant on the edge of a desert is said to struggle for life against 
the drought, though more properly it should be said to be dependent on 
the moisture” (52). The commonplaces we present similarly recognize that 
“being against” cannot explain how or why a kind of rhetoric comes into 
existence or persists, let alone what speeds its decline.

The proposed commonplaces treat ecology as an orientation to pat-
terns and relationships in the world rather than as a science. Although 
ecology as a science is empirical and positivistic, it also expresses an attach-
ment to the world. Early on, G. Evelyn Hutchinson, comparable to Darwin 
for his influence, saw ecology as an enriching appreciation of diversity. For 
Hutchinson, the inductive schemas elaborated by ecology are imbued with 
a sense of “beauty” that “give a certain degree of loveableness to the universe 
which it did not have before” (2011, 4). We start from an orientation that 
presumes connectedness and attachment between all manner of things and 
that sees beauty and value in rhetoric’s unruly variability.

The article is organized by the three interrelated transitions from agency 
to capacity, violence to vulnerability, and recalcitrance to resilience. The first 
transition defines capacity more fully in contrast to symbol use as human 
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agency. The second moves from thinking of rhetorical force as imposition, 
which is tied to violence, to a distributed sense of capacity derived from 
mutual vulnerabilities between entities. The third suggests that the  persistence 
of rhetorical capacities stems from systemic adaptability and sustainability 
(resilience), rather than individuated abilities to resist (recalcitrance).

Throughout we draw from an ethnography of aquaculture in Frenchman 
Bay, Maine, to concretize our comments (McGreavy 2016).2 The rhetoric 
of aquaculture may evoke visions of communities contesting the potential 
harm of salmon fishing pens, the impacts of cloistered shellfish beds on 
sensitive ecosystems and landowners’ property values, and the plight of 
fishermen faced with ocean acidification, rising sea levels, and unsustain-
able harvesting practices. We bypass the rhetoric of aquaculture because we 
agree with Rickert and others that the rhetoric of and about the material 
world “disallow[s] more fundamental insights into an a priori enmeshment 
of person and world, leaving little room to explore how the material envi-
ronment itself matters for how life is conducted” (2013, 252). We understand 
aquaculture as entangled materialities—mud, clams, harvester, hoe, water, 
moon, tides, tide charts—that persist by being embodied together in what 
harvesters call “working the tides” (Barad 2007, 377). Working the tides is 
not “a rhetoric” but affords abilities that are needed for kinds of rhetoric 
to emerge. Ecological thinking is not limited to environmentalist projects, 
so any adaptive system (a city, a lab, a discipline) could serve, but we chose 
Frenchmen Bay because its unfamiliarity puts the conceptual work into 
high relief.3

The way we use the term “commonplace” captures a shifting orientation 
to ontology within rhetoric studies but does not signal a method per se. The 
three topoi are insufficient to organize, vary, and amplify the production of 
scholarly discourse in a classical or Renaissance sense of “commonplace.” 
Instead, we hope that growing interests in the ecological may converge 
through termini of capacity, vulnerability, and resilience. Burke notes that 
different termini produce different encounters with phenomena (1969, 325). 
The following commonplaces provide not a method but a different ground-
ing for methods with which to pursue questions of potential, affect, and 
persistence ecologically. This article is a detachable piece of larger, multipart 
research agendas that envision ecological investigations of diverse, emerg-
ing rhetorics. It is not possible to describe these commonplaces and to flesh 
out the different analytics we are developing elsewhere. We offer gathering 
points in a developing conversation to provide ways to fine-tune  creative 
experimentation with method that may help others develop ecological 
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analytics. Following William Connolly’s call for  micro-experimentalism, 
we treat these commonplaces as spaces in which we can “stretch our  sensory, 
perceptual, experimental, and conceptual powers so that our [methods] can 
be tested and extended” (2013, 169). The conclusion reflects this, giving hints 
but stopping short of diagramming methods of investigation that these 
commonplaces open up.

from agency to capacity
A stock material orientation to rhetorical agency stresses human-to-human 
interaction where humans act on others through symbols as  opposed 
to through dematerialized agencies of reason or form. It is agency as 
 constitutive, not agency as “cause-effect relationship” (Biesecker and 
Lucaites 2009, 3). Accounts of rhetoric’s ontology often let agency circum-
scribe explanations of capacity, but agency and capacity, although synonyms, 
are crucially different. Agency, from the Latin participle “agens” (“acting”), 
refers to a state of being in action, exerting power. It designates the instru-
mentality of force. For rhetoric, agency is a way of naming the possibility 
that rhetors and their rhetoric have impact. Capacity, from the Latin adjec-
tive “capax” (both “spacious” and “capable”), refers to magnitude, maximal 
potential. The verb form, “capere,” means “to take or capture,” and in the 
second-person passive can mean to be taken in, to be understood. It is a 
relational concept of potential, so for rhetoric, capacity defines the limits 
of what can be done. Agency identifies force by its application, whereas 
capacity imagines force in its relations. One cannot explain the capacities of 
a particular rhetoric by focusing on agency any more than one can explain 
charcoal’s ability to produce heat by referencing the fact that burning some 
is effective for cooking.

By shifting the focus from agency to capacity, we revise the common-
place for discussing qualities that empower rhetoricity, emphasizing the ecol-
ogy of entanglements between entities over the abilities that are inherent to 
humans. Separating capacity from agency, however, involves scrutinizing the 
assumption that human limits define rhetorical limits. In a signature state-
ment on rhetoric’s ontology, Karlyn Campbell locates  capacity in “human 
persuadability,” the human’s unique “capability of influencing and being 
influenced because of his capacity for linguistic and semantic responses” 
(1970, 103). She explains this capacity through its agency, symbolic language: 
“Human motivation is distinct from that of other beings because the nature 
and structure of language are themselves motivating forces and because 
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the interaction between man and his language profoundly transforms his 
physical, biological, and animal needs, drives, and desires” (104). She subse-
quently explicitly reduces capacity to agency: “Rhetorical agency refers to 
the capacity to act, that is, to have the competence to speak or write in a way 
that will be recognized or heeded by others in one’s community” (2005, 3). 
“Rhetorical agency” and “human capacity” are widely viewed as synonyms 
(Lundberg and Gunn 2005, 86–92; Greene 2004).

Humanity’s rhetorical capacity poses a constitutive conundrum for the 
discipline. Burke’s formula that “man is the symbol-using (symbol-making, 
symbol-misusing) animal ” is a near-iconic rendering of the idea (1966, 16). 
Often the field sees the mark of humanity as its organizing interest and 
yet also the means by which humans transcend and remake the world and 
themselves. What makes the human is rhetoric, and what makes the human 
is rhetoric. The widening domain of rhetoric has tugged at both sides of a 
conflated agency-capacity pair and exposed the paradox of formulae like 
Burke’s. Adding new agencies to the list of things that capacitate rhetoric 
jumbles the boundaries of what limits rhetorical capacities. That humans 
rule the “realm of rhetoric” assumes that human capacity for rhetoric 
remains unchanged even when rhetorical mechanisms take on lives of their 
own, modifying what the human is and can be (Perelman 1990). Humanism 
places humanity in a “state of exception,” where rhetorical capacity operates 
as a “zone of indifference” in which humanity and its discursive prostheses 
are undecidably folded into homo rhetoricus (Agamben 2005, 23; Lanham 
1976, 4–5). “Rhetoric is a natural social phenomenon,” Michael McGee 
states (2009, 31–32). Or, as Walter Benjamin tells us, the one who rules “is 
confined to the world of creation; he is the lord of creatures, but remains a 
creature” (qtd. in Agamben 2005, 57). The human straddles a nature-culture 
paradox that we enunciate and adjudicate (Agamben 2004, 92; Lundberg 
and Gunn 2005, 93–95).

If materials deployed rhetorically are thus only because a rhetor so 
chooses, then the human becomes a homogenizing agency of agencies that 
masks rhetoric’s ecological, emergent capacitation. Yet the world brings the 
iron, so “we do not begin with our access to beings,” as Levi Bryant puts 
it, “but instead ask what the world must be like for certain practices to 
be possible” (2011, 65). As Blair notes, critical studies have already demon-
strated rhetoricity to vary materially, to be dependent for its potency on 
a range of elements acting conjointly, human and otherwise. Capacity is 
congruent with Rickert’s “stretched out” description of agency as “ material, 
affective, ecological, and emergent” (2013, 129) and Jane Bennett’s notion of 
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“distributive agency”: “the distinctive capacities or efficacious powers of 
particular  material configurations” (2010, ix). As Bennett observes, “There 
was never a time when human agency was anything other than an inter-
folding network of humanity and nonhumanity; today this mingling has 
become harder to ignore” (31).4 As an orientation to ontology, capacity fore-
grounds what a particular kind of rhetoric can do in an adaptive, dynamic 
system; its distinctive potentiality is relative to its material, interfolded con-
figuration. The aesthetic, creative, performative affordances of a rhetoric are 
the concern more so than who or what activates its potential (Connolly 
2013, 71–74, 156–61).

How, then, can an interfolding network of aquaculture capacitate 
 rhetoric (in contrast to human agents exercising an innate capacity to trans-
form their worlds into rhetoric and their rhetoric into worlds)? Shellfish 
aquaculture (more specifically, clam farming) is enabled by a distinct set 
of participants. One could examine a more familiar ecology of relations 
like the self-organized forum in which clam and mussel harvesters negoti-
ate conflicts and deliberative modes of address common to it, but the less 
familiar ecology of working the tides accentuates the entangled participa-
tion of nonhumans. Participants that work the tides together include but 
are not limited to mud with a not-too-hard mix of clay, silt, and sand and 
a certain concentration of vital nutrients that allows clams to set in and 
that also provides a source of food to spur their growth (harvesters call this 
“magic mud”); gloves that have just the right flexibility not to impede fin-
gers’ movement and yet that are waterproof and durable enough to protect 
fingernails, enabling harvesters to dig or pull with hand or hoe (hoe works 
best with tines just wide enough to overturn the mud without breaking 
clam shells); and tides whose cycles allow harvesters to traipse into the mud 
and dig enough clams to make it worth their while. This list and related 
details could easily be expanded beyond our grasp (Bogost 2012, 38–40).

Rhetorical capacities emerge not from the litany of participants but 
from the specific relations that Karen Barad would say “enfold matter,” 
such as “creating swirl” within clam aquaculture (2007, 180). Creating swirl 
engenders multiple orders of discourse flowing between harvesters, flats, 
and clams that are not easily localized in human agents—discourses com-
prised substantially and dynamically of asignifying relations and elements 
as well as signifying ones. One harvester points to a map and says of another 
harvester and of the potential for swirl that “a lot of the seeding in at some 
places—he’s talking about clams coming in where there’s just bare mud. If 
you got the right swirl in your current that’ll help it too. . . . You look at the 
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lay of the land, how that tide comes in there, I think you’re getting a pretty 
good swirl action. And I think that’s a lot of what happens in Raccoon 
Cove too. You get a certain action, it’ll bring the seed down.”5 Much of the 
coast of Maine has a rocky intertidal zone but there are pockets of softer 
substrate suitable for clam seed. As the tides rush in and wash out, clam 
seed suspended in the water flows with it. When the water catches on a 
protruding pebble or broken clam shell, the interaction of objects, water 
on shell or stone, creates friction between the materials, causing the water 
to spiral, which draws clam seed into the mud where it sets in and grows. 
Clam harvesters can accentuate swirls by working with the mudflat. They 
call it “brushing” when they stick small trees, usually conifers, into the mud 
so that as the tides wash in, the trees catch the seed and bring it down into 
the mud, increasing seed concentration.

One can partly identify a rhetoric’s capacities, what it can do, by the 
way that a particular arrangement of “enfolded matter” articulates (Stormer 
2004, 261–72). We discuss this one aspect of capacitation, articulation, 
because exploring what constitutes “rhetorical capacities” is its own ques-
tion. In Elizabeth Grosz’s terms, the mud, rocks, crushed shell, and the 
tidal action around them participate in modalities of address when they 
“carve out” or conceive possible futures for aquaculture, which harvesters 
participate in too by brushing (2011, 90). Further, because their future liveli-
hood is enfolded with swirls on the flats, harvesters observe it and make 
adjustments in their methods based on those observations. These elements 
become “articulate” when they collaboratively order a space of address by 
linking and separating elements into shifting arrangements of things that 
discourse (flow) into other things for which that flow may matter (Barad 
2007, 375–77). Discourse as the performance of addressivity rather than as 
signification better acknowledges diverse, nonhuman qualities of relation 
within rhetoric.6 The rocks, shells, and mud express an immediate, nonhu-
man discourse that addresses the tide, inducing swirl; the swirl addresses 
clams and harvesters, drawing them into the mud; the harvesters mimic 
rocks and shells with conifers, attracting more clam seed; and harvesters 
collaborate around farming the flats, always attending to the mud and the 
tides. As capacity, arrangements of addressivity establish ranges of action, 
meaning the limits of what or who may be affected by the discourses in 
question. We presume that tidal swirl matters to the clams and mud because 
they are mutually changed by the interaction; how it matters to them we 
can only speculate. It also matters to the clam harvesters who organize 
their lives around the tides. The tourist driving by the flat at low tide or 
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the eider duck skimming along the water is not addressed by the particular 
dynamism and substance of these arrangements and would be indifferent 
to the fluctuating discourses incipient to them. What a rhetoric can do is 
limited by its articulation. Conventionally, one might say the tourist is no 
more literate in these discourses than the duck; or, as Rickert might say, 
neither is attuned to intertidal being and its disclosures (2013, 162, 182–90).

Ecological explanations of rhetoricity’s potential and limits require 
consideration of not-so-human qualities of relation, which opens the 
door to appreciating highly variable, multiple ontologies of rhetoric but 
also necessitates coming to terms with strange participants like mud and 
clams. The human scholar who speculates about what matters to mud and 
clams works against the grain of humanism, but such speculation raises 
epistemological questions about the extent to which it entails humanizing 
things. Are we just mirroring ourselves by attributing motive to things? 
“Anthropomorphizing, the interpretation of what is not human or personal 
in terms of human or personal characteristics,” Bennett observes, “is clearly 
a part of the story, but it is less clear how fatal it is” (2010, 98–99). She recalls 
Darwin’s anthropomorphized worms, filled with will and intelligence, 
which at first seems to offer “a world in our own image, but what appears 
next is a swarm of ‘talented’ and vibrant materialities (including the see-
ing self )” (99). As comparative figuration, a “touch of anthropomorphism, 
then, can catalyze a sensibility that finds a world filled . . . with variously 
composed materialities that form confederations” (99). Or, as a heuristic 
tool, “anthropomorphism can reveal isomorphisms” between materialities 
(99). We cannot avoid anthropomorophism. Critical anthropomorphism 
is not appropriative, not colonization by representation. Unlike anthropo-
 centrism, anthropo-morphism is humanity as mutable form and makes possi-
ble “a comparison of powers that leads us to discover more in the body than 
we know, and hence more in the mind than we are conscious of ” (Deleuze 
1988, 90). It’s as much about us becoming animal or becoming water or 
mud as about the animal becoming human, as we act with extra-creaturely 
materialities and they with us (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 233–309).

Accordingly, Bennett invites us to “picture an ontological field without 
any unequivocal demarcations between human, animal, vegetable, or min-
eral. All forces and flows (materialities) are or can become lively, affective, 
signaling. And so an affective, speaking human body is not radically differ-
ent from the affective, signaling nonhumans with which it coexists, hosts, 
enjoys, serves, consumes, produces, and competes” (2010, 116–17). Although 
she highlights nonhuman liveliness, she does not suggest all entities have 
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the same rhetorical capacities, such that mud, tides, clams, and people find 
a “perfect equality [as] actants” (104). That would lean toward a traditionally 
agentic orientation. She subscribes to a kind of flat ontology as described by 
Bryant, where all entities are on equal footing as prospective rhetorical par-
ticipants but do not “contribute equally” (2011, 290). To include nonhumans 
within rhetoric does not mean that their participation will mirror that of 
humans. Or, as Bogost argues, “All things equally exist, yet they do not exist 
equally” (2010). Investigating rhetoricity’s limits and potential afforded by 
milieus requires an ontological commonplace that is a little flatter than that 
which follows from equating capacity with human agency.

from violence to vulnerability
If rhetorical capacity is ecologically emergent, then the question arises as 
to how rhetoric acts with the world. Barad claims that the “very nature of 
materiality is an entanglement” (2007, 392–93). To explain how entangle-
ments like mudflats empower different rhetorics, force must be discussed 
as affectively constituted rather than as effectively applied. The common-
place for conceiving of action must shift from violence, imposition of one on 
another, to vulnerability, relational openness.

Violence

Violence is a principal construct for the capacity to act on, or impose, even 
though rhetoric is often seen as the alternative if not the antidote to vio-
lence. Generally, we know that rhetoric has force because of its effects. 
Brian Massumi states that force is imperceptible, or “infraempirical. . . . No 
 scientist has ever observed a force. Not even Newton saw gravity. Only force-
effects are observable. ‘Force’ is a word used to designate the  repeatability or 
iterability of effects.” Even a “perception is a force-effect” (2002, 160). Force 
effects are distinguished by their impact. Directly or indirectly, acts must 
be felt—that is how we know rhetoric exists and are able to evaluate the 
changes wrought by it—yet no force is inherently rhetorical or nonrhetori-
cal. Entities feel different force effects, and determining which ones qualify 
as modes of address requires dynamic, relational discrimination.

The human body in pain has been an indispensable reagent for separat-
ing rhetorical from other force effects because force registers ambiguously 
as wound or warrant. From Aristotle to Isocrates, talk power is the alter-
native class of force to violence power because of its relation to the body 
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in pain.7 Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca render reason and 
violence the archetypes of “persuasive” force: “One can indeed try to obtain 
a particular result either by the use of violence or by speech. . . . The use of 
argumentation implies that one has renounced resorting to force alone, that 
value is attached to gaining the adherence of one’s interlocutor by means 
of reasoned persuasion. . . . Recourse to argumentation assumes the estab-
lishment of a community of minds, which, while it lasts, excludes the use 
of violence” (1969, 55). To delineate what is confusing at substantial and 
dynamic levels (classes of force effects), Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 
turn to strategic form (reasoned argument). Further, dividing rhetoric from 
violence betrays an identification that has been imposed but is then dis-
avowed (“one has renounced resorting to force alone”).

Owing to this disavowed identification, the discipline tends to operate 
as a standing “critique of violence” that ranks rhetoric superior on “moral 
grounds” (Benjamin 1986, 277). However, there are many examples of  violent 
rhetoric that blur its separation from brutality. Debra Hawhee meticulously 
demonstrates the mutual influence of gymnastic agon and rhetoric in ancient 
Greece (15-43, 109–32). Judith Butler explores the ligature of linguistic and 
bodily violence through the concept of hate speech or words that wound 
(1997). Benjamin argues that only unalloyed means of agreement, that is, 
language, are nonviolent except when corrupted by legal violence (1986, 
289). But as Nietzsche notes, agreement on the very means of agreement 
is founded by punishment (1989, 246–57). For Michael McGee, rhetorical 
capacities are identified after humans have felt coerced but then posit a dif-
ference between weapons and symbols (2009, 33). For Ronald Greene, those 
capacities depend on the unacknowledged systemic  violence that repro-
duces discursive power (2009, 57). Michael Bernard-Donals argues that 
rhetoric is intrinsically violent because it fundamentally  displaces those 
affected by it (2014, 402, 415–16). Often, explanations of how rhetoric acts 
on people intuitively divide it from things like fists and yet are beholden to 
fists as models of forceful imposition; a case for words over knuckles is hard 
but for the sorts of force they effect.

We suspend the humanistic rhetoric of rhetoric (Booth 2004) that 
harbors a violence apart. Violence as forceful relation tells us little of how 
rhetorical capacities emerge because it obscures the environment that 
 conditions violence by focusing on an eruptive moment. Consider “swirl” as 
an articulate moment that can also be understood as eruptive. Swirl is based 
in imposition, one material impacting another, and it occurs when harvest-
ers, as autonomous agents, cut brush and stick it in the mud. The mud 



nathan stormer and bridie mcgreavy 

12

relents, accepting the sticks. The tide comes in to push the harvesters to the 
shore. The tides, carrying the seed, also push against the brush causing the 
water to whirlpool and force the seed into the mud. Again, the mud relents, 
accepting the seed. Violent imposition occurs as one eruption pushes into 
the next. Creating swirl becomes a series of independent acts that com-
pel an otherwise unmoved world to conform to a pattern over and over. 
Aquaculture becomes articulate only in moments when entities feel pres-
sured and only then as a function of other entities’ imposition. Rhetorical 
capacitation depends on a peculiar pushiness belonging to humans that is 
nonetheless hard to deny to nonhumans. However, what if these entities 
need one another? What if each is responsive and interactive such that 
addressivity emerges as tides roll, mud yields, seeds catch, and humans con-
template, anticipate, and manipulate?

Vulnerability

Campbell unexpectedly touches on extrahuman capacities to act with when 
she describes a humanist ontology: the “capability of influencing and being 
influenced,” which entails permanent material vulnerability as the condition 
of influence (1970, 103). Typically, vulnerability is acknowledged relative to 
the symbolic, as when Richard Marback argues that “language’s capacity to 
effect change is a question of our acceptance of or susceptibility to language 
as an agent of change,” echoing Butler when he refers to our “simultane-
ous sovereignty over and vulnerability to words” (2012, 16, 17). To limit vul-
nerability to a “capacity for linguistic and semantic responses” (Campbell 
1970, 103) is to conceive of it as the nonprevention of violence, which fails 
to account for the complicated relations that make rhetoric potent. If 
struggling with rather than against the world capacitates, then vulnerability 
 conditions and limits rhetorical force.

Bennett’s vital materialism helps explain vulnerability’s significance. By 
“vitality,” Bennett means nonhuman entities’ ability not only to conform 
or not to “the will and design of humans but also to act as quasi agents or 
forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010, viii). 
She adopts Spinoza’s conatus to explain what she calls “thing power.” 
“Conatus,” Latin for “effort, endeavor, striving,” describes the fact that each 
thing in its own way “strives to persevere in its being” (2000, IIIP6). The 
clam harvester strives differently than clams and tides do and awareness is 
more than sensation, but nonhuman things exercise conatus as well. Even 
inorganic materialities whose movement and change are enigmatic, such 
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as water bodies that shift and swell due to the proximity of a planet to its 
moon, enact conatus.

Conative vitality recognizes that all things exist in a limited, continu-
ous state of being vulnerable because a thing must be open, adaptable, if 
that thing is to “augment the power of acting” necessary to persist (Deleuze 
1988, 101). Capacities requisite for action—as a condition of being able to act—
must renew themselves and develop through engagement with the world. 
“For in Spinozism all power bears with it a corresponding and inseparable 
capacity to be affected. And this capacity to be affected is always, neces-
sarily exercised,” Deleuze explains. An act is not singular but involves “two 
equally actual powers, that of acting, and that of suffering actions, which 
vary inversely one to the other, but whose sum is both constant and con-
stantly effective” (1992, 93). Affectability or “response-ability” requires that 
things be inherently vulnerable to one another.8 Vulnerability is not a state 
of being at risk but of being entangled, which requires being at risk in vary-
ing passive-active relations. Conatus can only be understood ecologically 
because existents are not radically autonomous. If things exhibit “a tendency 
to maintain and maximize an ability to be affected” (Deleuze 1988, 99), then 
to persevere in being things must exist affectively in entanglement (Spinoza 
2000, IVP38). Vital materiality presumes that entities persist together, which 
Grosz contends is “the very principle of matter itself, with its possibilities 
of linkage with the living, with its possibilities of mutual transformation” 
(2011, 52). Action can ever and only be acting with the world, not simply 
acting on it.

Entities like clam seed and tide charts are not raw material waiting 
on human will to matter (Rickert 2013, 160). They are relevant not simply 
because they are vulnerable but because their persistence of being partici-
pates in rhetorical potentiality. Reconsider the creation of swirl. We start 
with the tides, although we could begin with gravity or water molecules. The 
tides, these watery swells, rush in twice per day with a magnitude that shifts 
as the moon circles the earth. The harvesters must know the tide and the 
topography of the intertidal zone to produce good swirl. They may call this 
working the tides, but the tides work them too, drawing them out to the flat 
and then back to their trucks as the water washes in and out across the mud. 
In order for the harvesters to amplify the swirl through brushing, the mud 
must not be too hard or too soft, providing a foothold for the trees in their 
soggy afterlife. The branches must bend and move with the tides, yielding 
to the flow. The clams too must sense the swirl and swim for where the food 
is, down in the mud. These elements become articulate with one another 
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through their mutual vulnerabilities, contingently addressing humans and 
nonhumans to the extent that together they open possible futures. These 
vulnerabilities allow ontologically different, intertwined rhetorics to persist 
or disappear.

Affectability is conceived many ways, of course. Rhetoric scholars make 
use of psychoanalysis, public feeling, Heidegger’s Dasein, Levinas’s Other, 
pathos relative to ideology, and more still.9 “Material vulnerability” stresses 
the vitality at stake in rhetorical capacitation: powers of transformation 
thrive and fade when enacted because wounding covaries with openness. 
The word “vulnerable” comes from the Latin “vulnus” or “wound.” Diane 
Davis carefully delineates the exposure to harm inherent in a rhetorical 
sensitivity that is prior to and, indeed, prepares for the symbolic. She argues 
that responsiveness between existents is “an originary (or preoriginary) 
rhetoricity—an affectability or persuadability—that is the condition for 
symbolic action” (2010, 2). Davis demonstrates that entangled, affective rela-
tions with the foreign are rhetoricity, as evidenced by asymbolic obligations 
to respond. Persuad-ability is response-ability, which of necessity means 
existents are irremediably exposed, vulnerable in the sense of “weakness,” 
“frailty,” and “destitution.” The vulnerability entailed by response-ability is 
“a not being able to not suffer” (156). Similarly, Deleuze writes of conatus 
that “we are always at risk of encountering something more powerful that 
will destroy us” (1988, 102–3).

Wounding is complicated, however, because it is inessentially  pathological. 
No mode of rhetoric endures indefinitely; because power is a sum of acting 
and suffering action, as power grows, so does vulnerability. Rather than vio-
lence rendering an entity vulnerable, exposing it, violence is an aspect of the 
vulnerability of power.10 The question is what to make of wounds when they 
occur. Nietzsche famously upended the value of wounding with his motto 
“spirits increase, vigor grows through a wound” (1968, 465). Wounding can 
be vitalizing. Georges Canguilhem elaborates on vitality’s vulnerability in his 
history of pathology by arguing that disease is the “appearance of a new vital 
order,” a form of life like any other (1991, 193). A contingency of vitality is 
“the feeling of life gone wrong,” which he describes as a relative loss of  capacity 
based on normative interactions with the environment (144). Morbidity is 
 constitutive—not a failure—of vitality because wounds are compulsory to 
conatus; being is normatively morbid or vital given a thing’s ability to persevere 
within its milieu (100, 135, 194, 212, 225).

As a body of address is enacted, the entwined materialities that 
 capacitate that rhetoric also suffer action, meaning the condition of any 
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rhetoric’s vibrancy is the morbidity enfolded in the ecology that enables it. 
Put differently, vulnerability vis-à-vis conatus is about power in its finitude 
and not frailty subject to power. The inevitability of pathology may seem 
to imply that resistance to being affected is strength, but that is contrary 
to conatus. At its limit, resistance becomes immunity to influence, which 
saps strength because it is nonresilient; in medical terms, nonresponsive-
ness is death. Oddly, absolute vulnerability is equally immune to influence.  
A “pure” vulnerability would be ironically in-vulnerable. This is Burke’s par-
adox of purity (1969, 35–38). A purely vulnerable entity would be closed. The 
vitality of vulnerability needs impurity, which also germinates pathology. 
The impurity of vulnerability is what makes materialities resilient, adaptable, 
and risky. To think of rhetorical capacities as environmentally emergent is 
to think power arising from entwined vulnerabilities. As a commonplace, 
vulnerability recasts notions of rhetorical potential. One does not classify 
forces as ontically rhetorical or nonrhetorical; instead one studies tangled 
forces that conditionally empower addressivity. The question is not whether 
tides are rhetorical, for instance, but rather how they participate at any 
moment in multiple, different rhetorics emerging from entanglements.

from recalcitrance to resilience
Different kinds of rhetoric have “emergent properties, emergent in that 
their ability to make something happen (a newly inflected materialism, a 
blackout, a hurricane, a war on terror) is distinct from the sum of vital 
force of each materiality considered alone” (Bennett 2010, 24). However, if 
the price of vitality is morbidity, how should we conceive the  interactions 
of mutually vulnerable entities ecologically that result in one rhetoric 
 persisting and another fading? To account for the dynamism of a rhetoric’s 
material ecology, we must shift the commonplace for discussing nonhuman 
participation in human affairs from recalcitrance to resilience.

Recalcitrance

The most common characterization of nonhuman participation is the 
power of refusal or “recalcitrance,” which Bennett describes as the “positive, 
productive power” of things. The world is not uncooperative with us, as if 
hearing human entreaties, it withholds its labor. The “active role of non-
human materials in public life” comes from the way different entities resist 
and accommodate each other (2). For her, thing power is the recalcitrance 
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of materialities as they come together in an effort to “stubbornly” persist 
and extend their own being (2–6). Where there is power, there is resistance, 
and it is productive (Foucault 1980, 95).

A humanist frame for recalcitrance such as Burke offers in Permanence 
and Change (255–61) might consider how nonhumans, sociality, and lan-
guage as entity call forth and temper statements and so “induce or invite 
as well as resist or frustrate terminological revision and extension” (Prelli, 
Anderson, and Althouse 2011, 102). The symbolic’s mediating potential is 
induced by reality’s frustrations (Rickert 2013, 194). A resonant (if posthu-
man) position in science and technology studies treats things as part of a 
suite of agents that produce knowledge about things like quarks, DNA, 
and electromagnetic radiation or, in our case, shellfish and tidal rhythms.11 
Recalcitrance finds an anthropomorphic avatar in Melville’s Bartleby the 
scrivener, who exhibits resistance to his job in his refrain “I would prefer not 
to” (Hoy 2005, 550; Deleuze 1997, 68–70). Bartleby shows that as resistance 
quashes subordination it reveals “an openness of indefinite possibility that 
things could be different, even if one does not know exactly how” (Hoy 
2005, 10). Productive possibilities flowing from recalcitrance are seductive 
because they breed hope for change. Entities—Bartleby, clams, machines—
push back, acting as lures for new futures.

Although recalcitrance portends change, we see the logic of acting on, 
not with, in a recalcitrant world. Attendant to the violent logic of acting on, 
we note three questionable correlatives of recalcitrance: stabilized limits, 
autonomy, and saturated capacity. First, recalcitrance stabilizes the liminal 
unfolding of materials coming together in ambient synthesis (Rickert 2013, 
74–98). Wherever recalcitrance guides explanations of interaction, the pat-
tern is antagonistic resistance-accommodation. But such tessellations give 
rise to a stasis: withdraw, oblige, withdraw, oblige. Agents and agencies 
acting on each other in assemblage are stabilized around the horizon of 
refusal. Clam harvesters dependably articulate a discourse of farming only 
to the extent that tides push back, mud resists hoe, and clam seed eludes 
swirl. The tides continue to address the harvesters, calling them back and 
sending them away, only to the extent that harvesters can resist the tides. 
The persistence of rhetorical possibilities is conceived through restraint. 
As acts take flight they are contained from the first wingbeat by demurral’s 
prospect. In terms of articulation, without recalcitrance a rhetoric collapses 
in disorder because there is then no limit to address. Recalcitrance mirrors 
the human exception as a preset capacity, variably shared and distributed, 
which forms in advance the limits of the possible.
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Second, stability created by resistance-accommodation depends on 
autonomy because it requires bodies to act independently. Autonomy is 
evidenced by each actant’s thing power. Or, as Isabelle Stengers claims, “An 
ecology of practices entails that each practice has indeed its own recalcitrant, 
diverging manner of defining what matters” (2010, 25). For her, atomized 
resistance maintains difference. Similarly, Andrew Pickering looks to sci-
ence to understand the “business of coping with material agency” and finds 
both parallel autonomy and constitutive intertwining among all entities 
(Pickering 1995, 6–7). The suite of actants that come together to construct 
a bubble chamber, identify quarks, and build number-controlled machines 
are both autonomously parallel and constitutively intertwined (15). The link 
between “constitutive” and “autonomous” agency reveals a critical flaw in 
recalcitrance as a model. Entities may run a straight course of indepen-
dence until, inexplicably, their paths change and they merge; however, what 
is parallel never intersects. Only line defects can explain this change, and 
if entities intertwine because of their “defective” autonomy, we must accept 
that these independent lines were never parallel (Deleuze 1979).

Davis dispels the autonomy mirage by showing that it’s response- ability, 
not deflected parallelism, that incites change (2010, 86–113). The relation 
between response-ability and recalcitrance mirrors that between suffering 
and vulnerability: inescapable yet nonnecessary. Recalcitrance should not, 
a priori, delimit what is possible from response-ability. Forms of aquacul-
ture persist not only because their constituents reject certain influences; 
their rhetorical capacity is also conditioned by the complex responsiveness 
between them. As Grosz suggests, “The milieu is an ongoing provocation 
to the organism to utilize its capacities, to act, to make” (2011, 182). That 
the world goes because autonomous entities enact “no” is a limited way to 
explain the persistence of being.

Third, a model of stable, obstinate autonomy presupposes the last 
correlate of recalcitrance, saturated capacity. Diana Coole is representa-
tive when she asks whether we might envisage “a lively materiality that is 
self-transformative and already saturated with the agentic capacities and 
existential significance that are typically located in a separate, ideal, and 
subjectivist, realm” (2010, 92). We agree that agency is capacitated within 
a field of complex relations, but if agentic capacity is contingent it can-
not also be described as saturating things because then bodies are already 
invested with such capacity. If materials develop agentic abilities by refusing 
each other from the start, how did they become saturated with the ability 
to refuse?
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A world of Bartlebys stabilizes explanations of mutually vulnerable, 
interactive things. Events unfold within a fixed space of giving in or push-
ing back, where the “not to” imposes “a kind of limit function” (Deleuze 
1997, 68). Rhetorical capacities are limited to entities full (possibly over-
full) of “no,” flickering as they withdraw-oblige: now you see the rhetori-
cal potential (refusal), now you don’t (quiescence). Rhetorical capacities 
become innate, fixed expressions of negation and not adaptive; they become 
static, although no longer fixed anthropocentrically.

Resilience

Ever-changing themselves, rhetorics require resilient (i.e., responsive, 
adaptive, and persistent) assemblages to sustain ability to work over 
time. Resilience helps explain how diverse constituents develop rhetori-
cal capacities and perpetuate certain rhetorical potentialities. By holding 
responsiveness, complexity, and adaptivity at its center, resilience provides 
a commonplace for discussing how diverse, interdependent materialities 
become rhetorical in different ways over time.

Resilience is an interdisciplinary commonplace found in fields as dif-
ferent as ecology, engineering, social psychology, and economics (Walker 
and Salt 2012, 2–3). We draw on the idea as it is defined in social ecologi-
cal systems (SES) literature because it includes concepts like adaptation 
and sustainability. SES theorists advocate for “resilience thinking” against 
traditional natural resource management approaches (which are analogous 
to violent models of action—linear, reductive, and based on a false sense 
of control) (32). Ecologists use the concept of resilience to describe adap-
tive abilities in uncertain environments and to understand, for example, the 
total disturbance an intertidal shellfish bed can tolerate before it is reduced 
to mere mud. A shellfish bed’s resilience is its ability to absorb disturbance 
and still act like, feel like, and look like a clamflat or mussel bed. As with 
Davis’s preoriginary rhetoricity, engagement is the starting point, and a 
network model would likely resonate more with SES theory than ambi-
ence (Davis 2010, 18–36; Rickert 2013). Whether conceived as network, 
ambience, or something else, resilience is “all about seeing a farm/family/
business/region as a complex adaptive system” that is constantly changing 
(Walker and Salt 2012, 113).

However, like agency, rhetoric as a violence apart, and material recal-
citrance, resilience in SES literature usually is described as resulting from 
force effects between stubborn yet vulnerable/weak agents that push 
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against each other as they sustain or transform themselves and the system 
(Adger 2006, 270–73). The persistence of systems in spite of vulnerability is 
the “flip side” of resilience (Folke et al. 2002, 13). As we have argued, the idea 
of vulnerability as passive exposure assumes that a nonvulnerable state is 
possible and desirable. But vulnerability has to be seen not merely as frailty 
but as a potential strength if capacities are to be understood as adaptive. 
Consider, for instance, one simple arrangement: the filter feeding mecha-
nism of shellfish whereby they ingest and concentrate anything—plankton 
and so forth—found in the water. One does not need to be familiar with 
the slippery feeling of eating shellfish to have a synesthetic understanding 
of vulnerability’s texture. Their thin tissue is essential to their ability to take 
in food when they need it or, conversely, to ingest toxins. Their vulnerabil-
ity is actualized as vitality and exposure. Vulnerability is the pharmakon of 
materiality (Derrida 1981, 95–117).

Resilient, vulnerable ecologies empower modes of rhetoric to act 
(necessarily an acting with). Different materialities set the field of poten-
tial and condition diverse rhetorics’ emergence from the broader environ-
ment. If that environment changes, so too does rhetorical capacity. As for 
our example, if discourses of harvesters are to be sustained, then the tides 
must work them, too, and harvesters must cultivate their ability to be 
affected by the tides. This makes them—and so the rhetoric—adaptable. 
Harvesters live by tide charts, which are calendars coordinated with the 
position of the moon that allow advanced planning around the height of 
tides. A rhetoric of aquaculture would be difficult to sustain without the 
charts because harvesters’ adaptability would be notably diminished. The 
charts enable the harvesters to be addressed more precisely and mean-
ingfully by the tides, to attune themselves better to the ocean’s cona-
tive vitality (Rickert 2013, 182–90). Harvesters grow rhetorical capacity 
as they grow more vulnerable to their world, entangling their lives more 
and more with the material ecology that they farm. It is not by being 
resistant to the tides or by controlling them through symbolic abstrac-
tions but by becoming tidal that harvesters continue to produce their 
own bodies of address about and for aquaculture. Understanding resil-
ience as responsive potential highlights the many materialities involved 
in rhetorical action and the transformations that routinely occur when 
that potential is actualized (Connolly 2013, 153). Resilience as a com-
monplace for discussing the persistence of this or that kind of rhetoric 
directs attention to the vulnerable complexity and diversity, the ecology 
of vibrant materials, that a rhetoric that depends on.
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conclusion
To think ecologically about rhetoric’s ontology is to contemplate a diverse, 
dynamic multiplicity arising from complex systems of entities in adaptive, 
dependent relations. This perspective requires a shift in key commonplaces 
through which discussions of rhetoric’s ontology traffic. Fundamentally, 
 rhetoric is to be considered an incipient set of capacities and not a fixed agency. 
The material limits and potential of rhetoric’s widely varying  modalities, 
 particularly in reference to extrahuman participation, is about  capacity 
more so than agency. Complementary to a shift from agency to capacity is 
a move from the action of one entity on another (a violence model) toward 
 potential afforded by vulnerable entanglements. The vulnerabilities  necessary 
so that entities may persist interdependently empower any given rhetoric but 
also enervate it;  inevitably, the material ecology that empowers a rhetoric 
 ironically is placed at risk by these capacitating entanglements. A final shift 
follows from an emphasis on vulnerability. For a material ecology to  persist 
( likewise for the rhetorics emerging in that ecology), it must absorb the 
 consequences of its openness, which it does by being adaptive, not  recalcitrant. 
The logic of  nonresponsiveness common to posthumanism and SES  
theories of  recalcitrance reverts to an agentic, violent model to explain action. 
Relative to rhetoric, treating resilience as adaptation would highlight how a 
 material  ecology continues to afford (or not) a set of capacities, given systemic 
 adaptations in the face of changing conditions.

The environmental ontology of rhetoric is an ancient, significant con-
cern even if it has only recently been recognized as such. We have offered 
several commonplaces that broadly support thinking ecologically about 
rhetoric’s ontology. They are orientations, in other words, not a specific 
philosophy or method. Many lines of inquiry open up if one adopts these 
commonplaces, such as what a finer-grained conceptualization of rhetoric 
might look like if discussed as a set of emergent capacities. What would 
these be and how are they contingent on their milieu? Also, if a particular 
rhetoric is not a function of human aptitude for symbolicity but of systemic 
vulnerabilities between all sorts of entities, then by what methods would 
we study the rise and fall of different rhetorics relative to the materiali-
ties they depend on? How is it that certain capacities are resilient if they 
are not inborn but environmentally derived? What in the ecology sustains 
that capacity, and how has it managed to do so over time? These questions 
and more like them become available if one embraces the commonplaces 
we have described. Incorporating ecological thought into the rhetoric of 
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rhetoric would benefit from ontological orientations favoring capacity 
more than agency, vulnerability more than violence, and resilience more 
than recalcitrance.

Department of Communication and Journalism
University of Maine
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