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So today, I have decided to simply begin with a direct statement of my utterly preposterous 
central claim. Here goes: 
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Kenneth Burke was responsible for the very first work in rhetorical new materialisms. That 
work found its most mature form in {click} Carolyn Miller’s 1984 Genre as Social Action. As I 
said this is, at least on face value, a preposterous claim. The claim is made all the more 
preposterous by the fact that Miller has disavowed my claim.  
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Indeed, she is on record in the relatively recent RSQ forum on rhetoric and Burno Latour
suggesting that inquiry into materiality within a rhetorical idiom is “curious” and “strange” 
at the very least. I think Miller is being polite here. I suspect her true claim would be 
something closer to the suggestion that rhetorical new materialisms is not really rhetoric at 
all. Ultimately, I also believe that a careful evaluation of the available evidence would 
suggest that Kenneth Burke, were he alive today, would share a similar opinion. So, then, 
on what basis do I make my preposterous claim? Aren’t you glad I have asked on your 
behalf. 
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Ultimately, my argument rests on an effort of intellectual historiography. This citation 
network, about which more to come, represents two intellectual traditions which emerge 
from the same root—the map describes a common origin point for continental new 
materialisms in the French tradition and modern rhetorical theory as defined by Burke and 
Miller. 
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That common origin point is the little discussed, and tragically forgotten, French 
philosopher Henri Bergson. 
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The network visualization was generated by identifying explicit citation trajectories that 
lead from Bergson to two avatars of contemporary new materialisms and rhetoric (Bruno 
Latour and Carolyn Miller, respectively). The primary goal here was to provide a snapshot of 
Bergson's influence. In the diagram, each node or dot is a work of scholarship, and each 
line of articulation denotes an explicit citation. The nodes vary in size based upon the 
relative influence of each node in the network. So, if a text is cited by more future texts, its 
node will be larger. Ultimately, from even a hasty perusal this figure, it should be clear that 
Bergson is a powerful contributor to both rhetoric and continental new materialisms. 
Ultimately, the map shows us two intellectual branches in Bergson’s legacy: a better known 
right branch (focusing on Deleuze, Whitehead, Latour, and leading eventually to Stengers
and Barad) and a lesser known left branch that shaped the work of early Burke and Miller. 
It’s that left branch that I will talk about today. 
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So who was this mystery man? Bergson was born in Paris in 1859. After studying at the 
École normale supérieure and the University of Paris, he was appointed to a series 
of secondary school teaching posts which ultimately led to a position as Professor of 
Rhetoric at lycée Henri-Quatre. Much of Bergson's early career was consumed with 
his attempts to secure an academic post at a top-tier university. Along the way, he 
published Matter and Memory (1896/1911), the reception of which eventually 
helped him to earn the Chair in Ancient Philosophy at the Collège de France in 
1900. Bergson's work was very well known during his life and tremendously 
respected in some circles. William James once wrote Bergson to congratulate him 
on Matter and Memory, comparing it favorably to Berkeley's Principles of Human 
Knowledge and Kant's Critique of Pure Reason. Bergson would go on to publish 
important works including his "Introduction to Metaphysics" (1903/1946), Creative 
Evolution (1911), and "Philosophical Intuition" (1911/1946). He was eventually 
elected to the French National Academy. And if that wasn’t enough in the way of 
accomplishments, Bergson won the 1927 Nobel Prize in Literature and while serving 
as a special envoy to the US, was instrumental in negotiating our entry into World 
War I. Cool hat too. 

8



While keeping to time will not allow me to detail the full depth of Bergson’s scholarship, I 
will say briefly that he was greatly interested in the kinds of issues that fascinate 
contemporary new materialism. His approach to philosophy was built on a fundamental 
rejection of metaphical dualisms and an enduring interest in the affective/experiential 
duration of bodies and subjectivities within unfolding processes of space-time. When 
Whitehead got ahold of Bergson, process philosophy was born. Now I’m not the only one 
to suggest that Bergson was ahead of his time. As person and Omallarky note, 
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Bergson’s influence on rhetoric begins with Burke. The earliest record I could find of 
Burke's engagement with Bergson is found in a March 1921 diary entry that 
ruminates on the audience’s experience of literature. The entry is remarkably 
reminiscent of Bergson and centers around a theory of “progression” which Burke 
defined as “a sequence of related discoveries…each discovery coming as one-step 
beyond the accumulation of proceeding discoveries” (Burke, 1921, p.1).  An 
undated fragment after this entry quotes at length from French literary critic Julien 
Benda. The transcribed passage principally describes the novelty and radical nature 
of Bergson’s theory of intuition. The excerpted passage ends with a brief note by 
Burke himself celebrating Benda’s appropriation of Bergson. The ideas in this early 
essay find their final form in Attitudes Towards History and Counter-Statement. 
Burke had clearly found much to admire in Bergson and neoBergsonian ideas. 
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Furthermore, these ideas significantly animate Permanence and Change. 
Specifically, he draws on Karen Stephen's (1922) The Misuse of Mind, an English-
language popularization of Bergson’s thought. Burke devotes an entire section of his 
famous chapter on perspective by incongruity to describing the importance of 
Bergson's ideas for his own. At the outset of this section he identifies Bergson's 
metaphysical method as the closest antecedent to perspective by incongruity….. 
{click- passage}
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Building on Bergson’s oeuvre, Permanence and Change articulates the historic 
problems of dualist metaphysics as an antecedent to its inquiry. As Burke writes… 
{passage} Subsequently, Burke (1935) argues for a more relational metaphysics 
grounded in processes of becoming: 
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{passage}

Here Burke rejects dualist metaphysics shifts attention toward situated action 
within unfolding events. And, thus, Burke appears to occupy more-or-less seamless 
transitory position between Bergson and contemporary new materialisms. 
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Finally, this brings us to Miller's work. Dissatisfied with then-popular theories of the 
rhetorical situation, Miller develops a radical new approach to genre that describes 
rhetorical action as grounded in the complex, processual unfolding entanglements 
of materiality and meaning. This new theory of genre comes from innovative fusion 
of Burke and the work of social philosopher Alfred Schütz. The influence of Burke on 
Miller's thought is, of course, quite well known. Her famous 1984 article cites and 
makes extensive use of Permanence and Change and Grammar of Motives. 
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However, her indebtedness to Schütz is much less recognized. An early version of 
"Genre as Social Action" which appears in Miller's (1980) dissertation shows the 
centrality of Schütz's ideas. Specifically, Miller uses his work to introduce two 
central concepts into her developing theory. In the first case, she uses Schütz to 
redefine the rhetorical situation, itself-- writing
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Shortly thereafter, Miller (1980) further leverages Schütz's scholarship to hone her 
developing notion of typification:  {passage}

Both Schütz's theory of situations and typification can be traced back to Bergsonian
theory. Typification occurs through processes of reciprocal agitation in unfolding 
moments of material-semiotic entanglement. Writing during the hight of 
postmodern theory, as she was, Miller’s interpretation of Schutz here is admittedly 
somewhat denuded of its original materialism. Nevertheless, when she fully 
integrates Burke and Schutz via genre, the tensions between postmodernism and 
neoBergsonian new materialisms are impossible to resolve.  As she writes in 1984, 
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{passage} 

So- truth in adverting–
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I added that strictly. It’s not in the original, and that’s why my claim is preposterous. 
However, what I suggest here is that in focusing on the intellectual legacies of 
Bersgonian thought in Schutz and Burke, a new reading of Miller is made possible, 
one that is both fully rhetorical and fully new materialist.  
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In the interests of time, I’ll have to leave it there. Let me just close by saying now 
matter how you read Miller (or early Burke for that matter), the scholarship of 
Bergson has been instrumental in the historic development of both continental new 
materialisms and modern Anglophone rhetorical theory.. So, perhaps, the more 
recent integration of rhetoric and new materialisms is not nearly as new or as 
strange as is often suggested. Bergson’s influence on rhetorical is an important but 
neglected part of our intellectual history, and as such he should be considered more 
substantively in this history of rhetorical thought. 
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